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Abstract 

This paper analyses the individual driving factors of refugees' and family 
migrants' labour market performance, using an ordinal logistic regression model. 
In a basic model, their employment rate is being regressed against the main 
socio-demographic characteristics (sex, age, education), before a supplementary 
model includes other information (years of residence, language skills and 
information about parents) available through the 2014 ad hoc module of the 
Labour Force Survey dedicated to migration. A second model extends the 
analysis towards employment dynamics, i.e., refugees' chances to find 
employment and their risk to move into unemployment. 

The analysis finds evidence that good education helps improve the employment 
rate of refugees (and family migrants) and their chances of finding a job if 
unemployed or inactive. However, the improvement is much less significant than 
it is for native-born workers. Tertiary education, in particular, seems to pay out 
much less. The analysis concludes that labour market access barriers reduce 
migrants' performance on the labour market. There are a number of labour 
market barriers that are beyond control of the migrants themselves, but rather 
attributed to 'being a migrant': legal obstacles, low acceptance of qualifications 
acquired abroad as well as discrimination lower the return on education on the 
labour market. In addition, insufficient language skills are shown to have a large 
negative effect on the employment rate of refugees and family migrants even 
after controlling for personal characteristics such as education. Investment into 
closing the language gap promises a high return to both the newcomers 
themselves and the economy. 
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2 Introduction and summary 

This paper provides supplementary econometric analysis backing the 
principal findings of chapter 3 (The Labour Market and Social Integration 
of Refugees in the EU) of the 2016 Employment and Social Developments 
Review - ESDE 20161. 

Based on data from the Ad-Hoc Module (AHM) on the Labour market 
situation of migrants and their immediate descendants of the 2014 Labour 
Force Survey, the ESDE 2016 Review finds that refugees have a much 
lower employment rate, both relative to the native-born population in the 
EU, but also relative to other migrants. At the same time, it reveals the 
extent of the education problem with 40% of refugees in the EU being 
low-educated – almost double the share amongst the native-born 
population in EU Member States.  

The Review concludes that higher education helps refugees achieve better 
employment outcomes, but the beneficial impact is much lower than what 
native-born people experience and remains 'muted unless combined with 
language training and other important factors'. Language training is 
indeed found to be a strong lever to better labour market integration, 
especially when the language skills are low on the day of arrival in the 
host country.  

Using a logistic regression analysis, this paper looks deeper into what 
individual, socio-demographic factors contribute to the labour market 
performance of refugees and family migrants, relative to other groups. 
The analysis shows that the positive impact of education on their 
employment rate remains moderate even after controlling for sex, age 
and individual preferences for certain destination countries. This finding 
holds from a static perspective, i.e., when comparing to native-born 
people’s employment rate at a point in time. It also holds when 
scrutinising labour market dynamics, i.e., looking at the role of education 
and other individual factors in supporting the migrants’ chances of finding 
employment if unemployed or inactive. On the other hand, the analysis 
confirms the strong power of language skills to improve migrants' 
employment rate.  

The model takes into account a number of relevant personal 
characteristics. Yet the finding of refugees’ and family migrants’ lower 
employment rates remains stable after controlling for those personal 
variables. The logical consequence is that external factors reduce the 
return on refugees' education on the labour market and keep their 
performance low – despite efforts they may make to attain higher 
education, or despite other relevant assets they may bring, such as young 
age, good motivation or language skills. Those external labour market 
barriers are not directly measurable. They may include legal obstacles2 to 

1 http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=16828&langId=en 

2 Access conditions and legal procedures vary greatly across Europe. For example, in 

the majority of EU Member States access to the labour market is granted to asylum 

seekers only after 6 month or longer; important receiving countries such as Austria, 
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take up jobs, low acceptance of degrees acquired outside the EU, but also 
discrimination - a finding that confirms earlier Commission analysis for 
migrants in general3. Refugees and family migrants fail to better capitalise 
on given individual assets on the labour market. On the other hand, 
investment into language skills will boost labour market performance 
significantly – and irrespective of a person's education level. 

The paper concludes that the labour market performance of refugees4 
largely depends on what education and country-specific skills they bring – 
or can acquire if offers are made to them. While language and 
occupational training strongly help improve the newcomers’ performance 
on the labour market, good formal education is found to be a necessary 
condition to their integration into the labour market. It is not sufficient as 
capitalising on good formal education requires the acquisition 
supplementary skills and the host societies to remove intangible obstacles 
to labour market access: discrimination and low esteem on existing 
qualifications.  

 

3 Regression analysis: drivers of refugees' labour 
market performance 

3.1 Drivers of employment performance 

A more accurate picture of what explains refugees' employment 
performance relative to other population groups requires an in-depth 
analysis of differences in the employment rates compared with other 
groups. The AHM makes it possible to examine the impact of an array of 
important variables. This section presents the results of an ordinal logistic 
regression on pooled data for 26 European countries. They include 24 EU 
Member States available in the AHM5, plus Norway and Switzerland.  

For these countries, Figure 1 displays the aggregate employment rate for 
each category of migrants in the age group 25 to 64. The different 
categories of migrants are given by the AHM’s variable ‘MIGREAS’ which 
informs about the reason why persons have migrated to the host country. 
It reveals that the employment rate of those who came to seek 
international protection or to apply for asylum ('refugees') is 58%, which 
is considerably below the average for native-born people (71%). Similarly, 
people who come for family reasons – by far the largest share of third-

                                                                                                                                                                                          
Germany, or the United Kingdom apply labour market tests. For an overview see the 

'mapping of integration policies - asylum seekers' provided by DG EMPL on 
http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1274&langId=en&intPageId=4316. 

3  European Commission (2016a). 

4  Data used in section 3.1 allows distinguishing also family migrants, i.e., people who 

came for reasons of family re-unification. Family migrants are by far the largest group 
(more than half) of third-country migrants in the EU. There are links to refugees as a 

significant albeit unknown share of family migrants join refugees.  

5  There is no data for Germany, the Netherlands, Ireland and Denmark. 

http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1274&langId=en&intPageId=4316
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country migrants – also stand a significantly lower chance of being 
employed with an employment rate of 59%. On the other hand, people 
who came explicitly for employment perform above average (76%).  

 

Figure 1: 2014 employment rates by reason for migration, age group 
25-64 years 

 

  
Source: LFS AHM 2014, 26 European countries 

3.1.1 Drivers of migrants' employment performance: The method 
applied 

The employment rates shown in Figure 1 reveal a significant under-
performance of refugees and family migrants. It is worth examining 
whether these results still hold if one assumes that there is no difference 
in personal characteristics compared with native-born people. In other 
words: the analysis to follow controls the observable employment rates in 
Figure 1 by a series of personal variables. 

The analysis is split in two parts. The first part creates a basic model that 
looks at the association between the employment performance of 
individuals and their standard socio-demographic characteristics: a 
person's SEX, AGE, education level (EDUC), and the respective host 
COUNTRY into which the person has migrated (country-effect). In 
addition, the basic model includes the core variable of interest: MIGREAS 
(the reason why a person has migrated). 

In a second step this basic model is then taken as the foundation for four 
supplementary models that (on top of the basic model) also include 
other relevant variables that are available in the LFS or the AHM: one's 
language skills (variable LANGHOST), the parents' level of education 
(PAREDUC), whether or not the parents were born outside the country or 
even outside the EU (a person's migratory background, PARBORN) and 
the number of years a person has already spent in the host country 
(YEARESID). For technical reasons these variables are included one by 
one into separate models as they are correlated. 

An ordinal logistic regression analysis (OLR) is applied here. It estimates a 
person’s chance of being in employment, depending on these basic and 
supplementary individual characteristics. The outcome of an OLR typically 
includes ratio of odds, that is, the statistical chance that a certain 
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category of persons is in employment, relative to a reference category. 
For example, for MIGREAS the model would estimate what are the odds 
(chances) of being employed for refugees (or family migrants), relative to 
native-born people.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The estimated effect of the socio-demographic background on a person's 
employment status will be discussed for both refugees and for family 
migrants. However, as employment rates are much easier to interpret 
than 'odds ratios', the impact of the socio-demographic variables on the 
relative employment odds will be translated into the impact on the 
employment rate of refugees and family migrants. The Technical Annex 
presents the full regression results and displays the methodology applied 
to translate odds ratio into employment rate effects. Those employment 
rates are to be interpreted as estimates. They depend on the specification 
chosen for the model.  

  

3.1.2 The basic model 

The technical specification of the basic model is shown in the above Box. 
Looking at the results for MIGREAS, they show that a refugees' chance of 
being employed is less than 40 percent relative to native-born persons. 
For family migrants the ratio is only slightly above 50 percent. On the 
other hand, the employment-chance for those who migrated specifically 
for employment is 20 percent above the native-borns' (and three times 

ln (
𝑝(𝐸𝑀𝑃𝐿)

1 − 𝑝(𝐸𝑀𝑃𝐿)
) = 𝛼 + 𝛽 ∗ 𝑋, 𝑋 = [𝑀𝐼𝐺𝑅𝐸𝐴𝑆, 𝐶𝑂𝑈𝑁𝑇𝑅𝑌, 𝑆𝐸𝑋, 𝐴𝐺𝐸, 𝐸𝐷𝑈𝐶], 

Box: Model specification in a logistic regression (basic model) 

The basic model is specified as follows:  

where 𝑝(𝐸𝑀𝑃𝐿) is person's probability of being employed. Hence, with a probability of 1 − 𝑝(𝐸𝑀𝑃𝐿) the 
person is either unemployed or inactive. That is, 𝑝(. )/(1 − 𝑝(. )) represents the person’s odds (chance) of 
being in employment. To reflect on the non-linearity of the model, it estimates the natural logarithm of the 
odds ratio ln(. ), also called the 'logit', that depends on a vector X of the following explanatory variables:  

 MIGREAS: the reason for migration,  

 the COUNTRY where the person resides,  

 a persons' SEX,  

 his/her AGE, and 

 EDUC: his/her education level.  

Thus, all variables X are categorical.  

The parameter 𝛽 is the estimated elasticity that shows, for each variable X, the impact on the logit. To 
derive 𝛽, for each variable X a reference category XR is being defined. 𝛽 then reflects whether the 
(logarithm of) the employment odds is higher or lower for each category Xi, compared to the reference 
category. For example, the reference category for the core variable MIGREAS is ‘Born in this country’ 
(natives). For MIGREAS = ‘International protection & asylum’ (refugees), it is found that 𝛽 is negative (-
1.03) which implies that refugees’ employment odds are lower than the natives’. The ratio of odds follows 

directly from 𝛽. It is equal to 𝑒𝛽 because 𝛽 is the linear coefficient not for the odds 𝑝/(1 − 𝑝) itself but 
for its natural logarithm. That is, as 𝑒1.03 = 0.36, the odds for refugees of being employed is only 36% 
relative to the employment odds for natives (the odds for the reference category obviously normalised to 
one). 

In Figure 2, the respective variable's reference categories are highlighted by dark columns. The odds ratios 
for all variables in different model specifications are displayed at the end of the Technical Annex.  
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above the refugees'). In the following it will be examined whether these 
differences can be explained by a person's socio-demographic background 
(COUNTRY, SEX, AGE and EDUC).  

 

Figure 2: The basic model: Statistical chance of being employed for the 
basic control variables, relative to a reference category (in dark, 
normalised to 1), age group 25-64 years 

 

 
Own calculations based on Eurostat EU LFS AHM 2014 

 Country-distribution effect (COUNTRY): refugees have the best 
chance of finding employment in Sweden, Norway, Switzerland and 
the UK. Those four countries account for more than half of all 
refugees resident in all 26 countries. Migrants, especially refugees, 
tend to be overrepresented in countries where the labour market is 
relatively stable and unemployment is low. This improves the 
refugees' own labour-market performance, i.e., increases their 
chances of being in employment. For refugees, the choice of 
country can lead to a 9 pp increase in their employment rate; 
for family migrants the increase is estimated to be around 4 
pp.  

 Gender-composition effect (SEX): Men's employment chances are 
double those for women. Among refugees, men are overrepresented 
(56% to 44% in the age group 25-64 years); among family 
migrants women are overrepresented (37% to 63%). This implies 
that the effect of gender on the chances of gaining employment is 
positive for refugees but negative for family migrants. Without this 
gender effect,6 refugees' employment rate would be some 
2pp lower; for family migrants it would be 2pp higher. 

                                                            
6  The results presented in OECD / European Commission (2016) are slightly different 

because alternative specifications were chosen. 
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 Age composition effect (AGE): The chance of being in 
employment is higher for prime-agers (age 35-54) than for their 
younger (25-34) and especially older peers (55-64). At the same 
time, the share of prime-agers (35-54) is higher amongst refugees 
(60%) than amongst the native population (52%). For family 
migrants (53%) the difference is low. The age-composition effect 
adds some 4pp to the employment rate of refugees; but for 
family migrants the effect is half as strong.  

 Education-effect (EDUC): Figure 2 reveals that the chances of 
gaining employment increase strongly with education. The share of 
highly-educated people in the age group 25-64 amongst refugees 
and family migrants (both around 30%) is comparable to the share 
amongst native-born people. However, the share of low-educated 
people amongst refugees and family migrants is considerably higher 
than that for native-born (around 33% vs. 25%). This less 
favourable educational composition lowers the employment 
chances of refugees by 3 pp and of family migrants by 1pp. 
These are however very modest effects. Analysing labour-market 
transitions below will confirm evidence that the return on higher 
education is indeed low for refugees and family migrants alike. 

 

3.1.3 The supplementary model: origin, language skills and 
experience make a difference 

Figure 3 shows the ratio of odds or the relative chance of being in 
employment, now considering a larger set of explanatory or control 
variables available through the 2014 AHM.  

 

Figure 3: The supplementary model: Odds ratios of being employed for 
the special variables, relative to a reference category (in dark, 
normalised to 1), age group 25-64 years, 2014 

 
Own calculations based on Eurostat EU LFS AHM 2014. 

Figure 3 shows the result of four separate regressions. Apart from 
MIGREAS, each regression also includes the basic variables, namely 
country effects, age, sex, and education. The corresponding table with the 
results of these regressions is presented in the Annex. The main results 
are: 
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 Parental education effect (PAREDUC): People whose parents are 
medium-educated (ISCED 2011 level 3-4) stand the highest chance 
of being in employment. The statistical chance of being employed is 
lower for those with low-educated parents. A similar negative impact 
of low-educated parents on one's employment chance is also found 
for native-borns. In other words, with or without a migration 
background, the children of low-educated parents stand a greater 
risk of not being in employment. This suggests that parents' 
education does not exercise a strong impact on migrants' labour 
market performance relative to that of the national population. 

 Language effect (LANGHOST), as already described in ESDE 2016, 
the very strong role of host-country language skills is confirmed and 
is even stronger when country differences, sex, age, and education 
are taken into account. In other words, the better refugees’ 
command of their host country language, the brighter are their 
employment prospects. Statistically, the chance of being in 
employment for those who have at best beginner-level knowledge is 
less than 40% compared with the native population and other 
migrants for whom the host country language is their mother 
tongue. Controlling for the language effect assumes that there is no 
difference in terms of language command compared with that of the 
native population. As a consequence, if refugees had a 
comparable command of the host country language than the 
native-borns it would improve their employment rate by 9pp. 
Command of host-country language would increase the 
employment rate of family migrants by some 6pp. 

 Long-term residency effect (YEARESID): Figure 3 reveals that 
people's employment rates strongly increase with the number of 
years they live in their host country. If they had the same 
residential history in the host-country as native-born people - i.e. if 
they had spent their entire life (or at least a major part) in the host 
country - the employment rate of all migrant categories would be 
considerably higher: for refugees and family migrants, the 
employment rate would increase by 8pp and 6pp, 
respectively. Getting acquainted with the host country, especially 
its language, is a very powerful lever for participating in its labour 
market. 

 Parents origin when outside EU (PARBORN): Calculating the 
effect of parental origin on refugees' employment rate is not 
relevant as there are very few refugees with parents born in the 
destination country. On the other hand, many native-born people 
have parents born outside the EU (some 9% in the age group 25-
64). This is why it is worth taking into account the AHM variable on 
parents' country of birth. Parents can be either born in the host 
country, in an EU country, or outside the EU. The results show that 
if parents are from outside the EU there is a significantly higher risk 
that their offspring will have much lower labour market prospects 
than the native population of the same sex, age, and education. This 
finding has a general implication: a third-country origin lowers 
employment prospects significantly. This problem has already been 
highlighted in the 2015 Employment and Social Developments in 
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Europe Review7. It implies that non-observable factors such as legal 
obstacles, a low recognition of skills and education or discrimination 
damage the employment prospects of refugees to an extent that 
they reduce the value to refugees of acquiring better skills and 
education. 

3.1.4 Main results from the regression analysis so far 

Figure 4 summarises the core results of the regression exercise so far. 
Closing the education gap towards natives, though significant, would 
lead to only moderately higher employment rates for both family 
migrants and refugees. Language skills play a dominant role in 
explaining these groups’ low employment performance. Improving 
language skills will increase performance significantly, especially in the 
beginning as people often arrive without any language skills. 

Figure 4: Effect of different socio-demographic variables on the 
employment rate of refugees and family migrants, 2014 – selected 
variables 

  
Source: Own calculations based on Eurostat EU LFS AHM 2014. 

 

3.2 Understanding the labour market dynamics of refugees 

Many third-country migrants, after crossing the borders to the host 
country, start from a particularly vulnerable situation. Either inactive or 
unemployed, their further labour market history in the host country 
depends to a large extent on how long it takes them to gain access to the 
regular labour market. In general terms, the length of time they have 
been unemployed or inactive (in the context of this analysis their labour 
market status in the previous year) has a strong influence on the extent of 
their labour market integration in a given year. That is, looking only at 
their employment status at a certain point in time gives 'only a still 
picture'8 of the reality that migrants face in the labour market. Hence it is 
important to analyse the dynamics of their position in the labour market.  

                                                            
7  Available from http://ec.europa.eu/social/BlobServlet?docId=14951&langId=en 

8  Stibbard (1999), p. 2, 3. 
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The 2015 Employment and Social Development in Europe Review analysed 
labour market dynamics, based on a two-year LFS sample of micro data 
(2012 and 2013). It distinguished between third-country migrants and 
mobile EU citizens and explored what individual factors would trigger a 
change in labour market status within the last year of the respective 
survey. Two types of transition were considered. First, people aged 
between 20 and 64 who had been unemployed or inactive the year before 
the survey but had managed to move into employment within the survey 
year. Second, those who had been in employment the year before the 
survey but had lost their job and became unemployed within the survey 
year. 

This section extends the micro database to a four-year sample (from 2011 
to 2014) of the LFS.9 Micro data information is only available for variables 
on the standard LFS. To overcome this shortcoming, the analysis uses as 
proxies for refugees, those in the standard LFS survey who have migrated 
to Europe, born in Africa or in the Near and Middle East. Indeed, about 
60% of the 1.8 million asylum applications from third country nationals 
submitted between January 2015 and June 2016 were filed by people 
from these regions (their share in all positively decided applications being 
much higher).10 

Two questions are dealt with. How does this group of migrants from those 
regions (proxying for refugees) perform in terms of their labour market 
dynamics, relative to other migrants and relative to the native-born 
control group? And, in terms of individual characteristics, what are the 
driving forces of this group’s transitions into and out of employment?  

Figure 5 shows the result of a logistic regression. It distinguishes nine 
groups of foreign-born people in the EU-28 with respect to their region of 
birth. It compares their chances of entering employment in a given year 
when unemployed or inactive in the previous year (black bars). It also 
shows their risk of losing their job, i.e. moving from employment into 
unemployment (grey) relative to the native population (for which the odds 
are normalised to one). The first three groups are people born in the EU 
but living in a Member State other than their country of birth. These are 
mobile EU citizens from three different blocks of countries: EU-1511, EU-
1012 and EU-3.13 The six other groups considered are people residing in 
the EU but born in non EU or third countries.  

                                                            
9  The analysis cannot explicitly look at refugees as micro data from the ad hoc module 

has not been available at the time of drafting. 
10  Source: Eurostat (series migr_asyappctzm). 

11  EU-15 mobile citizens are those born in one of the countries that joined the EU before 
the 2004 enlargement (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Denmark, Spain, France, Greece, 

Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Finland, Sweden, the UK) but 
live in a Member State other than their country of birth. 

12  EU-10 mobile citizens are those born in one of the countries that joined the EU in 
2004 (the Czech Republic, Cyprus, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Latvia, Poland, 

Slovenia, Slovakia) but live in a Member State other than their country of birth. 
13  EU-3 mobile citizens are those born in one of the countries that joined the EU in 2007 

and after (Bulgaria, Romania, Croatia) but live in a Member State other than their 

country of birth. 
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The regression controls for individual characteristics that influence 
people's labour market performance: their family context, age, sex, 
education and the number of years they have been living in their host 
country. Even after netting out these influences, migrants from 
Africa and the Near/Middle Eastern countries face significantly 
lower labour market performance than native-born people. Once 
they have a job, their odds of losing it is almost twice as high, indicating 
that this group of migrants faces higher job insecurity and is therefore 
significantly more vulnerable. 

 

Figure 5: Odds of moving from unemployment/inactivity into 
employment and from employment into unemployment, relative to 
reference class (native-born people=1), age: 20-64 years 

 
Source: Own calculation based on EU LFS 2011-2014; controlled for country-effects, the family 
context, age, sex, education and the number of years a person already resides in the host country, 
see Annex 3 

What are the driving forces behind these results? To answer this question, 
and explain the differences across groups observed in Figure 5, Figure 6 
looks at the odds of moving into employment, showing the results for the 
control variables listed above (age, gender, family context, education, 
years of residence). The black bars represent the odds of moving from 
unemployment or inactivity into employment for the entire EU28 resident 
population. The red bars show the same odds, but restricting the analysis 
to people born in Africa or the Near/Middle Eastern countries.  
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Figure6: Odds of changing from unemployment/inactivity into 
employment, relative to reference class (=1), age: 20-64 years 

 
Source: Own calculation based on EU LFS 2011-2014; controlled for country-effects, see Annex 3 

Positive labour market dynamics tend to be influenced much less 
by the migrants' most relevant personal characteristics than is the 
case for the entire population. 

 The elasticity of finding a job with respect to age (not shown in 
Figure 6 for technical reasons) is negative both for the entire 
population and migrants. In other words, the younger one is, the 
higher is the chance of finding a job. However, the elasticity in the 
case of migrants from Africa or the Near/Middle Eastern countries is 
only half the elasticity for the entire population. 

 Higher education (EDUC) tends to improve people's chance to 
move successfully into employment. But when it comes to 
higher (tertiary) education, the chances of finding a job improved 
significantly more for the overall population than for the specific 
groups of migrants from Africa or the Near/Middle Eastern countries. 
In other words, moving from low to medium education improves 
significantly the chances of getting a job; moving from medium to 
high education improves the chances of getting a job but less so in 
the case of migrants from Africa or the Near/Middle East. 

Hence, being young and holding a higher education degree are assets 
in job search, but these crucial factors play a much smaller role in 
improving job dynamics for migrants from Africa or the Near/Middle 
Eastern countries. Their return on these assets is low and this in turn 
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limits policy options in education. Confirming earlier findings,14 these 
results indicate that migrants face a range of exogenous 
factors, which may include legal obstacles, the non-recognition 
of their education or discrimination to accessing the labour 
market, which may pose obstacles even to young and well-educated 
migrants. 

 This latter point becomes more evident when looking at the impact 
of gender (SEX). Unemployed or inactive women stand a much 
lower chance of entering employment than their male peers: half 
the chance overall, but only one third in the case of migrants from 
Africa or the Near/Middle Eastern countries. 

Further important findings: 

 Years of residence: Overall, people tend to improve their chances 
of entering employment as they cross borders, particularly if they 
are already EU citizens. The situation for third country migrants 
from African/Near-Middle Eastern countries is quite different: their 
chances of moving into employment in the first three years of 
residence in the host country is significantly below average, but then 
increases strongly if they continue to live in their host country. This 
is strong evidence for the finding above that necessary language 
skills must be acquired before one can expect stronger performance 
on the labour market. 

 The more children there are in the household, the lower the 
likelihood of employment. This effect is, however, less evident in 
the case of African/Near-Middle Eastern migrants than overall. Their 
labour market participation seems to be relatively unrelated to the 
size of their families. 

 Although there has been a slow economic recovery since the peak of 
the crisis, there has been a further deterioration of labour market 
prospects for African/Near-Middle Eastern migrants. Their chances 
of finding employment are significantly lower in 2014 than they 
were in 2011. There is no such trend overall. 

 

4 Main result: refugees need better qualifications, but 

suffer a low return on existing ones 

This paper reviews the driving factors behind refugees and family 
migrants' labour market performance. Its findings confirm the importance 
of education as a necessary condition to improve these groups' labour 
market performance. However, educational attainments have less of an 
impact in giving them a good chance of having or finding a job compared 
to their native-born peers. This is particularly true for attaining higher 
(tertiary) level qualifications. Higher education is hence a necessary, not a 
sufficient condition for improving these groups' labour market 
performance. It takes supplementary initiatives for refugees and family 

                                                            
14  ESDE 2015, chapter 2.2 
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migrants to capitalise fully on formal qualifications – whether existing 
qualifications or those acquired after arrival. In addition, migrant-specific 
labour market access barriers might be keeping refugees’ performance 
low even if well qualified. Those barriers may include legal obstacles, low 
acceptance of qualifications acquired abroad, or discrimination. 

Likewise, having parents born outside the EU significantly reduces 
employment prospects – even after controlling for other individual 
characteristics, including education, and even if oneself is born in the EU. 
It implies that the chances of finding a job depend significantly on one’s 
origin – another finding that supports policy to focus on combatting 
discrimination on grounds of origin. 

On the other hand, the findings strongly support investment in language 
training. Improving language skills enhances labour market prospects 
significantly, especially if language skills are low upon arrival.15 In the 
same vein, spending time in the host country both improves employment 
chances and reduces the risk of ending up in temporary employment.  

Finally, refugees strongly improve their labour market prospects by 
choosing to settle in countries with a relatively stable labour market, 
reducing their risk of falling into unemployment or inactivity.  

 

5 Technical Annex: Migrants’ labour market 
performance: an ordinal logistic regression 

   

An ordinal logistic regression delivers the odds (or chance/risk) that a 
certain event happens, relative to a reference event. The basic 
methodology applied for an ordinal logistic regression is detailed in the 
2015 ESDE review. 16  

One can calculate the statistical odds that a person aged between 25 and 
64 years is in employment. To stay in the taxonomy of the variable 
MIGREAS (reason for having migrated): that person can be a labour 
migrant, a migrant who came for family reasons, a refugee or a migrant 
who came to study. The analysis would then deliver the odds that a 
person in one of these categories is in employment, relative to the odds 
that the native population is in employment (reference category). An odds 
ratio higher (lower) than one would imply that the odds of that category of 
migrants of being employed is higher (lower) than the odds that native-
born people are employed. Applied to the models used here, the following 
odds ratios are calculated (for the detailed table see Figure 12 below):  

                                                            
15  See also European Commission (2017), Chapter 3, IMF (2016), Dumont et al (2016). 
16  European Commission (2016a), Box 1 on p. 170. 



18 
 

Figure 7: Odds of being in employment, age group 25-64 years, 26 
countries, AHM 2014. 

  
Source: Own calculations based on EU LFS, 2014 AHM 
Legend: MIGREAS: The reason a person has migrated into the host country; 
COUNTRY: the country under consideration; EDUC: the educational attainment 
level; PAREDUC: Parental education level; PARBORN: Region of birth of parents; 
LANGHOST: Degree of command of host country language; YEARESID: Number 
of years of residence in host country.  

Looking only at the first column of odds ratios in the basic model, one can 
see that the chance of people who came to seek International 
Protection/Asylum (refugees) being employed is only 36% of the chance 
of native-born people being employed, after controlling for country, sex, 
age and education. For family migrants the chance is around 52% of the 
chance of natives being employed.  

The advantage of such ordinal regression analysis is that it controls for 
relevant characteristics such as age, sex, education etc. However, odds 
ratios as the typical outcome of such ordinal regressions are often more 
difficult to interpret than employment rates (probabilities). The question is 
therefore: after controlling for relevant variables, how to get from odds 
ratios to ‘controlled’ employment rates?      

Starting from the pure (observed) employment rates, the odds of being 
employed is the probability of being employed (their employment rate), 
relative to the counter-probability (of not being employed): 

(1)  𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠(𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑) =  
𝑝(𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑)

1−𝑝(𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑)
  , implying 

(2)  𝑝(𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑) =  
𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠(𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑)

1+𝑂𝑑𝑑𝑠(𝑒𝑚𝑝𝑙𝑜𝑦𝑒𝑑)
  . 

Using (1) one can calculate the pure odds of being employed ‘Odds 
(employed)’ for variable MIGREAS. No control variable is added to the 
model at this stage.  

Figure 8: Calculating Odds ratios from employment rate (uncontrolled 
model), age group 25-64 years, 26 countries 

 

Control variables used

Controlled for COUNTRY, SEX, AGE, EDUC

Supplementary models: Addional control variable

Basic PAREDUC PARBORN LANGHOST YEARESID

model

Employment 1.22 1.23 1.60 1.71 1.79

Family 0.52 0.52 0.65 0.66 0.66

International Protection & Asylum 0.36 0.36 0.50 0.52 0.48

Study 0.51 0.51 0.68 0.62 0.73

Other 0.66 0.67 0.84 0.86 0.93

Born in this country - Reference 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

M
IG

R
E

A
S

Employment 

rate Odds

p(employed) (employed) Odds ratio

Employment 76% 3.1 1.31

Family 59% 1.4 0.60

Int. protection, Asylum 58% 1.4 0.58

Study 74% 2.8 1.19

Other 67% 2.1 0.87

Native-born 71% 2.4 1.00

MIGREAS
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Source: Own calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM 

The third column divides each migrant category’s odds by the reference 
category’s odds (native-born: 2.4). It is not identical to the outcome of 
the regression shown in the first column of the Figure 7 because MIGREAS 
is here the only explanatory variable (no control variables). 

It is now possible to derive the employment rate after controlling for 
various individual characteristics by starting from the regression’s odds 
ratios and simply back-tracking. For example, for the model controlling for 
the basic variables plus the number of years of residence (YEARESID, 
rightmost column in Figure 7):  

Figure 9: Calculating back employment rates from odds ratios for the 
controlled models; basic model plus YEARESID as additional control 
variable, age group 25-64 years, 26 countries,   

 
Source: Own calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM 

The second column in Figure 9 calculates the odds by simply multiplying 
the given reference class’s odds (2.4) with the respective category’s odds 
ratio as it came out of the regression (first column, identical to last 
column in Figure 7). The controlled employment rates then follow from 
equation (2). 

Repeating the procedure for all available models will result in the following 
employment rates: 

Figure 10: Employment rates, controlled for basic and supplementary 
variables, age group 25-64 years, 26 countries, 

 
Source: Own calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM 

The difference between each supplementary model’s and the basic 
model's employment rates gives the estimated impact of the respective 
control variable on the employment rate for each MIGREAS category.  

For the basic model's variables, one needs to run the basic model, but 
leaving out the variable of interest. That variable's impact on the 
employment rate then results from the difference to the basic model 
(which includes that variable): 

Employment 

Odds rate

Odds ratio (employed) p(employed)

Employment 1.8 4.3 81%

Family 0.7 1.6 61%

Int. protection, Asylum 0.5 1.2 54%

Study 0.7 1.7 63%

Other 0.9 2.2 69%

Native-born 1.0 2.4 71%

MIGREAS

Original

employment Suppementary models: Additional control variable

rates Basic PAREDUC PARBORN LANGHOST YEARESID

model

Migreas Employment 76% 74% 75% 79% 80% 81%

Family 59% 55% 55% 61% 61% 61%

Int. protection, Asylum 58% 46% 46% 54% 56% 54%

Study 74% 55% 55% 62% 60% 63%

Other 67% 61% 62% 67% 67% 69%

Native-born population 71% 71% 71% 71% 71% 71%

Controlled for SEX, AGE, EDUC, COUNTRY
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Figure 11: Employment rates, controlled for basic variables, age group 
25-64 years, 26 countries 

 
Source: Own calculations based on EU LFS 2014 AHM 

Figure 12 shows the odds ratio for each of the control variables included in 
the various models. 

Basic Basic model, but w ithout…

model AGE SEX EDUC COUNTRY

Migreas Employment 74% 77% 76% 72% 74%

Family 55% 58% 53% 54% 59%

Int. protection, Asylum 46% 50% 48% 43% 55%

Study 55% 57% 56% 65% 60%

Other 61% 63% 61% 62% 65%

Native-born population 71% 71% 71% 71% 71%
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Figure 12: Odds of being in employment, age group 25-64 years, 26 
countries, AHM 2014, complete table showing all variables. 

 

 

  

Odds of being employed, relative to reference class (=1), age 25-64, 26 countries
Control variables used

Controlled for COUNTRY, SEX, AGE, EDUC

Supplementary models: Addional control variable Basic model without…

Basic PAREDUC LANGHOST YEARESID PARBORN AGE SEX EDUC COUNTRY

model

Employment 1.22 1.23 1.71 1.79 1.60 1.41 1.30 1.10 1.20

Family 0.52 0.52 0.66 0.66 0.65 0.57 0.48 0.49 0.60

International Protection & Asylum 0.36 0.36 0.52 0.48 0.50 0.42 0.38 0.32 0.51

Study 0.51 0.51 0.62 0.73 0.68 0.56 0.53 0.77 0.63

Other 0.66 0.67 0.86 0.93 0.84 0.71 0.66 0.69 0.76

Born in this country - Reference 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

AT 0.91 0.88 0.91 0.90 0.91 0.91 0.91 0.92

BE 0.72 0.72 0.73 0.73 0.72 0.72 0.73 0.72

BG 0.58 0.57 0.58 0.57 0.56 0.58 0.59 0.58

CH 1.52 1.49 1.54 1.53 1.85 1.45 1.51 1.66

CY 0.64 0.64 0.67 0.65 0.62 0.65 0.64 0.66

CZ 0.88 0.82 0.87 0.86 0.86 0.85 0.87 0.92

EE 0.92 0.89 0.99 0.88 0.98 0.88 0.93 1.06

ES 0.49 0.49 0.48 0.48 0.48 0.54 0.50 0.43

FI 0.77 0.77 0.77 0.76 0.76 0.72 0.79 0.87

FR 0.79 0.82 0.79 0.77 0.80 0.78 0.79 0.78

GR 0.34 0.34 0.34 0.33 0.33 0.37 0.35 0.32

HR 0.48 0.47 0.46 0.46 0.48 0.48 0.49 0.47

HU 0.63 0.62 0.62 0.62 0.61 0.63 0.63 0.62

IT 0.55 0.56 0.55 0.55 0.54 0.60 0.56 0.44

LT 0.71 0.70 0.72 0.70 0.71 0.70 0.71 0.83

LU 0.86 0.84 0.77 0.88 0.82 0.86 0.87 0.94

LV 0.77 0.74 0.79 0.73 0.81 0.75 0.77 0.84

MT 0.78 0.80 0.80 0.77 0.76 0.80 0.79 0.54

NO 1.14 1.17 1.18 1.15 1.64 1.10 1.15 1.22

PL 0.55 0.54 0.55 0.55 0.54 0.54 0.56 0.59

PT 0.96 0.98 0.93 0.94 0.93 1.01 0.96 0.68

RO 0.70 0.71 0.70 0.69 0.68 0.71 0.70 0.60

SE 1.50 1.48 1.49 1.48 1.52 1.41 1.52 1.60

SI 0.67 0.65 0.67 0.65 0.67 0.65 0.68 0.69

SK 0.58 0.55 0.58 0.57 0.57 0.59 0.59 0.60

UK 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Males 1.99 2.00 1.99 1.98 2.00 1.95 1.89 1.97

Females 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

25-34 0.66 0.64 0.66 0.68 0.66 0.67 0.75 0.67

55-64 0.27 0.27 0.27 0.26 0.27 0.27 0.25 0.28

35-54 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Low 0.48 0.50 0.49 0.48 0.48 0.44 0.48 0.46

High 1.93 1.90 1.92 1.94 1.93 1.99 1.82 1.97

Medium 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00

Low parental education 0.85

High parental education 0.93

Medium parental education - Reference 1.00

Beginner or less 0.38

Intermediate 0.64

Advanced 0.84

Mother tongue 1.00

Born in this country - Reference 1.00

both other EU 0.88

both outside EU 0.68

one other EU, one reporting country 0.92

one outside EU, one reporting country 0.85

one outside EU, one other EU 0.80

unknown, but both abroad 0.50

both born in reporting country - Reference 1.00

01-05 years 0.41

06-10 years 0.65

11-15 years 0.71

16-20 years 0.73

more than 20 years 1.00

Born in this country - Reference 1.00
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6 Annex 2: Labour market dynamics – regression results 
 

EU-28 resident population: labour market dynamics: transition in and 
out of employment 

Figure 13: Odds ratio, relative to native-born population (=1) for labour 
status transition within the year before the survey, age 20-64

 

  

Transitions from 

employment to 

unemployment

COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S COUNTRYB_S

AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE

SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX

HATLEV1D HATLEV1D HATLEV1D HATLEV1D HATLEV1D HATLEV1D HATLEV1D HATLEV1D

M ARSTAT M ARSTAT M ARSTAT M ARSTAT M ARSTAT M ARSTAT M ARSTAT

KIDS KIDS KIDS KIDS KIDS KIDS

OLDER OLDER OLDER OLDER OLDER

REFYEAR REFYEAR REFYEAR REFYEAR

YEARESID YEARESID YEARESID

COUNTRY COUNTRY

COUNTRYB_S EU15 1.26 1.41 1.45 1.36 1.36 1.37 1.34 1.34 1.12 1.18 0.96

EU10 1.70 1.46 1.63 1.49 1.48 1.50 1.46 1.46 1.22 1.15 1.06

EU3 1.31 1.10 1.14 1.14 1.15 1.14 1.11 1.11 0.96 1.21 1.54

Other Europe 0.77 0.73 0.77 0.83 0.84 0.83 0.82 0.82 0.70 0.82 1.61

Africa, Near and Middle East 0.77 0.72 0.72 0.77 0.78 0.81 0.79 0.79 0.67 0.71 1.85

North America 1.38 1.36 1.46 1.08 1.09 1.11 1.09 1.09 0.89 0.88 0.68

Other America 1.42 1.31 1.32 1.30 1.30 1.31 1.29 1.29 1.11 1.30 1.40

Asia 0.87 0.77 0.84 0.82 0.83 0.84 0.84 0.84 0.70 0.63 0.98

Australia, Oceania 2.68 2.50 2.70 1.99 2.02 2.11 2.04 2.04 1.60 1.44 0.89

OWN COUNTRY 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1.00

AGE Age covariate neg neg neg neg neg neg neg neg neg 0.97

SEX Males 1.83 1.93 1.91 1.93 1.93 1.94 1.93 1.93 1.02

Females 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1.00

HATLEV1D  0.72

H 1.65 1.66 1.64 1.64 1.65 1.64 1.54 0.57

L 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.61 1.52

M 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1.00

MARSTAT Widowed, divorced etc 1.35 1.36 1.35 1.35 1.35 1.19 1.57

Single 1.03 1.02 1.06 1.06 1.06 0.93 1.57

 Married 1 1 1 1 1 1 1.00

KIDS 1 child in HH 1.09 1.06 1.06 1.06 1.00 0.98

2 children in HH 0.99 0.97 0.97 0.97 0.86 0.87

3 or more children in HH 0.75 0.73 0.73 0.73 0.59 1.04

No children in HH 1 1 1 1 1 1.00

OLDER .00 1.60 1.60 1.60 1.43 1.00

1.00 1 1 1 1 1.00

REFYEAR 2011 1.08 1.08 1.04 0.99

2012 0.99 0.99 0.97 1.11

2013 0.96 0.96 0.95 1.12

2014 1 1 1 1.00

YEARESID Residence up to 3 years 1.60 1.16 2.28

Residence up to 5 years 0.95 0.78 1.29

Residence up to 9 years 1.11 0.94 1.28

Residence 10 years and avove 1.21 1.03 1.17

Native born 1 1 1.00

COUNTRY AT 0.72 1.29

BE 0.50 1.22

BG 0.40 1.57

CY 0.54 2.80

CZ 1.06 1.50

DE 0.75 0.76

EE 0.76 1.45

ES 0.60 2.85

FR 0.75 1.93

GR 0.19 2.69

HR 0.35 2.76

HU 0.76 1.92

IT 0.38 1.64

LT 0.75 2.13

LU 0.71 0.87

LV 1.05 2.40

MT 0.37 0.51

NL 0.65 1.25

PL 0.54 1.75

PT 0.64 2.80

RO 0.23 0.50

SI 0.49 2.00

SK 0.48 1.53

UK 1 1.00

Transitions from unemployment or inactivity into employment
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Migrants from North Africa and Middle East countries: labour market 
dynamics: transition in and out of employment 

Figure 14: Odds ratio, relative to native-born population (=1) for labour 
status transition within the year before the survey, age 20-64 

 

 

  

Transitions from 

employment to 

unemployment

SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX SEX

AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE AGE

EDUC EDUC EDUC EDUC EDUC EDUC EDUC EDUC

MARSTAT MARSTAT MARSTAT MARSTAT MARSTAT MARSTAT MARSTAT

KIDS KIDS KIDS KIDS KIDS KIDS

OLDER OLDER OLDER OLDER OLDER

REFYEAR REFYEAR REFYEAR REFYEAR

YEARESID YEARESID YEARESID

COUNTRY COUNTRY

SEX Males 2.60 2.68 2.69 2.68 2.72 2.67 2.67 2.67 2.82 1.23

Females 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

Age covariate neg neg neg neg neg neg neg neg neg

 

HATLEV1D H 1.18 1.21 1.20 1.20 1.20 1.21 1.11 0.60

L 0.57 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.58 0.62 1.10

M 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

MARSTAT Widowed, divorced etc 1.61 1.62 1.59 1.59 1.58 1.41 1.34

Single 1.15 1.15 1.15 1.17 1.16 1.06 1.19

 Married 1 1 1 1 1 1 1

KIDS in HH 1 child in HH 1.07 1.05 1.05 1.04 1.02 1.12

2 children in HH 1.05 1.03 1.03 1.02 0.98 1.05

3 or more children in HH 0.86 0.84 0.85 0.84 0.78 1.07

No children in HH 1 1 1 1 1 1

OLDER in HH .00 1.55 1.54 1.55 1.59 0.84

(65+) 1.00 1 1 1 1 1

REFYEAR 2011 1.25 1.25 1.21 0.81

2012 1.17 1.17 1.15 0.89

2013 1.08 1.08 1.07 0.90

2014 1 1 1 1

Yearesid Residence up to 3 years 1.13 1.06 2.68

Residence 4 to 5 years 1.28 1.34 1.21

Residence 6 to 9 years 1.37 1.44 1.15

Residence 10 years and avove

1.31 1.35 0.86

Born in this country 1 1 1

COUNTRY AT 0.50 2.65

BE 0.51 1.87

CY 0.45 3.61

CZ 0.52 1.16

DE 0.59 1.06

EE 0.78 1.84

ES 0.49 4.32

FR 0.72 2.70

GR 0.25 2.71

HU 0.51 1.82

IT 0.46 1.97

LT 2.36 1.07

LU 1.59 1.68

LV 0.83 1.65

NL 0.24 1.63

PT 0.79 2.52

UK 1 1

Transitions from unemployment or inactivity into employment
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