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Samenvatting

Vluchtelingen brengen op korte termijn onvermijdelijke kosten met zich mee voornamelijk

door een verhoogde druk op het sociale zekerheidsstelsel. Op middellange en lange termijn

zijn de resultaten echter niet éénduidig doordat ze fundamenteel afhankelijk zijn van de ar-

beidsmarktintegratie. In deze masterproef onderzoeken we de integratie van vluchtelingen

op de arbeidsmarkten van ontwikkelde landen en in het bijzonder van België en Zwit-

serland. We bemerken een opvallend lagere werkzaamheidsgraad van de vluchtelingen in

België. De belangrijkste redenen die we vinden ter verklaring van de inferieure Belgische

positie zijn: het eerder grote aandeel van MENA vluchtelingen in België vergeleken met

Zwitserland, de gebrekkige kennis van het Nederlands, de aanwezige discriminatie op de

arbeidsmarkt, de intense competitie op de arbeidsmarkt in sectoren waarin veel vluchtelin-

gen terecht komen, de onzekerheid die vluchtelingen ervaren omtrent de goedkeuring van

hun asielaanvraag en het passieve arbeidsmarktbeleid ten gevolge van een eerder genereuze

welvaartsstaat.

Summary

Refugees entail in the short-term unavoidable costs especially by an increased pressure on

the social security system. On the medium and long term, the results are ambiguous as

they fundamentally depend on the labour market integration. This master’s dissertation

aims at analysing the refugee integration on the labour markets of developed countries and

in particular of Belgium and Switzerland. We notice the remarkable lower employment

rate of refugees in Belgium. The main reasons we find for the inferior position of Belgium

are: the rather large share of refugees originating from MENA compared to Switzerland,

the poor knowledge of Dutch, the discrimination present on the labour market, the in-

tense competition on the labour market in sectors were many refugees are employed, the

uncertainty refugees experience concerning the recognition of the asylum application and

the passive labour market policy resulting from a rather generous welfare state.
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Preamble

About a month ago, I read the following sentence in a paper of (Kerwin, 2018, p. 19):

”Refugees share a legitimate desire for knowing and having more, but above

all, for being more (Pope Francis, 2014)”.

Somehow, it really moved me. All this time, the whole year of working on my master

dissertation, I was also seeing refugees as a kind of obligated economic side article that

comes with the best-selling globalisation. As a true economist, I wanted to check the

economic feasibility for an economy and consequently examine the best possible options

to increase the economic value of refugees. But after reading this, it suddenly struck me.

The main question should not be how we can help ourselves, but how we can help them.

Because above all, refugees are people, people who flee from situations that I sincerely

hope I will never have to face.

I want to thank my supervisor for introducing me with passion into the interesting, but

harsh world of migration. I am grateful to her for keeping me motivated and in addition

for the freedom she gave me. Not only for not forcing interim deadlines on me and letting

me work at my own pace, but also with regard to the content of my thesis. Furthermore,

I would like to thank my parents, my sisters and my friends, who were always ready to

politely listen to my endless frustrations about the highly topical refugee issue, but also,

and not in the least, to the frustrations that go hand in hand with writing a master

dissertation.

Thank you.
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1 Introduction

Recently, we encountered the largest flows of refugees since World War II and although the

most sizeable flows behind us, there are still many refugees coming to Europe (Eurostat,

2019a). Refugees entering Western Europe is not new, according to Cutts (2000, Chap-

ter 7) the first flow since World War II, were Hungarian refugees in 1956.

In Figure 1, we see that for Belgium and Switzerland there is no general increasing trend

and many fluctuations can be observed over time. Both curves fluctuate remarkably alike.

The main inflows in the period 1960 - 1980 came from Cambodia, Vietnam and Kosovo.

The first peak noticeable in the figure is during the late eighties because of serious human

rights violations and conflicts in Africa, Asia, Latin America and the Middle East. The

increase in asylum applications during the early nineties is due to the increase of Eastern

European applications after the fall of the Berlin Wall and the crisis in Bosnia. The late

nineties were characterised by an increased inflow from refugees from Eastern and Central

Europe under more as a result of the Kosovo War.1

Figure 1: Asylum applications in Belgium and Switzerland (1985 - 2017)
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Source: Eurostat (2019a)

In 2015, there is a remarkable peak noticeable in the number of in flowing refugees in Figure

1. The curve reaches gradually a maximum of 39,515 asylum applications in Switzerland,

and in Belgium, it reaches an all-time maximum of 44,760 applications. The recent in-

crease in refugee flows which represent primarily Syrian and Afghan refugees is not only

observable in Belgium and Switzerland, also many other developed and undeveloped coun-

1In Belgium there was in addition a large-scale regularisation programme executed in 2000 and again
in 2011 (Burggraeve & Piton, 2016).
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tries experience the same trend. Together with the recent rise of inflowing refugees, other

types of migration are gradually increasing as well. People refer to it as the European

migration crisis. It is also, but much less, considered as a crisis of the greater whole, the

European integration. It becomes clear that, if not guided adequate, the recent migration

crisis could have far reaching implications (Bauböck, 2018).

The purely inflow of refugees is not considered as an issue. There have already been many

flows of refugees through history as you can observe in Figure 1. The problem is situated in

what comes next, in how the receiving countries will react. The implications for economies

do not uniquely depend on the number of inflowing refugees, because inevitably, the more

inflow the more initial costs for a country (Dullien, 2016) and the bigger the shock on

the labour market (Barslund, Di Salvo, & Laurentsyeva, 2018). The implications depend

however substantially on the degree of integration of these refugees in order to let them

be a gain for an economy rather than a burden (Kerwin, 2018).

As the consequences of refugee flows concern us all, research on the e↵ects of the refugees

on destination countries is of great importance. However, it does not imply that because

something is empirically proven, it will automatic be taken into account in policy debates

(Bernstein & DuBois, 2018). Recently for example, according to the New York Times,

the Department of Health and Human Services in the United States of America reported

in a draft version that refugees created a large net fiscal e↵ect of billions of dollars during

the period 2008 - 2014. However, president Trump and his administration o�cers rejected

this report because it did not fit in their political view on refugees being a burden (Davis

& Sengupta, 2017). Migration is currently a hot topic, but it is of a very sensitive nature

with widely divided personal, political and public opinions.

In this master’s dissertation, refugees and asylum-seekers, will be the central subject.

We begin by analysing how refugees are integrated into the labour markets of developed

economies and what the main factors are for the outcomes, which appear to di↵er sub-

stantially across countries. Afterwards, we will examine a comparative empirical study

between Belgium and Switzerland, Belgium being one of the worst performers concerning

its labour market outcomes of refugees and Switzerland one of the best. We will subse-

quently discuss the reasons for the enormous discrepancy between the countries’ outcomes.

Finally, we will end by mentioning some policy recommendations which aim at improving

the Belgian situation.
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2 Methodology

Migration is the overarching term when it comes to people on the move, but terms con-

cerning migration such as migrant, asylum seeker and refugee are often mixed up. The

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees UNHCR (2016) clearly highlights the

di↵erences. According to the Geneva Convention for refugees, the refugee status applies

to ”a person who is owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race,

religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or political opinion, is outside

the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling to avail

himself of the protection of that country” (UNHCR (2010), article 1). In other words,

they are forced to migrate. For safety reasons they cannot return to their home countries

and asylum denial can have deadly consequences for them. It is therefore written in in-

ternational law that refugees cannot be forced to return home. The unsafe circumstances

such as political conflicts or environmental disasters happen to many people in the same

time period and as a consequence, refugees typically migrate in group. Asylum-seekers

are in fact refugees-to-be, waiting for their refugee status to be determined. There ad-

ditionally exists a third group of refugees according to the UNHCR, namely the people

granted a subsidiary protection status. This status implicates that they do not fulfil all

the necessary requirements to obtain the Geneva Refugee status but can neither return to

the country of origin for safety reasons. Nations o↵er them a temporary protection status,

which often implies fewer and less durable benefits (European Council on Refugees and

Exiles, 2016a). Voluntary migrants on the other hand, choose to move and hope that by

doing so they will improve their quality of life, will be reunited with their families, can

study abroad .. An important di↵erence between both categories is that governments have

their own national laws about how to deal with voluntary immigrants whereas for refugees

it is internationally regulated.

Most of the migration however, goes nearly unnoticed as it is internal and thus within

the borders of a country. When refugees choose not to stay in their home country, they

primarily opt for neighbouring countries in order to stay close to those who are left behind.

There is only a small minority that migrate further internationally or even intercontinen-

tally (UNHCR, 2016).

In Figure 2, we tried to capture all the terms and its subdivisions into one general
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framework. This is not an easy task because the di↵erentiation remains partly arbitrary.

Triandafyllidou and Mantanika (2017) believe that the distinction between voluntary and

involuntary migration is not always straight. Many migrants fall through the cracks as

they are experiencing both, pull and push incentives. They are looking for a better future

while fleeing from serious conflicts in the home country. The fading of the categories also

becomes stronger since more and more voluntary as well as involuntary migrants tend to

use the same routes and smuggling networks with the purpose of illegally entering other

countries. Be careful not to take the magnitude of both categories for true in the scheme

in Figure 2. It is substantially biased. In reality, the voluntary and forced migration flows

are not at all equal in size; the voluntary migration flow is almost 10 times as sizeable as

the refugee flow depending on the destination region (UNHCR, 2016).

Figure 2: Migration scheme
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Source: author’s own creation based on definitions of UNHCR (2016) and European
Council on Refugees and Exiles (2016b)

In order to get an idea of how much of the migrated population the refugees represent,

we take a look at Figure 3. The figure shows a division of migrants based on their main

reason for moving.

Figure 3: Migrant stock distribution in percentage (2014)
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We notice that refugees only represent a small part of the total migration stock, respec-

tively 9% and 4%. Although this percentage may have increased the latest years because

of the refugee crisis in 2015, the order of magnitude is still accurate (UNHCR, 2016).

Refugees accounted in 2014 in both countries for approximately one percent of the total

population (Eurostat, 2014). The majority of the migrants, which amounts to more than

half of the total stock of migrants, came with the purpose of family, under more reunion

or to a lesser extent adoption. In Switzerland the category of work migrants is more ex-

panded compared to Belgium but besides that, the distribution of the di↵erent types of

migrants is more or less comparable.

In this paper, we will be discussing refugees in the broad meaning, not solely the Geneva

refugees but by expansion also asylum-seekers, subsidiary and humanitarian refugees.

Refugees form a minority in the total number of migrating people, nevertheless they are

an important category because they have and will continue to face serious dangers and it

is a humanitarian obligation to help them (UNHCR, 2016).

3 Literature review

Labour market integration is part of a greater integration process. Following the concep-

tual framework of Ager and Strang (2008), integration is based on the foundation of rights

and citizenship and can be achieved by housing, health, education and employment. The

domains of integration are not clearly segregated, they are all influencing each other and

cannot be achieved in isolation. For example, good jobs can result in better health and

vice versa.

The pathways in which migrants a↵ect a country’s economy are threefold. There is influ-

ence on economic growth, growth in labour supply and an impact on the public balance of

a county (OECD, 2018). In this master’s dissertation we will focus on the latter, namely

the influence of refugees on the public balance since this is generally considered as the

most important/worrying (Edo, Ragot, Rapoport, Sardoschau, & Steinmayr, 2018). Re-

searchers agree that the key condition to minimise refugees’ negative impact on the public

account is rapid labour market integration (Fasani, Frattini, & Minale, 2018; Poutvaara &

Wech, 2016; Dullien, 2016; Aiyar et al., 2016; Burggraeve & Piton, 2016). Hereto we will

also shortly discuss the increase in labour supply as this is of importance for the labour
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market integration of refugees.

Processing the applications, providing accommodations and o↵ering food given that refugees

have to start again from (almost) nothing as they have left nearly everything behind, are

initial investments that come along with accepting refugees. Once they are integrated

into the labour market, the fiscal benefits trickle in. The faster the more e↵ective because

the advantages are double; on one hand working refugees contribute to the social welfare

system, and on the other, they require fewer public benefits. Especially in times of the

ageing of the population in developed countries where the dependency ratio’s keep increas-

ing, migrants and refugees could form a solution if, and only if, they are well integrated

into the labour market (Dullien, 2016; Aiyar et al., 2016). Although according to Aiyar et

al. (2016), the positive e↵ect of refugees on the ageing issue is expected to be favourable, it

will be rather small. Dullien (2016) highlights that rapid labour market integration does

not necessarily imply sustainable integration. For example, when an intelligent refugee

immediately starts working in the construction industry, he could have studied instead

and be even more economically valuable afterwards.

Existing studies about economic outcomes of refugees put forward very di↵erent results

(Jacobsen, 2002). For example, Fasani et al. (2018) report that the outcomes for refugees in

European labour markets are persistently worse than the outcomes of economic migrants

and natives. Also Camarota and Zeigler (2015) find it very costly to resettle refugees

from the Middle East in the United States because of the strong dependence on welfare

programs. Kerwin (2018) on the other hand concluded that refugees are beneficial for

the labour market in the US. He claims that ”they (refugees) should not be viewed as a

burden or threat, but as people teeming with possibility and potential who — if given the

chance — will continue to strengthen and revitalize our nation” (Kerwin, 2018, p. 19).

This strengthen and revitalising would operate through spillover e↵ects in the nation’s

social domains (work, faith, community commitments, linguistic diversity .. ), but in

addition also in economic competitiveness and knowledge accumulation. For Europe, there

is evidence as well arguing that refugees are rather an economic opportunity than a burden.

According to d’Albis, Boubtane, and Coulibaly (2018), the refugees’ contribution in taxes

appears to be more than compensating for the initially received public benefits.

Variance in outcomes can be due to statistical reasons such as the lack of reliable data

of taxes and benefits by immigrants (UNHCR, 2016) or qualitative data in general on
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refugees. Collecting data concerning refugees is rather di�cult given the vulnerable nature

of refugees, the relatively small number of refugees, their geographical dispersion and the

heterogeneity with regard to their background, language and demographic characteristics

(Bernstein & DuBois, 2018). Another explanation could be the time frame used. For

example, according to Evans and Fitzgerald (2017) who did a study in the United States,

refugees initially tend to have lower labour participation rates and consequently higher

public benefit use than locals, but after a few years of adapting time, the benefits they

received were lower and their labour participation higher. Studies that only analyse the

short term will hence conclude to a negative impact whereas studies looking at the long

term might find a positive impact.

Furthermore, there is substantial heterogeneity across refugees and migrants. Economic

outcomes depend on the amount of time the refugee spent in the destination country,

but also on the country of origin, the educational background, gender and age at arrival

(Bernstein & DuBois, 2018). For instance, refugees that struggle the most are from Africa

and the Middle East (Fasani et al., 2018). This could be totally due to the fact that they

had less time to adapt since these origins mainly represent the latest refugee flows or it

can additionally partly be explained by inherent characteristics. Other findings, younger

refugees integrate more easily (Mestheneos & Ioannidi, 2002) and the health condition of

female refugees tends to be worse (Robertson et al., 2006). It becomes clear that there

is not just one type of refugee, but refugees exist in many varieties. These characteristics

are inherent the refugees and cannot be altered by any country.

On the other hand, there are some external factors as well which could help to explain the

mixed results in the previous studies. As mentioned above in Section 2, refugee laws are

internationally regulated but there are still some degrees of freedom for each country in

how to manage the incoming refugee flows and what rights to give them upon arrival. In

what follows, we will firstly discuss refugee inherent factors as health, social connections,

language and cultural knowledge. Secondly, we will analyse the external factors that vary

widely across countries. The public opinion with regard to migrants and refugees, the

national labour market, the heterogeneity in national policies and the role of the welfare

regimes will be discussed.

7



3.1 Refugee inherent factors

As described in the previous section, the time frame in which the studies are examined is of

importance. In the first years, refugees are likely to be more dependent of public benefits

(Evans & Fitzgerald, 2017). Many of them arrive with little knowledge of English, low

educational attainment, some su↵er from discrimination and the majority has initially

an unfavourable financial and social situation (Kerwin, 2018). This results in a higher

dependency of public benefits in the first years after the arrival (Evans & Fitzgerald,

2017). After a two-year period of adaptation, Kerwin (2018) finds that in the United

States, the income of refugees converges to that of the US-born population. After a

period of six years, their incomes were higher than that of the native born. It thus takes

time for refugees to get adapted to new societies.

This time lag can be clarified by their nature of migration, the fact that they were forced

to migrate. It prevented refugees from preparing a strategic migration plan and choosing

the best destination country given their skills and additionally the experience of traumatic

events and the consequences on their health condition hinders the possibility of a fluent

integration process from the start on (Fasani et al., 2018). These factors are inherent

in the nature of refugees and cannot be eliminated. Countries can only try to speed up

the process by alleviating psychological costs and creating an inclusive environment for

refugees.

3.1.1 Health

Fasani et al. (2018) point at the poor health status of many refugees as one of the reasons

for their undesirable labour market outcomes. As resettled refugees already have been

through violent conflicts, unhygienic places and harsh travelling routes, this may not be

surprising. Characteristics of refugees vary substantially as we stated previously and hence

the health status is very heterogeneous as well. Various elements have an impact on the

health status, in particular: the origin of the refugees, the reason for their fleeing, the

nature of their journey, their culture but also the destination culture, and the type of

health regime present in the destination country (Abubakar & Zumla, 2018).

Not only physical health influences the results, but also the mental status of the refugees.

Lindert, von Ehrenstein, Priebe, Mielck, and Brähler (2009) argue that this is due to the
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push factors of the countries from where the refugees are coming from. Refugees have often

been exposed to violence and political repression and loss of family members and friends.

Many refugees have additionally lost the social and cultural foundations of their societies

which o↵ered stability and connectedness (Robertson et al., 2006). As a consequence,

refugees often su↵er from mental issues, including depression and anxiety disorders such

as the post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Lindert et al., 2009). Depending on the

study site, 73.6% to 100% of the recent refugees in Greece were diagnosed with an anxiety

disorder (Ben Farhat et al., 2018). Robertson et al. (2006) find that, for Somali and

Oromo refugees, the situation for women and especially mothers is even worse because

they live more often in poverty and isolation due to lack of education, literacy and English

language skills. Lindert et al. (2009) report that the prevalence rate of depressions in the

refugee population was almost double as high as the prevalence rate of US-born people.

On the contrary, the prevalence rate of labour migrants was comparable to that of the

US-born.

3.1.2 Education

(Reliable) data about the education of refugees and asylum-seekers is hard to find (Aiyar

et al., 2016). In this section we discuss the importance of education since the net fiscal

contribution depends partly on the education of the refugees (Aiyar et al., 2016). On one

hand because higher educated refugees are expected to contribute more (Ma, Pender, &

Welch, 2016) and on the other hand because they are more likely to find a job (Barslund

et al., 2018).

Recent studies find that many refugees from Syria are characterised with low education,

i.e. the majority of them did not finish high school (Balkan & Tumen, 2016; Barslund

et al., 2018). There is contradictory a little less recent study that reported that the

distribution of education of refugees arrived in 2012-2013 in Germany is equal to that of

the German natives (Eakin, 2015). He argues that the richer (and the more educated)

the people are the more they are able to overcome the costs of reaching Europe. This

dissimilarity in results might be due to the fact that initially the wealthiest people fled

out of Syria, but as the conflict continues with few optimistic prospects, other people as

well are desperately looking for opportunities to flee. Because the education of the recent

refugee flows is considered rather low by Balkan and Tumen (2016) and Barslund et al.
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(2018), the expected contributions will thus be lower.

3.1.3 Social connections, language and cultural knowledge

Kerwin (2018) finds that after a certain period of adaptation, refugees start to be econom-

ically valuable. Labour market integration takes thus time. Following to the integration

framework of Ager and Strang (2008), the labour market integration process and the

integration process in general are driven by two factors.

First, social connections to ease the process at local level (Ager & Strang, 2008). Refugees

cannot easily choose the destination country based on the availability of co-nationals as

a result of their forced nature of migration according to Cheung and Phillimore (2014).

They did a research on refugees and social capital in the United Kingdom. Social capital

is defined as the concrete help and resources given by social connections whereas social

network stands for the frequency of contacting friends, relatives or several organisations.

Social connections di↵er from social capital in the sense that social capital represents the

revenues from having social connections. The authors find a positive correlation between

the time refugees were in the UK and the number of social connections they had. Although

the solely having of social networks does not automatically lead to positive employment

outcomes, the absence of a social network deteriorates the access to employment and

the refugees that were already in employment had significantly more social capital. In

addition, it was more likely to be employed in a more qualitative job if a refugee had more

social capital.

A second type of factors driving the integration process are the facilitators in order to re-

move barriers. These are, according to Ager and Strang (2008), the language and cultural

knowledge of a society on the one hand and safety and stability experienced by the refugee

on the other hand. When it comes to language knowledge, researchers agree that speak-

ing the national language significantly improves the chance on employment (Chiswick &

Miller, 2015; Fasani et al., 2018). Refugees are again on the disadvantage. Given the

forced departure, they have little knowledge of the national language (Fasani et al., 2018).

Furthermore, Cheung and Phillimore (2014) suspect that this might also influence the

capacity of social networks since refugees would no longer have to limit their selves to

co-nationals or co-linguals but supplementary.
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3.2 External factors

In contrast to the inherent refugee characteristics which a↵ect the labour market integra-

tion, there are some external factors as well influencing the integration of refugees on the

labour market. These factors di↵er across countries and are not associated to the refugee

himself. Di↵erences in the external factors such as the public opinion, the national labour

market, the policy heterogeneity and the welfare regime could help explain the variation

in refugees’ labour market outcomes.

3.2.1 Public opinion

Almost 20 years ago, Mestheneos and Ioannidi (2002) already underlined the, not to be

underestimated, e↵ect of racism and ignorance by natives as one the obstacles refugees face

when it comes to integration. Jacobs, Wuyts, and Loosveldt (2017) find a slight increase

between 2002 and 2014 towards more tolerance for immigrants in Belgium. The people are

however still more negative than positive towards migration. They mostly fear immigrants’

impact on the labour market supply, the increase in competition, the expansion of the

crime rates and the increase in social expenditures. Furthermore, native people fear the

impact of migrants on the Western identity, culture and values (Marfouk, 2018). When

people are facing fear, they are looking for security and protection which in this case

represent a uni-cultural nation based on traditional and nationalistic values. The increase

of immigration causes a rise in nationalism, xenophobia and islamophobia (Marfouk, 2018).

It is therefore that extreme nationalistic political leaders such as president Trump or the

Hungarian prime-minister Viktor Orban have gained in popularity (Postelnicescu, 2016).

Or an even more recent and close-by example, the enormous increase in voters compared

to the elections in 2014 for the Flemish party ”Vlaams Belang” on the 26th of May 2019

(Van Thillo, 2019).

Racism and prejudices about refugees complicate the integration of refugees through var-

ious channels (Mestheneos & Ioannidi, 2002). The expansion of a social network be-

comes more di�cult which deteriorates the chances of refugees finding a job (Cheung &

Phillimore, 2014). Additionally, racism can result in discrimination on several integration

domains. Discrimination on the labour market makes the job hunt itself become harder.

Zschirnt and Ruedin (2016) find that ethnic minorities experience di�cult access to the
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labour market in many OECD countries because of statistical and, more occurring, taste-

based discrimination. The latter category includes racism. Refugees will thus more easily

integrate into the labour market in countries that are characterised with less racism and

consequently less discrimination. Discrimination of immigrants can also occur in health

care systems. This could result in immigrants avoiding it (Pollock, Newbold, Lafrenière,

& Edge, 2012). Furthermore, discrimination is harmful for the mental and physical health

situation of refugees (Pascoe & Smart Richman, 2009) which is already considerably poor

(Lindert et al., 2009), through increased stress levels and the steering of migrants’ be-

haviour towards unhealthy activities such as smoking and drinking alcohol.

Buchanan, Abu-Rayya, Kashima, Paxton, and Sam (2018) report that perceived discrim-

ination for refugee youth in Australia is lower than for non-refugee migrant youth. Other

evidence suggesting that discrimination occurs more or less towards refugees rather than

other types of migrants is hard to find.

3.2.2 National labour market

Barslund et al. (2018) expect the recent refugee flows from 2014 until 2017 to cause

significant changes in aggregate wages or the unemployment rate in specific labour sectors.

The reason therefore is that the refugees are not evenly distributed in the population

groups. Figure 4 presents the refugee shock in the European Union in percentage of the

employed in the same skill group. We notice that there are substantially more younger and

low educated refugees. They represent a higher share in their skill group. This population

group accounted for more than a third of all the refugee arrivals in that period.

Figure 4: ‘Refugee shock’ within a population group by age, gender, and education in the
EU
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The sectors that consequently will be hit the hardest by the refugee shock according to

Barslund et al. (2018) are under more manufacturing, construction, wholesale and retail

trade: motor vehicles repair and transport. Because these sectors employ the highest

amounts of low-educated male workers. The authors expect the low educated men to face

a more intense competition on the labour market with notable e↵ects on their wages and

unemployment rates. The other population groups will not experience remarkable labour

market modifications since refugees only amount a little fraction of the total population.

Refugees will find it therefore harder to integrate into the labour market in countries

with low demand of low-skilled labour whereas it would be easier in countries with high

demand. If refugees are complementary to the already existing labour force and can fill

in bottleneck vacancies instead of enlarging an already tight labour market sector, they

would experience few di�culties in finding a job as there is less competition. However,

since refugees are forced to migrate, little attention was paid on choosing a destination

country based on skill complementary (Fasani et al., 2018). Furthermore, according to a

study conducted in Flanders by Baert, Cockx, Gheyle, and Vandamme (2015), employers

tend to discriminate less on origin when employees are hard to find. This implies that

complementary skilled refugees, who were already on the advantage, experience even less

obstacles when searching for a job.

3.2.3 Asylum policy heterogeneity

As refugees tend to settle in di↵erent countries, country-specific policies are important

when comparing outcomes. In Section 2, it was mentioned that refugee policies are inter-

nationally regulated by the United Nations. For European Union members, this matter

is mostly regulated by the European Commission, therefore, the European Commission is

financially supporting refugee hosting countries. The success of this aid stands or falls on

two conditions: the money received should be meaningfully high and cultural amenities

may not play a dominant role (UNHCR, 2016). However, not everything is regulated by

the United Nations or/and the European Commission (for EU member countries). Coun-

tries have still a degree of freedom in national decision making as long as it complies with

the other regulations. This has as a consequence that some countries have better refugee

outcomes than other countries. For example, the results depend strongly on how refugees

are settled and distributed across a country. This is country-specific: countries are free to
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choose how and where they want to settle refugees for example, in camps, dispersed over

the country or letting them choose themselves. Refugees who are placed in refugee camps

give less security problems and social conflicts in the region but can also not function as

a productive economic actor (Jacobsen, 2002; Fasani et al., 2018).

Fasani et al. (2018) came to the finding that the role of national asylum policies matters

significantly for the labour market integration. Governments have the ability to implement

asylum policies that are negatively a↵ecting the the speed and quality of refugees’ (labour

market) integration. Fasani et al. (2018) analysed two policy spectra concerning asylum

policies: the dispersal policies and the asylum policy uncertainty. When refugees are en-

tering a country, they tend to cluster in the same region often in large cities. This results in

unequal shares of migration in the large cities, local accommodation shortages and higher

financial costs for these cities. In order to avoid these issues governments impose dispersal

policies. This implies distributing the refugees into specific locations over the country

with the aim of preventing ethnic enclave formation (Dahlberg & Valeyatheepillay, 2019).

Fasani et al. (2018) find that for several European countries2, the implemented dispersal

policies result in negative e↵ects on economic outcomes as unemployment, participation

and the probability of being employed in a skilled occupation3. Danzer and Yaman (2013)

on the contrary, report that when migrants (and thus not only refugees) are settled in

neighbourhoods characterised with few co-nationals, which is the aim of dispersal policies,

they integrate more with the host-society by participating more often in civic and cul-

tural engagement activities and interacting directly with natives. However, the increased

integration with the host-society does apparently not seem to overcome the disadvantages

generated by dispersal policies. The negative e↵ect of these policies is likely induced by

the following aspects. First, refugees cannot rely on ethnic networks to find a job. Second,

the lack of geographical mobility reduces the probability of finding a job matching the

refugee’s skills. Third, placement often occurs in disadvantaged areas with low labour

demand as these areas are less expensive. After a few years however, the negative e↵ect

of the dispersal policies fades out because refugees start relocating. The solely presence of

the unfavourable dispersal policy e↵ect is not country-specific, it is present in each of the

counties, yet the size of this e↵ect does di↵er across countries because of the diverseness

in the characteristics, implementation and timing.

2These policies were implemented in Sweden and Denmark, but only during a certain period and in
Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway and the UK (Fasani et al., 2018).

3Except for Sweden, there was the e↵ect slightly positive but insignificant.
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The asylum policy uncertainty, on the other hand, concerns the uncertainty asylum-seekers

face during the recognition process and even afterwards when they have not obtained a

permanent residence status. More uncertainty hinders the integration prospects (Ager

& Strang, 2008). According to Hainmueller, Hangartner, and Lawrence (2016), longer

recognition processes influences psychological mechanisms such as a higher stress level, a

depression or lowered motivation, which further reduces employment integration. Fasani et

al. (2018) report that the uncertainty coming along with the asylum process might reduce

the incentive of the refugees to learn a new language or make other crucial country-specific

investments in human capital. The uncertainty e↵ect is even worse for refugees who were

only granted a temporary status, it could potentially prohibit future integration processes.

In addition, it is undesirable for the countries’ economy because the longer the recognition

process takes, the longer the refugee is unemployed and the longer he/she requires public

benefits. Asylum policy uncertainty is time-variant as well as country-specific. In a report

of European Council on Refugees and Exiles (2016b), enormous ranges in recognition rates

across European countries are present; from 8,4% in Hungary to 89% in Malta. Fasani et

al. (2018) expect asylum uncertainty to have a significant influence on the probability of

unemployment and consequently on the variance in economic outcomes of refugees across

countries.

A third unfavourable asylum policy is the ban on employment for asylum-seekers (Marbach,

Hainmueller, & Hangartner, 2018). Governments impose this ban with the aim of pre-

venting the possibility that natives’ jobs would been taken away by asylum-seekers and

additionally, because of the fact that their asylum is not yet approved and their applica-

tions may thus still be rejected. The employment ban has negative consequences on the

employment prospects once the asylum is accepted because the longer the waiting period

imposed the less motivation remains to search for a job.

One reason why governments opt for sub-optimal and damaging asylum policies is the

trade-o↵ they have to deal with. After all, when governments are aiming at reducing

immigrant flows by more strict policies and less attractive country characteristics, they

are at the same time damaging the future integration for the already existing stock of

immigrants (Fasani et al., 2018). For instance, the lower the recognition rates the less

attractive a country becomes for new refugees (Yoo & Koo, 2014) but on the other had it

also harms the future employment prospects for the already arrived refugees as it increases

15



the uncertainty (Fasani et al., 2018). Another reason for choosing the undesirable policies

is because of the myopia or short-sightedness in asylum policies which lead specifically to

the under-investment in refugee integration. Governments tend to focus on minimising

the immediate costs of refugees rather than maximising their future benefits (Fasani et

al., 2018).

3.2.4 The role of the welfare state

Countries do not only di↵er in asylum policies, they have other views on social protection

as well. This is expressed by a higher amount of social expenditures, which are under

more unemployment benefits, sickness benefit and family allowances (Rueda, 2015).

According to Neumayer (2004), asylum-seekers do not choose their destination country

based on the welfare system of the country. In other words he argues that non-work-willing

refugees do not come to countries with generous welfare systems because its unemploy-

ment benefit system are more attractive, but the possibility that an elaborated welfare

system creates or sustains the non-work-willingness of refugees is not excluded. On the

contrary, more recent research form Yoo and Koo (2014), shows that the welfare regime is

a significant variable in the asylum-seekers’ choice for a destination country and refugees

would flee to nations with a more generous welfare regime. Ponce (2018) argues that

when including variables representing the future prospect of social inclusion, the e↵ect

of the welfare regimes becomes inconsistent. The variable that they include additionally

are the number of co-ethnics that obtained naturalisation (the right of citizenship), the

multiculturalism policy index and the contributions to the UNHCR as an indicator of

commitment to refugee protection. In their research, they included all sorts of migration

to Nordic European countries coming from Asia, Africa and Latin-America and not only

asylum-seekers.

How does the generosity of the welfare state a↵ect the employment rate of the refugees?

Mestheneos and Ioannidi (2002) state that the supportiveness of the welfare state can

contribute to the lower self-esteem of the refugees. It might strengthen the idea that they

are less able, dependent and part of the socially excluded. The counter-productive e↵ect

of social benefits does not only a↵ect the self-esteem of refugees, it can operate through

other channels as well. Koopmans (2010) evaluated integration policies for eight Western

European countries, under more for Belgium and Switzerland. He finds that in elaborated
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welfare states as for instance Belgium, the incentive to learn the language and the culture

with the aim of finding a job is strongly reduced, because migrants can survive on welfare

support. In counties that are less tolerant because of more restrictive integration policies

or because of a rather spare welfare state for instance Switzerland, immigrants are forced to

participate on the labour market. If not, there will be severe consequences for them. Aiyar

et al. (2016) agree that the more generous the welfare system, the less fiscal contribution

of the refugees and the worse their fiscal impact on a nation.

4 Case study: Belgium compared to Switzerland

In a recent report of Petry, Sommarribas, and Nienaber (2018b), who performed an analy-

sis on the labour market integration of migrants for Belgium, were some striking findings.

Belgium is among the worst performers in the European Union when it comes to labour

market integration of third nationals4. These third nationals are not exclusively refugees

but also voluntary migrants.

In what follows, it will become clear that the Swiss refugees have superior labour market

outcomes compared to many other developed countries. Belgium on the other hand, is

one of the worst performers. Therefore, we want to compare Belgium to Switzerland with

the aim of learning the reason for the notable discrepancy between these two countries.

The choice for Switzerland is based on various aspects: mainly because there is such a

contrast in outcomes, but also because there are many similarities in the countries’ inherent

characteristics. Multiple o�cial languages are spoken in both countries: French, German

and Italian (Switzerland) or Dutch (Belgium). Refugees thus face almost exact the same

language obstacles in the two countries. Furthermore, both countries are comparable with

respect to the carrying capacity of refugees. Both countries have approximately the same

population and a similar magnitude of GDP although in Belgium the GDP is smaller and

the population bigger. Subsequently, GDP per capita is remarkable higher in Switzerland

as we can see in Table 1. In the footsteps of Dullien (2016), we summarise the most

important indicators to describe the economic and political sustainability of a country in

order to host refugees or in other words, the refugee carrying capacity. The debt level

of the countries indicates how much the countries can financially bear: if this amounts

4Migrants that come from countries that are not member of the EU.
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to more than 100 percent, a country could experience several issues, especially because

refugees initially bring certain investment costs with them, costs which would probably

increase the public debt. Dullien (2016) expects the costs coming along with refugees

to amount 0,5% of the GDP for the European countries. For Belgium, the already high

public debt implies complications when making the required investment for a favourable

refugee integration. The change in unemployment rate from 2015 until 2018 indicates the

competition on the labour market and the chance on depressing the natives’ wages. As

this is negative for Belgium and only minorly small but positive for Switzerland, this is

not expected to cause any problem. The risk of poverty or social exclusion is calculated

by Eurostat as income poverty, severely materially deprived or living in households with

very low work intensity. As long as this populations share is below a threshold of 20%,

it is not considered as a concern. Under 27,5% the situation is not critical, but neither

favourable. The share for Belgium is closely above the threshold of 20% and the Swiss

share of this population remains below this threshold, hence this should not be considered

as an obstacle in neither of the countries. Overall these indicators appoint Switzerland

as a country with a slightly higher refugee carrying capacity. Although, and certainly

compared to the rest of Europe, the refugee carrying capacity of Belgium is quite alike in

magnitude. Belgium has thus no ground with regard to refugee carrying capacity and its

country’s possibilities to perform a whole lot worse than Switzerland.

Table 1: Refugee carrying capacity (2018)
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In the following sections, we will execute a comparative study between Belgium and

Switzerland concerning the labour market integration and in particular the employment

rate. We will start by analysing the situation in 2014 and its remarkable di↵erences across

the Belgian and Swiss refugees’ labour market integration. With the aim of finding one
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or more possible explanations for the notable discrepancies among these two countries, we

first examine the demographic structure of the refugee flows. This might reveal several

di↵erences in inherent refugee characteristics between both countries. Thereafter we dis-

cuss the external factors influencing the dissimilitude in outcomes. Specifically, we will

examine the public opinion towards migration, the current national labour market situ-

ation and additionally, the policy field will be covered; respectively we will discuss the

recognition rates, the labour market integration policies and the role of general labour

market characteristics.

Recall that an empirical analysis is rather di�cult given the lack of qualitative data on

refugees. There is no complete data set concerning refugee data which is why we will rely

on various databases. In order to sketch the size, the evolution and the labour market par-

ticipation of the refugee flows, data comes from ad hoc modules of the European Labour

Force Survey (EULFS) of Eurostat. Unfortunately, data is only available until 2014 and

could thus be a little misleading seen the refugee crisis started from 2015 onwards. Never-

theless, it is still able to show remarkable di↵erences between countries, that could not have

substantially changed over the years. For the data concerning the asylum outcomes we

use again the Eurostat data. Information concerning the public opinion towards refugees

or migration in general we retrieve by the Gallup World Polls and the European Social

Survey. To analyse the obstacles refugees face on the labour market in Flanders, we fo-

cus on data provided by the public employment service of Flanders (VDAB). Information

concerning the policies we find by the Asylum Information Database (AIDA) and Migrant

Integration Policy Index (MIPEX).

4.1 Labour market outcomes

Remember that rapid labour market integration is crucial to let the refugees become a

gain instead of a burden for a country (Section 3). In that manner they contribute to the

public finances and they need fewer public benefits. Furthermore, they could help solving

the ageing problem in western countries.

For the evaluation of the labour market outcomes, we focus on the employment rate. The

employment rate takes into account employees, self-employed persons and family workers.

It includes people from 15 until 64 years old. Figure 5 makes a distinction between the
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Figure 5: Employment rate (2014)
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di↵erent types of migration and the natives.5 It is important to note that countries di↵er

already on the native labour market. While some OECD countries typically have high

employment rates such as Switzerland or Sweden, other countries face lower employment

rate as Italy or Spain (OECD, 2019).

It is hence evident that there are additionally di↵erences in the foreign born’s employment

rates, and thus also refugees’ employment rate, across countries. Figure 5 presents the

employment rate for Italy, Spain, Belgium, Sweden and Switzerland. Generally speaking,

for these and other developed countries, the immigrants follow the country-specific trend.

However, we find that foreign-born people in the countries are less often employed than

the native born. Refugees perform repeatedly the worst across the countries. Other

inferior performers are immigrants who came with the purpose of family to developed

nations. Nonetheless, there are remarkable di↵erences across countries. The refugees

in Switzerland, for instance, still have higher employment rates than the native born in

Belgium. As this is noteworthy, we will try to track down to what extent this is related

to.

As was discussed before in Section 3, the initial employment rates of refugees are lower.

Evidence suggests however, that this increases with the years resettled in a country thanks

to improving health and the adaptation time. In Figure 6, we can see this e↵ect illustrated.

We compared Belgium with Switzerland and in both countries we observe the same trend.

In the first five years after the arrival, the unemployment is low, in the following period

it increases significantly and after 10 years it is the highest. Although the increase is

5Migration within Europe is included.
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Figure 6: Employment rate of refugees in terms of duration of residence (2014)
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favourable in both countries, when we compare Belgium to Switzerland, we see remarkable

discrepancies. First, the initial employment of refugees is double as high in Switzerland.

Second, in Belgium, the highest employment rate can be found by the natives whereas

for Switzerland, the refugees, who stayed for at least 10 years in Switzerland, have the

highest outcome. They even outrun the native population. A third notable finding is the

fact that the most recent refugees in Switzerland already have higher employment rates

than the Belgian natives.

Figure 7: Employment rate of refugees in terms of sex and duration of residence (2014)
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Figure 7 illustrates the employment rates divided by gender. We notice the significant

di↵erence between the male and the female refugees’ employment rate. A division into
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the same periods as the previous graph was not available, but we can still observe the

increase in employment rates in terms of the duration of residence for both sexes. The

discrepancy in Belgium between the sexes remains 11,30 percentage points for the first

9 years of residence as well as from 10 years on. In Switzerland on the contrary, the

discrepancy amounts at first to 15 percentage points and decreases over time to only 9

percent points. It would be interesting to make other distributions such as by age or origin,

but unfortunately the Eurostat data set does not provide this kind of information.

The literature already suggested an explanation for the increasing employment rates of the

refugees. As time goes by, refugees start to integrate themselves and learn the language(s)

required. Their physical and mental health status, which was initially poor because of

the experienced su↵er and trauma’s is improving. The rising trend is however the only

similarity between both countries. There are significant di↵erences with regard to the

integration of refugees on the labour market in Belgium compared to Switzerland. A

possible explanation could be the higher GDP in Switzerland (see Table 1) which implies

more demand for labour and in consequence can justify the overall higher employment

rates. Another possibility is the quite extensive shadow market in Belgium. This implies

that the employment rate is actually higher than reported. Medina and Schneider (2018)

estimated the shadow market size for Belgium and Switzerland to amount to respectively

15,6% and 6% of the GDP. However, GDP and the shadow (labour) market are both

insu�cient to explain the incredibly high Swiss employment rate of the 10 years or more

residing refugees compared to their native population and why this is not the case for

Belgium. Additional reasons therefore could possibly be: the inherent characteristics of

the refugee flows, the public opinion and the subsequent discrimination on the labour

market, the national labour market and the country-specific policy concerning the labour

market and labour market integration. In following section, we will dig deeper into the

inherent characteristics of the refugee flows. In Section 4.3, we will discuss the other

reasons mentioned concerning the external, country-specific factors.

4.2 Refugee inherent factors

As we established above in the literature review in Section 3, there are inherent and ex-

ternal factors influencing the labour market outcomes of refugees. We will analyse the

demographic structure of the refugee flows to both countries in comparison with Switzer-
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land and the health and education status and the language knowledge of the Belgian

refugees.

4.2.1 The demographic structure of the refugee flows

In this section, we will analyse the di↵erences and similarities concerning the demographic

structure of both refugee inflows. In this manner we can try to compare the inherent

refugee characteristics which are irreversible for any country but have a insurmountable

influence on the labour market integration.

In Table 2, we start by comparing the number and ages of the incoming asylum appli-

cants, the refugees-to-be if their application is not rejected.6 The total number of asylum

applicants amounts in both countries to only 0,16% of the total population, i.e. less than

two people in a thousand people. In terms of population, both countries are comparable.

Furthermore, the male-female ratio in both countries is extremely similar. Dissimilarities

appear when looking at the age of the asylum applicants. There are remarkably more

children (less than 14 years) in Switzerland, almost two in five asylum applications con-

cerns children. In general, the primary inflow of applications appears to come from young

(14-34 years) males in Belgium and Switzerland. This category accounts for respectively

50 and 55 percent of all the applications in 2018.

Table 2: Demographics first asylum applicant (2018)
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Source: Author’s own elaborations based on Eurostat (2019a).

When analysing the nationality of the applicants, we notice some di↵erences as well. In

Belgium, are almost half of the applicants originated from the Middle East and North

6See Figure 13 and Table 6 in Section 4.3.3.1 to learn more about the recognition rates.
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Africa (MENA7), approximately a third from the rest of Africa and a smaller part from

the rest of Asia8. For Switzerland on the contrary, the inflow from Europe excluded, the

regions are more or less evenly distributed. In both countries however originates the main

inflow of applicants from Africa and Asia, about 80% and a 12% from European countries

mainly from Eastern Europe.9

Table 3 displays the top ten countries of origin of the applicants. Although there are some

di↵erences, there are remarkable similarities as well. Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Turkey, Er-

itrea and Georgia are in both countries represented. In Belgium as well as in Switzerland,

Syria and Afghanistan represent two of the three main inflows.

Table 3: Top 10 of origin of first asylum applicants (2018)
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Source: Eurostat (2019a).

In general, we observe some di↵erences in the inflow of refugees concerning age and origin.

As we will discuss the labour market outcomes, the dissimilarities in the distribution of

the age with respect to the oldest and the youngest category are inconsiderable. The

employment rate only takes into account the ages 15 until 65. There are besides the

distribution of age, still di↵erences in origin which can evolve into di↵erences on the

labour market and potentially be part of the explanation why there are such discrepancies

among the two countries.

In our analysis of the labour market situation of refugees, we worked with data from 2014.

Considering that the refugee crisis only started from 2015 onwards as we saw in Figure 1, it

is unfortunate that the EULFS ad hoc module does not provide more recent information.

7The countries which we considered as MENA are: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait,
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates
and Yemen.

8Russia as a whole is considered an Asian country.
9In order of size of the inflow: Turkey, Kosovo, Albania, Serbia, Ukraine, Belarus, Bosnia and Herze-

govina and North Macedonia.
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In 2021, Eurostat, will again publish the labour market situation of migrants.10

The refugee flows of the pre-2014-period might di↵er slightly from the flows nowadays.

Therefore, we want to illustrate the evolution of incoming refugees in the period 2014-2018.

Hereto, we work with the first instance positive decisions on the asylum applications. In

Table 4, we divide the data into two sub-periods 2014-2016 and 2016-2018 and include

also the overall period 2014-2018, which is represented in grey. In the period 2014-2018,

only small changes are notable, positive and negative; a small increase of 1625 refugees in

Belgium and even a little decrease of 180 refugees in Switzerland. Whereas when looking

at the overall period 2014-2018, we leave out the refugee crisis of 2015-2017. Although

the large refugee flows are certainly not over yet (the number of applications in Belgium

was in 2018 still higher than in 2014), the magnitude of the flows to Europe remarkably

declined the latest years. Therefore, we analyse the period 2014-2016, where several

substantial changes can be observed. The already sizeable share of refugees coming from

the Middle East and North Africa in 2014, increased in Belgium by 30 percentage points.

Refugees of the MENA represented an enormous share of 67% in 2016, solely because of

the overwhelming increase in refugees from Syria and Iraq. In Switzerland on the contrary,

the share of the MENA slightly declined in this period, but the share Eritrean refugees

and correspondingly the share of the rest of Africa, which was already extensive, increased

tremendously. In the following period 2016-2018, the share of MENA in Belgium and the

share of the rest of Africa in Switzerland decreased almost equally as the amount of the

sudden rise in the previous period. Together with the decrease of the above-mentioned

refugee flows, the Asian share increases in both countries because of the increase of Afghan

and, to a lesser extent, Iranian refugees. In the 2014-2018 period, the inflow of refugees

with respect to origin countries di↵ered remarkably. However, the main sending countries

in this period, are still the same in 2018. With respect to age and gender, there are no

substantial modifications noticeable.

4.2.2 Health, education and language knowledge

The most important aspects in order to integrate into the labour market are education,

language knowledge and health. We used information retrieved from the VDAB and

10https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/EU labour force survey - ad hoc
modules#Overview of the ad hoc modules
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Table 4: Evolution of demographic structure (2014-2018)
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defined refugees as people with one of the following nationalities; Afghanistan, Syria,

Eritrea, Iraq, Somalia and Palestine. These six countries account for the main inflow of

recent refugee flows (See Figure 14).11 The data provided concerns the non-working job-

seekers and might give an idea of the obstacles Belgian refugees face when searching for

a job. The data concerns however only refugees settled in Flanders, but as most of the

refugees are settled in Flanders (POD maatschappelijke intergratie, 2019), it might give a

more or less representative picture.12

Figure 8 compares characteristics of the refugees with those of the native Belgian pop-

ulation. We notice that the majority of the refugees looking for a job is low educated.

The reason therefore could be that there simply are more low-educated refugees (Section

3.1.2), but it is also a possibility that they face more competition on their labour market

segments and therefore experience more di�culty in finding a job (Section 3.2.2). An-

other finding that pops out is the inability of the refugees to speak Dutch. 69% of the

job-seeking refugees state that they cannot speak the language. As we saw in Section 3.1.3

this is an important requisite in order to find a job. One of the other obstacles hindering

rapid integration mentioned in Section 3.1.1, is the worse health status of refugees. Yet,

surprisingly only 2% of the job-seeking refugees had a certificate or report indicating the

inability to work because of psychological or physical conditions, which is considerably

lower than among Belgian natives. This could be due to the fact that the ones that are

11Turkey should be included as well, but as there are also many Turkish economic migrants who came to
Belgium in the last decades, this might give a biased view on the characteristics of the most recent refugee
flows.

12See Figure 15 to learn more about the geographical distribution of refugees in Belgium.
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not able to work yet, because of health conditions, were not listed as non-working job-

seekers. Another possibility could be the fact that they required an o�cial document and

as we saw before in Section 3.2.1, because of discrimination in the health systems it might

not be that easy obtainable.

Figure 8: Characteristics of the non-working refugees (2018)
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Source: Author’s own calculations based on VDAB (2018).

4.3 External factors

We focused in the previous section on the inherent characteristics of the refugees and how

they could influence the labour market outcomes. In this part we will discuss the external

factors influencing the outcomes.

4.3.1 Public opinion

We now compare the Belgian with the Swiss view on migration, based on information from

the Gallup Word Poll, an organisation that tries to capture public opinions on various

topics. One of the topics concerns migration. In order to establish a migrant acceptance

index the Gallup World Poll made statements on which the interviewed people had to

answer their personal opinion. The statements were the following: immigrants living in

this country, an immigrant becoming your neighbour and an immigrant marrying one of

your close relatives. The possible answers were a good thing, a bad thing, it depends,

don’t know or refused. Consequently, they rated the answers and created the Migrant

Acceptance Index (Esipova, Fleming, & Ray, 2018). In Figure 9, the indexes for the

European Union, Belgium and Switzerland are exposed. The highest possible score is 9.
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Belgium scores slightly better than the EU average and Switzerland on its turn, scores

higher than Belgium. With a Migrant Acceptance Index of 7.21, Switzerland obtains the

21st place in the world ranking, Belgium takes the 55th place.13 Switzerland thus appears

to be more tolerant with regard to immigrants.

Figure 9: Migrant Acceptance Index (2016)
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The European Social Survey provides data on the public view on the acceptance on refugees

in specific instead of migrants in general. On the question whether governments should

be generous judging asylum applications for refugee statuses, Switzerland is again more

in favour (See Figure 10). This is the same conclusion as before, Switzerland is more

tolerant towards migrants and in this case specifically refugees than Belgium, although

the di↵erences are rather small.

Figure 10: Public opinion towards refugees
Opinion on governments that generously judge asylum applications
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Source: European Social Survey (2016)

The main channel through which the public view influences the labour market outcomes of

the refugees is by discriminating employers. Figure 11 shows that Belgium is discriminating

to a much greater extent than Switzerland. The numbers on discrimination do not only

involve discrimination on the labour market, but other domains as well, for instance,

housing or health. Religion is in Belgium the number one reason for discrimination. Since

most of the current refugees come from Syria and Afghanistan and many of these people

are believing in other religions than the Belgian or Swiss natives, this implies that they

13138 countries were interviewed.
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are extra vulnerable for discrimination, especially in Belgium. The Belgian population

faces twenty times more often discrimination based on religion than the Swiss. In a recent

report from (ENAR, 2016), the European Network Against Racism, discrimination on the

Belgian labour market was among the highest in the EU.

Figure 11: Percentage of the population experiencing discrimination
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Source: European Social Survey (2016)

Although the di↵erence in public opinion between both countries is rather small, this could,

as we have established previously in Section 3.2.1, have an influence on the integration

prospects of refugees. Note that the Migrant Acceptance Index and the figure about

the perceived discrimination, concerns all immigrants and thus voluntary migrants are

included. It is nonetheless able to sketch the attitude of natives towards refugees. It is

not hard to imagine that the situation concerning the integration prospects of refugees is

probably worse in Belgium than in Switzerland.

4.3.2 National labour market

Following Barslund et al. (2018), we analyse the current national labour market situation.

The refugee flow from 2014 until 2018, represents in Belgium, Switzerland and the Euro-

pean Union respectively 0,81%, 0,90% and 0,51% of the working population14 (Eurostat,

2019e, 2019c). Significant changes on the labour market in general can thus not be ex-

pected seen the relatively little inflow. Barslund et al. (2018) report that since the main

inflow on the current refugee flows are young low-skilled men, the increase in labour supply

is fundamentally present in industries as manufacturing, construction, transportation and

wholesale and retail trade and repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles. These industries

14Only the 18- to 65-year old refugees are included in the 15-65 year old employed labour force.
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are mainly low-skilled male industries and will subsequently face more intense competi-

tion. In 2018, the total employment shares of the above-mentioned labour market sectors

represented 18% and 19% percent on the labour market in respectively Switzerland and

Belgium. Stating that there are relatively less jobs in Belgium would be incorrect. The

increase in competition both receiving countries experience is thus alike. These numbers

however, do not tell us anything about the intensity of the competition present in this

labour segment. Because besides the refugee shock, low skilled industries face additionally

the impact of globalisation and digitalisation and are experiencing accordingly a decrease

in labour demand because the jobs are outsourced to labour-intensive developing countries

or the people are replaced by machines (Barslund et al., 2018).

Figure 12: Evolution low skilled mainly male labour market industries (2008-2018)
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Source: Eurostat (2019b) and Eurostat (2019c)

Figure 12, displays the evolution between 2008 and 2018 of the employment shares of the

low-skilled male industries mentioned above in relation to the total employment. When

adding up the four industries, we notice that the share of employment in one of the four

industries, declined significantly more in Belgium and only slightly in Switzerland with a

decrease of respectively -4,1 and -1,1 percentage points. This corresponds with a decline

of respectively 10% and 3% in these employment shares. Refugees and in addition all the

low-skilled men, will thus face notable higher competition in Belgium when searching for

a job. This can party explain the lower employment rates of refugees in Belgium since

there are less job opportunities for refugees.15

Barslund et al. (2018) furthermore report that if there is labour market segmentation

present in the national labour market, the increase in competition for the young low-skilled

15We made a similar figure as Figure 12 for the period 2008-2014, the evolution is the same although
the numbers are slightly smaller. We opt for the most recent figure since the evolution is almost equal.
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men will be even stronger. This results in a further complications for refugees, as well as

natives, on the labour market. In Belgium, there is strong labour market segmentation and

low mobility between and within the di↵erent labour market segments according to Petry,

Sommarribas, and Nienaber (2018a). They find that besides discrimination, the main

reason for the low outcome of labour market integration of third nationals in Belgium is

associated with its structural characteristics on the labour market in general.

4.3.3 Asylum policy

Following the conclusion of Kerwin (2018), a good policy is required in order to let the

refugees be a gain and not a burden. But what is good policy? As we saw in the graphs

in the previous subsection, the labour market of refugees in Switzerland is an example for

how it could be in Belgium. Higher employment rates mean after all a higher contribution

rate and a lower need for public benefits. In this section, we will examine the di↵erences

in terms of labour market integration policies for migrants between both countries which

eventually lead to a di↵erent labour market outcome.

Belgium, Switzerland and 143 other states are bound by the regulations of the United

Nations of the Geneva Refugee Convention of 1951. There is stated that it is the duty of

a state to admit refugees. With regard to labour legalisation and social security, article

24.1 mentions that as far as concerns the national labour market regulations (minimum

wages, hours of work, holidays with pay ..) and social security (sickness, maternity, old

age, unemployment ..) the same treatment has to be given to refugees as to nationals

(UNHCR, 2010). Belgium and Switzerland also recently signed the recent Global Compact

for Refugees in December 2018, although it is not binding.16 It was created in addition to

the Geneva Refugee Convention (UN, 2018).

Next to the UN regulations, the Belgian Immigration Act also has to comply with the

EU regulations regarding refugees and asylum-seekers. The Common European Asylum

System (CEAS) is implemented in EU member countries since 1999. Although the Swiss

Asylum Act is not bounded to comply with the CEAS, it has signed to be in accordance

16Be careful not to confuse the Global Compact for Refugees with the Global Compact for Migration,
which was also signed in December 2018, but not (yet) by Switzerland (https://www.admin.ch/gov/en/
start/documentation/media-releases.msg-id-73395.html).
In Belgium, it did not run smoothly either. There has been a heavy political debate about the signing
of the ”migration pact”, resulting in a political party (the N-VA) leaving the government (Van Ginneken,
De Lobel, & Vanschoubroek, 2018).
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with the European Convention on Human Rights and the Schengen and Dublin Association

Agreements (Swiss Refugee Council, 2017). The Schengen agreements restricts internal

borders with Switzerland and its neighbouring countries. Once arrived in the Schengen

area, asylum-seekers are thus allowed to cross borders and go for example, from Italy

to Switzerland. The so-called Dublin System is more recent. The latest reform, Dublin

III, dated from 2014 and was implemented with the aim of reducing multiple asylum

applications in di↵erent countries by the same people and accelerating the process by

managing the refugee flows more centrally through one responsible State. Nowadays, it is

generally accepted that the Dublin-system did not achieve what was expected and possible

reforms are fiercely discussed. Mainly Southern Europe is supporting a reform in order

to redistribute the unequal weight of refugees (Maiani, 2016). All the regulations which

the countries have signed and for which the countries have to be in accordance with, are

summarised in Table 5.

Table 5: Refugee regulations


�$ "-% �/",2�*$�&�

��&�.�����- ����'&.�&,"'& 0 0

�$'��$��'%(��,��'*����- ��+ 0 0

-*'(��&��'&.�&,"'&�'&��-%�&��" !,+������ 0 0

��!�& �&�	 *��%�&,+ 0 0

�-�$"&�	++'�"�,"'&�	 *��%�&,+ 0 0

�'%%'&�-*'(��&�	+1$-%��1+,�%���	�� 0

�/"++�	+1$-%�	�, 0


�$ "�&��%%" *�,"'&�	�, 0

Source: Flemish Refugee Action (2017), Swiss Refugee Council (2017) and UN (2018).

Policy and its implications are crucial for the integration of refugees. As there are many

policies concerning various aspects of refugees and refugee integration we will limit our-

selves to those that are important for refugees integration on the labour market. We

already begun by sketching the framework and international context of the general asy-

lum policies in both countries. In the following sections, we will observe the recognition

rates in detail followed by labour market integration policies and finally we explore the

role of the welfare state.

4.3.3.1 Recognition rates

In Figure 13, we immediately notice di↵erences in the number of recognition rates, i.e.

the share of positive decisions on asylum applications. Switzerland is accepting signifi-
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cantly more refugees. In 2018, 91% of the Swiss asylum applications were approved in

first instance, while in Belgium the first instance recognition rate only amounted to 51%

of the applications. When taking into account all the applications and adding the positive

decisions of the second (or more) instance applications, we notice no substantial changes in

the recognition rates. The Belgian and Swiss recognition rates increase with respectively 3

and 2 percentage points (Eurostat, 2019d). The positive decisions can be further split up

into three categories: Geneva convention, subsidiary protection and humanitarian status.

But as Switzerland is no EU member, it uses other terms. It divides the positive decisions

into the Geneva convention status as well, but furthermore it uses also a temporary admis-

sion status which is comparable to the subsidiary protection status in the sense that both

statuses o↵er a limited version of the Geneva refugee status. The temporary admission

however, should be considered even more limited, it is rather a confirmation that the de-

portation will not be executed in the short term than an admission for residence. There are

notable legal di↵erences coming along with this distinction (Swiss Refugee Council, 2017;

Flemish Refugee Action, 2017). For instance, a Geneva refugee status grants refugees a

residence period of five years in Belgium and one year in Switzerland. The subsidiary

protection status or the temporary admission, on the contrary, gives the right to stay in

both countries for one year. The minimum required residence period in order to apply for

nationality di↵ers as well, in Belgium it takes for the Geneva refugees and the subsidiary

protected both 5 years of residence while in Switzerland, it requires respectively 10 and

15 years.

We notice some remarkable di↵erences among the countries in Figure 13. First, though

Belgium appears to be more severe towards refugees compared to Switzerland because

of the lower recognition rates, it grants more often the o�cial Geneva refugee status.

In other words, Belgium granted protection to fewer people, but the people were more

often qualitatively protected. Second, in Belgium the subsidiary status was little used. In

Switzerland on the contrary, the majority of the applicants (46%) obtained a temporary

admission. The primary countries of origin receiving this temporary status are Afghanistan

and Syria; 8 on 10 Afghans with a positive decision were granted a temporary admission

and 6 in 10 Syrians. Oppositely, only 2 in 10 Eritreans with a positive decision obtained

a temporary admission.

Little is known about what happens after asylum denial. In Belgium in 2015, there were
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Figure 13: First instance recognition rates (2018)
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Source: Eurostat (2019e) and Swiss Refugee Council (2017)

7 260 asylum applications rejected. Only 1 977 people, a little more than a quarter, are

estimated to have returned. The current situation and residence place of the remaining 5

283 people is unknown (Dionisio, Marcus, Sommarribas, & Nienaber, 2016). The problem

of return is not an issue inherent to the current flows of migrants, in 1999 there was

already written a paper about this subject by Noll (1999). The people whose application

was rejected may try again, with little chances on success (Eurostat, 2019d).

The reason why rejected asylum seekers are not returning can be due to the unwillingness

of the refugee or the unwillingness himself of the origin country to retake the person

in question fostered by political, economic or demographic considerations (Noll, 1999).

Another possibility is because of technical aspects for example, when the refugee cannot

travel abroad because he/she does not posses a passport (European Council on Refugees

and Exiles, 2005). Rejected refugees can be reluctant to return because of the reasons why

they migrated in the first place. In addition, most of the rejected applicants experience

the stigma of failure. They may also have indebted themselves in order to reach Europe.

Depending on the time away, they may have the feeling that they would no more fit

in the country of origin. Some applicants do not have a reason to return as they have

lost their jobs, homes and/ or families (European Council on Refugees and Exiles, 2005).

When rejected and unwilling or unable to return, refugees move to other countries and try

elsewhere or they remain in the country and enlarge the group of illegal migrants. These

people are likely to work in the shadow labour market present in countries. In Belgium

this market is yet sizeable (Medina & Schneider, 2018).
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We now take a closer look to which categories the countries have been relatively the most

restrictive regarding gender, age and origin. Table 6 gives the number and distribution of

all the asylum applications17 of 2018 and the ones with a positive decision, for Belgium

and Switzerland18. The last column represents the restrictiveness for each category. It

becomes clear that Belgium is more restrictive for males, 18- to 24-year-old’s and for

applicants coming from a European country. Although Switzerland is less restrictive,

it is also relatively more restrictive for the same categories except for men, although the

di↵erence is very small. We also observe that Belgium receives more than twice the amount

of European applications for asylum as Switzerland, and as both countries are remarkably

strict in this category, it could partly explain the lower recognition rates in Belgium. In

addition, Switzerland receives more application from the Middle East and North Africa,

origins which receive, generally seen, more positive decisions. This may also partly be

responsible for the higher recognition rate.

Table 6: Demographics of the approved asylum applications (2018)
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In Figure 14, we can observe the main citizenships of the approved applications. In both

countries Syria and Afghanistan are strongly represented. The top five is completed by

Eritrea, Iraq and Turkey.

Asylum applications are known to be time-consuming processes (Swiss Refugee Council,

2017; Flemish Refugee Action, 2017). In Belgium a process is legally allowed to last

maximum 6 months, in Switzerland the limit of 10 days is imposed. However, in practice,

17In Table 2, were only the first instance applications included. Note however that the first asylum
applicants represent almost all the applications.

18For Switzerland we now use Eurostat data. This data di↵ers from the data retrieved from the Swiss
Refugee Council (2017). For instance, the first instance recognition rate here amounts to 89 instead of 77
percentage.
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Figure 14: County of origin of the approved applications (2018)
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the procedure drags on for 12 months on average in Belgium, in Switzerland it takes 11

months.

In summary, we notice several remarkable di↵erences concerning the recognition rates.

Recall that the uncertainty concerning asylum applications damages the labour market

integration by increasing the barriers to integrate for refugees. The duration of the process

and the recognition rates contribute to this uncertainty (Fasani et al., 2018). The dissim-

ilarities in recognition rates might be partly responsible for the discrepancies in labour

market integration. We cannot state however that there is a dissimilarity in selectiveness

towards particular categories or in the e↵ective duration of the process. We will thus have

to search further for other explanations.

4.3.3.2 Labour market integration policies

Other factors that might be able to explain the discrepancy between the Belgian and

Swiss labour market outcomes are the di↵erences in labour market integration policies.

As we established before in the literature review, rapid labour market is of great impor-

tance.

Literature teaches us that dispersal policies could be damaging the labour market integra-

tion of refugees (Section 3.2.3). We find that Belgium as well as Switzerland, are imposing

dispersal policies on asylum-seekers but not on refugees (Swiss Refugee Council, 2017;

Flemish Refugee Action, 2017). Since both countries are applying it for asylum-seekers
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Figure 15: Number of refugees receiving an integration income (2012-2017)
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Source: POD maatschappelijke intergratie (2019)

and not for refugees, it cannot account for the discrepancies in the employment rate.

Recognised refugees and subsidiary refugees receive, immediately after recognition, social

benefits in the form of an integration income19. In 2018, single adults received 911 Euro

in Belgium compared to 905 Euro in Switzerland (Swiss Refugee Council, 2017; Flemish

Refugee Action, 2017). Family’s receive more, but in Belgium there is no distinction

made for a family composed out of one minor or more minors (See Annex 1). Contrarily,

in Switzerland such a distinction is made20. Single refugees receive hence on average a

little less in Switzerland and even fewer when taking into account the purchasing power

parity (The World Bank, 2017). Moreover, temporary admitted people receive less than

recognised refugees and in addition, it can di↵er across countries.

The general fear by the public that refugees bring initial costs with them which will increase

the pressure on social expenditures, is not ungrounded. In Figure 15, we observe the

number of refugees, Geneva and subsidiary refugees, obtaining public benefits in Belgium.

We immediately notice the strong increase from 2015 to 2016 as a direct consequence of

the refugee crisis in 2015 (See Figure 1). We further get insight in the region of residence

of the refugees. Most of the refugees are residing in Flanders, especially in the years 2016

and 2017. Brussels and Wallonia receive an almost equal amount of refugees. This is

remarkable given that Wallonia possesses an even larger surface than Flanders (Statistics

Belgium, 2017).

Table 7 captures a comparison on labour market policies concerning asylum-seekers and

19In Dutch: leefloon
20https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1131&langId=en&intPageId=4830
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refugees of Belgium and Switzerland. There appear some di↵erences, although seemingly

nothing fundamental. Asylum-seekers have to wait three months in Switzerland and four

months in Belgium after submitting the asylum application before they can participate on

the labour market. Before 2015, the waiting period amounted to six months in Belgium

(Burggraeve & Piton, 2016). Cantons have in Switzerland the authority of extending

this waiting period to six months. Recall that research found that longer waiting periods

are unfavourable with regard to the employment prospective of refugees (Section 3.2.3).

Furthermore are the cantons free to impose limits on certain labour market sectors for

asylum-seekers. For instance, in Zurich the only permitted sectors are building, housing

and food. In Belgium there is no restriction imposed. Additionally, we included policies

concerning the access to health care in the table, because as was mentioned before, health

has a direct impact on the labour market outcome of refugees. We notice some di↵er-

ences in favour of Belgium where asylum-seekers have fully access to health care while in

Switzerland, they only receive limited access.

Table 7: Labour market integration regulations
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Once obtained a Geneva refugee status, refugees are allowed to access the labour market.

In Switzerland, refugees have to pass a labour market test. This mechanism intends to

make sure that the national workers, EU citizens or legally residing third-country nationals

will not be replaced by refugees (European Commission, 2019). Belgium has no such

mechanism. Subsidiarity refugees still have to obtain a work permit. In Belgium, this

permit is valid for one year and can be renewed afterwards. In Switzerland, cantons can

choose to grant work permits, however, this is no guaranteed right. In Belgium, all refugees
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have full access to health care. In Switzerland, the health care is yet limited because of the

small capacity, but furthermore is there a distinction made between the types of refugees.

For the Geneva refugees it is fixed across cantons, but cantons are free to choose the level

of health care for temporary admitted refugees.

When we take a look at the obstacles refugees face when trying to enter the labour market,

they are in both countries quite the same. Knowledge of the language and di�culties to

receive recognition for an already obtained degree or qualification in the origin country.

In Belgium, there are integration programmes that refugees are required to follow within

three months of their arrival. In Flanders such a program already exists since 2004, in

Brussels and Wallonia it was only established in respectively July 2013 and February

2014 (Petry et al., 2018a; Burggraeve & Piton, 2016). With regard to the labour market

observations of 2014, this could partly be responsible for the inferior Belgian position and

entail more optimistic prospects for the ad hoc simulation about migration in 2021 of the

European Labour Force Survey.

Out of these observations we conclude that the labour market regulations for refugees are

slightly stricter and less favourable on the Swiss labour market than on the Belgian one.

This seems contradictory with our empirical results which favour the Swiss labour market

integration. We will thus have to search for another explanation field.

4.3.4 Passiveness of the labour market

What if the explanation for the di↵erences in outcomes between Belgium and Switzerland

lies in the general labour market policy field or in a country’s welfare system rather than

in the specific refugee labour market policy field? In what follows we will point at the

di↵erences concerning these policies of both economies.

We start by analysing the elaborateness of the welfare regimes in Belgium and Switzerland.

We only included four of the social spending areas. These four areas account for roughly

three quarters of the total social expenditures. In 2018, Belgium, Switzerland and the

OECD distributed respectively 29, 16 and 20% in therms of their GDP to social protection.

The heterogeneity in social spending is also visible in Figure 16. Belgium clearly allocates

a higher share to social spending than the average of OECD countries. Switzerland on the

contrary pays less than average. A rather small share of the total welfare expenditures
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is distributed towards unemployment. A remarkable discrepancy appears as Belgium

contributes more than four times as much in relation to its GPD to unemployment benefits

than Switzerland.

Figure 16: Elaborateness of the welfare state (2015)

���

���

��	

��� ��� ���� ���� ���� ����

���

�"� $������

�����!�

����
�� �����# �������#��� ���� �

Source: OECD (2019)

We continue with a comparison of the passiveness of the labour market expenditures

by the government. We used information about the passive and active measures from

2014 since the employment rates of refugees cover the same year. We measured the

passiveness by comparing the amount allocated to passive measurements (out-of-work

income maintenance and support) to the active expenditures (under more training, job

creation, start-up incentives,...). The unemployment benefits account for a large share of

the passive labour market measurements taken by governments. When equal, the index

amounts to 1. An index greater than 1 implies that a country invests more in passive

measures. In Figure 17, we clearly see a negative relationship between the passiveness of

the labour market and the employment rate of refugees.

We notice the remarkable di↵erence in position between Switzerland and Belgium in the

figure. While in Belgium the labour market measurements are far more passive, the

Swiss measurements are rather active. The main source of passiveness in Belgium are

the high unemployment expenditures, these amount to 3,2% in Belgium, while the Swiss’

government only allocates 0,8% of its GDP to unemployment benefits (See Figure 16).

Remark that this graph does not prove a causal relationship between the passiveness of

the labour market and the employment rate, it only indicates a notable negative correlation

of -67%. The level of supportiveness of the welfare regime might thus also be responsible

for the discrepancy in labour market outcomes of both countries as Belgium possesses a

far more elaborated welfare state than Switzerland.

40



Figure 17: Passiveness of the labour market and employment rate of refugees (2014)
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5 Discussion

In this thesis, we have limited ourselves to the di↵erences in policies as part of the expla-

nation for the heterogeneity across countries in refugees’ labour market integration. There

is however also a role played by non-state actors which varies across countries (Galera,

Giannetto, & Noya, 2018). These none-state actors are primarily organisations created by

volunteers, who are fuelled by dissatisfaction with the present reception and integration

services and try to resolve locally the shortcomings of the government. The magnitude

of the non-state actors’ role depends on the host country’s public opinion towards mi-

grants, its socio-economic conditions and the number of shortcomings concerning asylum

policies.

Furthermore, we stated already in the beginning the di�culty concerning the collection of

reliable data on refugees. Eurostat does not collect data itself, but analyses the informa-

tion received from the member countries’ organisations. The employment rates of refugees

from Belgium and Switzerland were not indicated by Eurostat as unreliable. Therefore we

chose to work with the Eurostat data. However, in the Swiss asylum statistics, retrieved

from the Federal O�ce for Migration (SEM) itself, we found remarkably lower activity

rates 21 covering the same year. In 2014, the employment rate for Swiss refugees resid-

ing less than five years in the country was 64% according to Eurostat. But according to

SEM, the activity rates in December 2014 amounted to 19,5% and 31,9% for respectively

21Activity rate = active population
people of working age

Employment rate = employed population
active population
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Geneva refugees and temporary admitted refugees. In April 2019, these figures increased

to 32,5% and 37,9%, respectively. Although the refugee crisis of 2015, we notice a rise in

both activity rates. This suggests that the employment rates as well will have increased

in the period 2014-2018 in Switzerland. For Belgium more recent data about the em-

ployment rates of refugees is not available. As we mentioned yet, Eurostat will reveal new

information about the labour market situation of migrants in 2021. Further research could

usefully explore how the employment rate of the current refugee stock evolved but also the

integration of new refugees and if Belgium, and by expansion the other countries of the

Eurostat database, have gained useful insight in how to better integrate refugees.

We have analysed diverse facets responsible for the labour market outcomes of refugees in

this master’s dissertation. We noticed some remarkable di↵erences of the Belgian situa-

tion compared to the Swiss which might explain the inferior position of Belgium. In what

follows, we will provide several possible answers in how Belgium could improve its labour

market outcomes of refugees via policy measures. The first and most obvious recommen-

dation, but therefore not the easiest, is to take into account the evidence with respect

to labour market integration of refugees when making political decisions (Bernstein &

DuBois, 2018).

With regard to the inherent characteristics of refugees, improvement of recognition of the

already obtained qualifications in the country of origin is advised by Burggraeve and Piton

(2016). As result the competition will be less intense in certain sectors and refugees will

integrate more easily into the labour market. The employment rate of asylum-seekers and

refugees in general could be improved by targeted support policies, temporary contracts

and promotion of employment in public services (Burggraeve & Piton, 2016). Further

the also recommend to improve the language skills of the refugees (Burggraeve & Piton,

2016). Although there are programs yet available in Flanders since ten years, the outcomes

in of the job-seeking refugees (See Figure 8) suggest that there is improvement possible.

The earlier the integration trainings start the more rewarding according to Aiyar et al.

(2016). So rather than obliging to follow such a training within three months after arrival,

it could be interesting to expedite this deadline. Since the employment rate of refugee

women remains particularly low, it is advised to encourage their participation by better

informing parents about available childcare structures for young children (Burggraeve &

Piton, 2016).
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Concerning the external hindering factors, such as the poor prospects on the national

labour market for low-skilled, it would ease their labour market participation if govern-

ments foresaw an adequate integration policy by focusing on skills and training for the

low-skilled refugees as well as the low-skilled natives (Barslund et al., 2018). This train-

ing should combining the firms’ needs while taking into account the capabilities of the

migrant himself (Burggraeve & Piton, 2016). In this manner, refugees are adapted to the

decline in low-skilled jobs as a result of globalisation and digitalisation. If additionally the

refugees can also be deployed in various labour segments, the labour market shock caused

by refugees will have fewer impact on the host country as the e↵ect will be distributed

across many labour market segments (Aiyar et al., 2016; Barslund et al., 2018). Further-

more, Belgium is characterised with a significant presence of discrimination, it encourage

refugees if the anti-discrimination policies would be expanded (Danzer & Yaman, 2013;

Burggraeve & Piton, 2016).

For other external obstacles originating from sub-optimal regulations in the context of

refugee integration, the following policy reforms are recommended. First, shorten the

employment ban period for asylum-seekers (Marbach et al., 2018). Second, for nations

struggling with high employee costs, such as Belgium, it is advisable to allow exemptions

to the minimum wage or subsidise employers that take on refugees (Aiyar et al., 2016).

Third, reduce unemployment traps by letting low-wage workers pay fewer taxes or by

letting the social benefits decline gradually (Aiyar et al., 2016).

6 General conclusion

Refugees entail in the short term unavoidable costs. On the medium and long term,

the results are ambiguous as they crucially depend on the labour market integration.

This master’s dissertation aimed at the labour market integration of refugees in developed

countries, in particular in Belgium and Switzerland. We noticed the poor employment rate

of refugees in Belgium and the extremely strong results in Switzerland. We consequently

analysed the responsible factors for such a discrepancy. It is however clear that there is

not one reason explaining the di↵erence, all the di↵erences mentioned underneath are all

parts of a complex explanation.

We divided the factors generating di↵erences in labour market outcomes across countries
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into inherent and external factors. Concerning the first category we found that refugees

vary substantially within the same refugee group as well as across time and regions. As a

direct consequence from their nature of migration, they have often poor mental and phys-

ical health conditions. Since they did not prepare much because of the forced departure,

their knowledge of the national languages or even English, is poor. They often have few

social connections. Belgium as well as Switzerland are facing these same issues inherent

to refugees. Although the demographic structure of refugee inflows di↵ers slightly. In

Switzerland, there are fewer refugees from the Middle-East and North-Africa and more

form the rest of Africa. There are also remarkably more children. Nonetheless, there are

some similarities as well: the age distribution, the amount of incoming refugees compared

to the total population and the male-female ratio are remarkably alike.

We further discussed the external factors influencing the labour market participation of

refugees. Belgium appeared to be less tolerant towards refugees and discriminated more.

This hinders the integration of refugees at the local level. Furthermore, the competition

on the national labour market for low-educated men is more intense in Belgium with

poor future prospects for both countries given the digitalisation and globalisation. Addi-

tionally, the Belgian labour market is characterised with strong segregation which lead to

immobility of the workers resulting in an even more intense competition for refugees.

In addition, Belgium is more restrictive in granting asylum and is the duration of the

process on average longer. As a consequence are refugees facing more uncertainty which

lead to inferior employment rates due to a decline in motivation. However, it should be

noted that Belgian refugees obtain more often an o�cial Geneva refugee status compared

to Switzerland. With regard to labour market integration policies is Switzerland imposing

more strict regulations for asylum-seekers as well as recognised refugees. Finally, concern-

ing the general labour market policies are the Belgian labour market measurements far

more passive than the Swiss which could decrease the incentive and courage to find a job

for Belgian refugees.

Ignoring the problem is probably the worst solution, but an easy single solution to improve

the inferior employment rate of refugees is unfortunately non existent. It is therefore

important to work on di↵erent fronts at the same time. If the guidance of refugees on

the labour market can be improved, our nation as a whole will benefit from it in the long

term.
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