
Pa
no

ra
m

a
St

ra
te

gi
c 

S
ec

to
rs

 | 
S

ec
ur

it
y 

&
 P

ol
it

ic
s

IE
M

ed
. M

ed
ite

rr
an

ea
n 

Ye
ar

bo
ok

 2
02

5
26

7

Francesco Fasani
Professor of economics  
University of Milan 
Research fellow  
CEPR, CReAM, RF-Berlin and IZA

Forced Displacement on the Rise

At the end of June 2024, UNHCR recorded 122.6 
million people worldwide who were forcibly dis-
placed due to persecution, conflict, violence and hu-
man rights violations.1 This number implies that 1 in 
67 people worldwide suffered displacement, almost 
double the figure of 1 in 114 people which was re-
corded a decade before. This increase in forced dis-
placement follows a steep upward trend in global 
conflict and violence, which is estimated to have 
doubled over the last five years, especially driven by 
conflicts in Ukraine, Palestine, Myanmar, Sudan, 
Mexico and Yemen.2

Almost 60% of the forcibly displaced population — 
approximately 72.1 million individuals — were forced 
to leave their houses and origin communities but 
have not crossed the borders of their origin coun-
tries, remaining there as Internally Displaced People 
(IDPs). The remaining 40% have moved to other 
countries — often neighbouring ones — and live there 
as asylum seekers and refugees. This latter number 
includes 32 million refugees and 5.8 million other 
people in need of international protection under UN-
HCR’s mandate, as well as 6 million Palestine refu-
gees under UNRWA’s mandate. 
Since forced movements often cover relatively short 
distances, the vast majority of displaced people 

1 Source: UNHCR, link: www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends.
2 Source: ACLED, link: https://acleddata.com/conflict-index/.

(87%) live in low- and middle-income countries, which 
is where most forced displacement flows are gener-
ated. According to the latest figures available, Europe 
hosted 13.2 million refugees (10.7% of the world-
wide population of forcibly displaced people) in 2024, 
with Turkey having the largest refugee population (3.1 
million), followed by Germany (2.6 million), the Rus-
sian Federation (1.2 million) and Poland (0.9 million). 
In addition, 1.4 million asylum seekers had reached a 
European country to apply for refugee status. 
The arrival of refugees presents specific challenges 
that add to the already complex task of integrating 
the broader immigrant population into host coun-
tries. In a world that appears to be moving further 
away from peaceful coexistence, it is reasonable to 
anticipate that the upward trend in forced displace-
ment will persist — calling for careful analysis and in-
novative policy responses.

The Challenges of Integrating Immigrants

A recent OECD-European Commission report high-
lights substantial progress in the integration of immi-
grants across several dimensions in OECD countries 
(OECD-EC, 2023). Over the past decade, both the 
labour market integration of immigrants and the edu-
cational outcomes of their children have improved. 
Between 2011 and 2021, employment rates among 
recent arrivals increased in more than two thirds of 
OECD countries, a trend partly attributable to their 
higher levels of educational attainment compared 
with previous cohorts. In 2020, nearly half of recent 
immigrants in the OECD had attained tertiary educa-
tion, compared with less than a third a decade earlier.

Strategic Sectors | Economy & Territory

Integrating Refugees into the Formal 
Workforce

http://www.unhcr.org/mid-year-trends
https://acleddata.com/conflict-index/
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Despite these important improvements, successfully 
integrating immigrants into societies and labour mar-
kets remains a key challenge for governments of host 
countries across the globe. Indeed, migrants in most 
destination countries continue to exhibit lower em-
ployment rates than comparable native-born workers, 
remain disproportionately exposed to unemployment 
and are heavily concentrated in precarious and low-
paid occupations. While these disparities tend to di-
minish with longer-term stays in the host country — and 
even more markedly across generations, since sec-
ond-generation immigrants generally achieve better 
socioeconomic outcomes than their parents — signifi-
cant gaps persist. Notably, there appears to be little 
progress in improving the living conditions of immi-
grants and their children, who continue to experience 
poverty at rates considerably higher than those of the 
native-born population, with no clear downward trend 
evident (OECD-EC, 2023). 
In Europe, a large body of research has shown slow 
and incomplete economic integration of immigrants, 
especially those with low education and coming 
from outside of Europe. Indeed, while EU migrants’ 
performance in EU labour markets closely resem-
bles that of native citizens, a sizeable gap can be ob-
served for non-EU migrants. In 2023, the employ-
ment rate was around 76% for both native citizens 
and EU migrants, dropping to 63% among non-EU 
migrants. In the same year, the unemployment rate 
was lowest among nationals (5.4%), with higher 
rates for citizens of other EU countries (6.9%) and 
much higher for non-EU citizens (12.2%). Beyond 
having higher employment rates and lower unem-
ployment rates, EU migrants tend to secure more 
qualified and better-paid jobs compared to non-EU 
migrants. Still, both migrant groups experience sub-
stantial occupational downgrading, and EU migrants 
perform only marginally better than non-EU migrants 
in this respect.

Additional Challenges for Refugees

Refugees represent a particularly vulnerable popula-
tion due to the additional challenges caused by their 
displacement, trauma and potential loss of human 
capital during their journey to safer countries. Unlike 
other migrants, refugees are often not positively se-
lected in terms of education and skills and typically 

come from countries with cultural norms and tradi-
tions that differ significantly from those of the host 
nations. These factors contribute to a greater skill 
disadvantage and a higher risk of discrimination. Ad-
ditionally, a key distinction between migrant and ref-
ugee flows lies in the different nature of these mi-
gratory movements. Migration is generally gradual, 
planned and dispersed across multiple destinations, 
while forced displacement occurs in sudden waves, 
concentrated in a limited number of destination coun-
tries over a short period. This concentration in time 
and space intensifies the challenges associated with 
refugee integration.

Refugees represent a particularly 
vulnerable population due to the 
additional challenges caused by their 
displacement, trauma and potential 
loss of human capital during their 
journey to safer countries

Indeed, the fact that the labour market performance 
of refugees in European countries is significantly 
weaker than that of comparable non-EU migrants is 
well-documented in the academic literature (Brell et 
al. 2020). Fasani et al. (2022) estimate that refugees 
in EU countries are 11.6% less likely to have a job 
and 22% more likely to be unemployed compared to 
other migrants with similar individual characteristics. 
Additionally, refugees tend to have lower income, 
poorer occupational quality and lower labour market 
participation. These disparities persist up to 10-15 
years after arrival in the host countries. These large 
and persistent gaps represent a clear call for action. 

Key Barriers to the Labour Market Integration 
of Migrants and Refugees

Labour market integration of migrants and refugees 
is just one element of their broader social, political 
and cultural integration in hosting societies, but it is 
often seen as a necessary condition for observing 
significant progress in all other areas. If we define 
economic integration as the extent to which migrant 
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workers will achieve the same depth of labour mar-
ket integration as native citizens by fully using their 
skills and realizing their economic potential, we can 
think about barriers that prevent migrants from 
reaching such a target.
Integration barriers can affect several margins of mi-
grants’ labour market outcomes. First, they may dis-
courage migrants from participating in the labour 
market and actively looking for a job, reducing their 
participation rate. Second, they may reduce the 
probability of finding employment for those who are 
searching. Third, integration barriers may constrain 
the number of hours and the stability of employment 
relationships for migrants, confining them to unde-
sired part-time and temporary occupations and hence 
leading to underemployment. Finally, barriers can re-
duce the quality of employment, leading to jobs in the 
informal market, with low pay, poor working condi-
tions, little recognition of workers’ qualifications, etc.

A Taxonomy of Key Barriers

Fasani (2024) proposes a taxonomy of the main in-
tegration barriers faced by migrants and refugees in 
hosting societies which groups them into nine ma-
jor categories and attributes them to broader causal 
factors, as reported in Table 14. 
First, we can identify three barriers arising from 
migrants’ characteristics (e.g. their human capital) 
and their match with labour demand in destination 
countries: 

(i)	 Language barriers: Limited knowledge of the host 
country language poses a serious challenge, 

since fluency is a crucial skill that complements 
the existing abilities of migrants and refugees, 
unlocking better educational and occupational 
opportunities for them in host countries; 

(ii)	 Educational barriers: Educational qualifications 
obtained in source countries are often valued 
far less by host country employers than those 
acquired in destination countries, since the for-
mer are often not — or only partially — recog-
nized, leading to pervasive skill downgrading 
among migrants; 

(iii)	 Employability barriers: Lack of knowledge of 
the host country labour market — coupled with 
the existence of regulated occupations whose 
access is often prevented to migrants — may se-
verely hinder the effectiveness of migrants’ job 
seeking efforts, leading to unemployment and 
discouragement. 

The labour market performance 
of refugees in European countries 
is significantly weaker than that 
of comparable non-EU migrants. 
These disparities persist up 
to 10-15 years after arrival in the 
host countries

Second, migrants’ choices — residential choices, in 
particular — may generate important barriers. Mi-
grants display a tendency for residential segrega-
tion, settling in areas with established communities 

TABLE 14 Key Integration Barriers and Their Causes

Causes of Integration Barriers Integration Barriers Examples

Migrants’ Characteristics

1) Language Barriers  

2) Educational Barriers Non-recognition of Foreign Qualifications

3) Employability Barriers Occupational Downgrading; Regulated Occupations

Migrants’ Choices 4) Residential Segregation  

Employers and Citizens’ Attitudes
5) Limited Bargaining Power  

6) Discrimination and Hostile Attitudes
Discrimination by Employers and Co-workers; Hostile Attitudes  
in Hosting Societies

Host Country Government  
and Their Policies

7) Welfare State Access  

8) Migration Policy
Legal Residence Status; Temporary and Permanent Visas; Access 
to Citizenship

9) Asylum Policy Placement/Dispersal Policies; Waiting Times and Employment Bans



Pa
no

ra
m

a
St

ra
te

gi
c 

S
ec

to
rs

 | 
S

ec
ur

it
y 

&
 P

ol
it

ic
s

IE
M

ed
. M

ed
ite

rr
an

ea
n 

Ye
ar

bo
ok

 2
02

5
27

0

from their region or country of origin. While these 
choices can improve their wellbeing — and, in certain 
cases, also their economic outcomes — in the short 
term, effects in the medium and long run may be det-
rimental, if residential segregation reduces host 
country language acquisition, educational invest-
ment and interactions with native workers. 
Third, further barriers and delays to economic inte-
gration can be created in the interaction with host 
country’s employers and citizens if migrants are met 
with discriminatory practices, widespread misper-
ceptions and general hostility, which may further 
weaken their bargaining position in the labour mar-
ket, leading them to accept substandard working 
conditions and wages. 
Finally, important barriers can be generated by the 
interaction with the policies implemented by host 
country governments. First, by regulating access to 
the welfare state, host country governments can re-
duce migrants’ exposure to income instability and 
poverty risk, allowing them to pursue training and job 
opportunities that enhance their long-term employ-
ment prospects. Second, the migration policy frame-
work defines key areas of the migrants’ experience 
and integration, such as access to legal residency 
status, permanent residency and citizenship. Third, 
asylum policy — by defining key aspects such as the 
geographical allocation of refugees, waiting times 
for refugee status recognition and access to the for-
mal labour market — can shape the economic inte-
gration of asylum seekers and refugees. 

Refugee-Specific Barriers

All integration barriers described above — but for 
the very last group (i.e. those potentially created by 
the asylum policy) — typically affect both migrants 

and refugees in host countries’ labour markets, al-
though the forced and unplanned nature of refugee 
migration can further exacerbate the negative im-
pact of these barriers for refugees. The asylum poli-
cy could effectively reduce the initial disadvantage 
refugees inevitably experience relative to other mi-
grant groups who arrive in host countries for other 
reasons (work, study, family reunification, etc.). In-
deed, this regime provides significant rights and 
entitlements — such as income and housing sup-
port — available to all asylum applicants, with addi-
tional provisions for those who successfully attain 
refugee status. However, the asylum system can also 
introduce further barriers to integration, as clearly 
demonstrated by the literature which has studied 
these policies. In particular, it has been shown in 
several contexts that displacement policies — which 
aim at allocating and housing asylum seekers and 
refugees in different areas of the host country — often 
place them in undesirable locations with limited em-
ployment opportunities, further delaying their integra-
tion process. Similarly, long waiting times for refugee 
status determination have been shown to persistent-
ly reduce employment rates of affected claimants. 
Finally, the widespread practice of imposing tem-
porary employment bans, preventing asylum seek-
ers from legally accessing the formal labour market, 
can also generate long-lasting reductions in refu-
gees’ employment and labour market participation 
(Fasani et al, 2021).

Policy Implications and Conclusions

The policy interventions implemented to tackle the 
integration barriers described above are highly het-
erogeneous across countries and over time. While 
the quantitative evaluations of their effects have of-
ten reached ambiguous and contradictory conclu-
sions, there seem to be a few general policy lessons 
that seem to attract wide consensus among experts 
and practitioners. In particular:

(i)	 Focus on the period immediately after arrival: 
Early interventions soon after arrival have strong-
er and more lasting impacts on migrants’ integra-
tion paths than policies implemented later on;

(ii)	 Identify and balance trade-offs in policy inter-
ventions: Each policy measure can potentially 

All integration barriers affect both 
migrants and refugees in host 
countries’ labour markets, although 
the forced and unplanned nature 
of refugee migration can further 
exacerbate the negative impact 
of these barriers for refugees
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entail some trade-off, whereby the migrants and 
refugees involved in the intervention gain on 
some integration dimensions, but lose on others;

(iii)	 Remove unnecessary integration barriers: Some 
barriers created by migration and asylum poli-
cies — such as the obstacles to recognition of 
foreign qualifications or employment bans for 
asylum seekers — generate no desirable effects 
and delay migration integration;

(iv)	 Reduce uncertainty faced by migrants in host 
countries: Protracted uncertainty about their 
status in the host country — such as regarding 
visa renewal or obtaining citizen status — is det-
rimental to migrants’ economic integration. 

Policymaking in the field of migrant economic inte-
gration should be guided by these general princi-
ples, alongside a clear understanding that the ben-
efits of integration extend well beyond the migrants 
themselves. Enhanced integration significantly im-
proves the wellbeing of migrants and refugees, as 
well as that of their children and extended families. 

These improvements, in turn, generate positive spill-
over effects for communities and families in coun-
tries of origin, through financial remittances and the 
transmission of social norms and practices. Further-
more, successful integration bolsters migrants’ eco-
nomic contributions to host societies by fostering 

greater labour market participation and reducing reli-
ance on welfare support. There is, therefore, a com-
pelling economic rationale for investing in the inte-
gration of migrants and refugees.
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