
Assessing Participation in  
the Labor Market: The Facts  
and the Challenges 

Assessing the labor market participa-
tion of asylum seekers and refugees 
presents a challenge, and the federal 
statistical system is finding it dif-
ficult to document this issue. In this 
context, the nccr – on the move is 
making a useful contribution with 
the longitudinal data it has collected. 
By linking various statistical data-
bases, it is possible to undertake a 
longitudinal analysis, following the 
progress of the foreign population in 
Switzerland over time and assessing 
changes in their income from paid 
employment.

At the end of 2013, there were 88,876 
“people in the field of asylum” in 
Switzerland aged between 20 and 64 
years, people in the field of asylum 
being defined as asylum seekers, 

persons granted provisional admis-
sion, recognized refugees, or persons 
granted residency status on hardship 
grounds: they represent the sample 
on which our analysis is based. We 
analyze their participation in the 
labor market using two indicators: 
whether they receive income from 
paid employment and the median in-
come (which divides a given popula-
tion into two equal groups).

> Data and methods (see appendix)

While this method is innovative, 
it does have some limitations. On 
the one hand, it is not possible to 
calculate the hourly rate or look into 
possible wage and salary discrimi-
nation. Furthermore, the data does 
not allow us to distinguish active job 
seekers from those who are not in the 
remunerated workforce. This study 
therefore focuses only on men – since 

women are more likely to be involved 
in unpaid domestic tasks.
 
Who Were the Asylum Seekers and 
Refugees Living in Switzerland at 
the End of 2013?

Before we analyze the participa-
tion in the labor market in more 
detail, we will present a few figures 
to describe the study population. As 
can be seen in Figure 1, which shows 
the distribution of the population in 
2013 by age and gender, the major-
ity of refugees and asylum seekers 
are male, with a ratio of 151 men for 
every 100 women. 

“Men are overrepresented,  
especially among asylum seekers 
and persons granted provisional 
entry, among young people, and 
among migrants from Afghanistan 
and Iraq.”
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This male gender bias varies de-
pending on the age group. While the 
gender distribution is fairly balanced 
for those aged 17 years or under, from 
the age of 18, men strongly out-
number women, with a ratio of 230 
men for every 100 women for those 
aged 25. This gender bias is particu-
larly strong among asylum seekers 
(N permit) and persons granted 
provisional admission (F permit). It 
diminishes with age, but the ratio 
still remains significantly skewed 
with a gender ratio of 115 men per 
100 women among 40-year-olds. The 
age distribution data also shows the 
predominance of 20 to 35-year-olds 
in the male group, whereas the age 
distribution among women is much 
more even.

> Figure 1: Age distribution data for 
the population of people in the field of 
asylum, according to type of residence 
permit (age in 2013) (see appendix)

In this population limited to persons 
aged 20 to 64 years and residing in 
Switzerland at the end of 2013, we 
observe a wide range of countries of 
origin (see Table 1). The main groups 
represented are Sri Lankans, Turks 
and Eritreans. There are also wide 
variations in terms of their legal 
status: More than two thirds of Turks 
with an asylum background hold a 
permanent residence permit (C per-
mit for recognized refugees), the 
majority of Serbs and Kosovars hold 
an annual residence permit (B per-
mit for recognized refugees), Somalis 
tend to hold a provisional admission 
permit (F permit), while more than 
60% of Afghans are asylum seek-
ers (N permit) or hold a provisional 
admission permit (F permit). Almost 
one in eight persons from the coun-
tries of former Yugoslavia has been 
naturalized.

> Table 1: Distribution of the 
population of people in the field of 
asylum by nationality, permit type, 
gender and level of education. People 
aged 20 to 64 years, in Switzerland in 
2013 (see appendix)

The distribution by gender also dif-
fers according to nationality, with a 
male predominance among Afghans 
and Iraqis (more than two-thirds 
of whom are men) and a female 
predominance seen only among Bos-
nians. The level of education, while 
generally low, also shows national 
particularities: approximately 80% of 
Sri Lankans and Somalis of working 
age have a basic level of education 
(Secondary I), while among Iraqis, 
and especially among persons from 
other countries in Europe and Africa, 
as well as South America, the propor-
tion of people who have received 
tertiary education is relatively high 
(between 18% and 30%). 

Participation in the Labor Market 
Is Slowly Increasing

Figure 2 shows the percentage of 
men who declared an income, i.e. 
participated in the labor market, for 
the years 2008 to 2013, for 12 nation-
alities/regions. Only men aged 20 to 
64 years who were in Switzerland for 
the entire period are taken into ac-
count, in order to achieve a longitu-
dinal picture of labor market integra-
tion. For comparison purposes, the 
graph also shows the percentage of 
participants in the labor market for 
all men aged 20 to 64 living in Swit-
zerland (Swiss and foreign nationals) 
and for all male foreign nationals (re-
gardless of their reason for entering 
the country). As expected, the rate of 
participation in the labor market is 
lower for people in the field of asylum 
than for foreign nationals overall, 
and even more so in comparison to 
the (male) population as a whole. 
Sri Lankans are the exception here, 
as since 2010, their rates of partici-

pation have merged with those of 
foreign nationals overall.

“With the exception of Sri Lank-
ans, men with an asylum back-
ground are less active in the work-
force than male foreign nationals 
overall, and to a greater measure, 
than all men living in Switzerland.”

> Figure 2: Percentage of men 
participating in the labor market,  
by nationality and year, 2008–2013  
(in %) (see appendix)

Two significant results emerge from 
these data. On the one hand, there 
are significant variations in the rates 
of participation in the labor market 
depending on nationality: besides 
Sri Lanka (almost 90%), the highest 
participation rates are seen among 
nationals of Kosovo and Afghanistan 
(more than 70% at the end of the 
period). Turks, Iraqis, Eritreans and 
Somalis had the lowest participation 
rates (just over 60%) at the end of 
the period. On the other hand, three 
groups showed a significant increase 
in rates of participation between 
2008 and 2013: Afghans, Somalis and, 
most notably, Eritreans. The majority 
of migrant men from these countries 
arrived in Switzerland during the 
first decade of the 2000s: they reflect 
the progressive integration in the 
labor market that has also been high-
lighted in other studies.1 The rates 
of participation in the labor market 
of other groups in the study, which 
arrived in Switzerland in the 1990s, 
appear to have peaked in the first few 
years of the 2010 decade and then to 
have plateaued or in some cases even 
fallen.

The trends for the different groups 
and the plateau observed since 2012 
suggest that people in the field of 
asylum, with the exception of Sri 
Lankans, do not reach the level of 
participation in the labor market that 
is seen among the population of male 
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foreign nationals as a whole. Factors 
such as their migration experience 
and its effect on their health (see 
article by Womersley et al. in this is-
sue), insufficient education, or lack of 
certainty about their residence status 
all combined to create an obstacle to 
integration in comparison with for-
eign nationals who entered Switzer-
land for reasons other than asylum.

“People in the field of asylum very 
seldom achieve a level of partic-
ipation on a par with the foreign 
male population overall.”

Lower Income

Figure 3 shows the income from paid 
employment of men in the workforce. 
The median income (which divides 
the population into two even groups, 
orange line in the graph) and the first 
and third quartile (orange dots) are 
shown. For comparison purposes, 
the graph also shows the median 
income for the entire male popula-
tion living in Switzerland (Swiss 
and foreign nationals), and for the 
population of foreign nationals (all 
kinds of permits combined). As can 
be seen, people in the field of asylum 
consistently lag behind in terms of 
remuneration, compared with the 
two reference groups. At best, in 
some communities (countries of 
former Yugoslavia and Sri Lanka), 
the best paid 25% (third quartile) 
have an income which corresponds 
to the median income for foreign 
nationals residing in Switzerland. 
But none of the groups comes near 
the median income for Swiss men 
overall. The Bosnians and Kosovars 
have the highest median incomes of 
the groups in the study – but they are 
still significantly behind the median 
income for Swiss nationals (at 58,500 
francs and 55,000 francs respectively 
in 2013, compared with 75,000 francs 
for the total male population residing 
in Switzerland). At the other extreme, 
the median income for Somalis and 

Eritreans is less than 35,000 francs, 
which is less than half of the median 
income for Swiss national men. 

The figures also show a continued 
growth in median income over the 
period of the study, with the notable 
exception of Somalis, who received 
lower incomes in 2010 and 2011 in 
comparison with 2009. It should be 
noted that during 2010 and 2011, 
the rate of participation of Somalis 
in the labor market rose sharply (cf. 
Figure 2): the drop in income clearly 
reflects the fact that the newcomers 
to the labor market received a lower 
income than the Somalis who were 
already employed in 2009. However, 
the median income has risen most 
sharply among Eritreans (by a fac-
tor of 2.5) which suggests that the 
integration of a growing number of 
Eritreans in the labor market has 
been accompanied by a growth in 
the number of working hours and/or 
average salaries. 

> Figure 3: First and third quartile 
median income of men participating 
in the labor market, by nationality 
and year, 2008–2013 (see appendix)

“It is unrealistic to expect the 
income of people in the field of 
asylum to catch up with that of the 
rest of the population: while there 
has been a gradual increase in 
income from paid employment, the 
discrepancies still remain.”

For the other groups, income from 
paid employment is rising more 
slowly (slightly less than 4% growth 
over the period 2008 to 2013 for Sri 
Lankans and the group of other 
Europeans, and 16% for Afghans). 
Over the same period, the median 
income from paid employment for 
all working males (Swiss and foreign 
nationals) has grown 4.4%, while that 
of foreign nationals has grown 5.5%. 
Thus, for several groups of people 
in the field of asylum there is no 

obvious closing of the gap with the 
reference groups, which has either 
remained the same or shown no 
significant improvement.

Conclusion: Incomplete Labor 
Market Integration with Very Little 
Improvement

Our data indicates that, with the 
exception of Sri Lankans, the labor 
market integration of people in the 
field of asylum remains precarious 
and piecemeal, even among the 
nationalities that arrived in Switzer-
land in the 1980s and 1990s. It is not 
going to be possible to fully over-
come the disadvantage in compari-
son with the population as a whole, 
in terms of the rate of participation 
of men in the labor market, even if 
the rates of participation grow in 
various national groups of people in 
the field of asylum. The level of pay is 
generally low, compared to the refer-
ence values, and for this indicator, 
too, the disadvantage for people in 
the field of asylum in comparison to 
the population as a whole is not be-
ing overcome.

The factors that contribute to this 
situation, some of which have been 
identified in the literature2, are com-
plex. Statistical models (not shown 
here) for example, demonstrate the 
fact that the type of residence permit 
and nationality are the two main 
factors influencing paid employ-
ment and the level of income3, ahead 
of other factors such as age, level of 
education and place of residence. 

In terms of the influence of the type 
of residence permit, it is not surpris-
ing that a permanent residence per-
mit or annually renewable residence 
permit results in better participation 
in the workforce than a provisional 
entry permit or asylum seeker status. 
Holding a permanent or annual 
residence permit gives those con-
cerned a more stable situation in 
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Switzerland, making them more 
attractive to employers. The admin-
istrative procedures involved with 
this type of permit are also much 
more straightforward in comparison 
with those required for holders of an 
F or N permit (see article by Kurt in 
this issue). The best results are seen 
among holders of a B permit (annu-
ally renewable temporary residence 
permit). This group includes those 
who have been granted a residence 
permit on the grounds of hardship4, 
and these cases are looked on more 
favorably if the applicant is in regu-
lar paid employment. As one would 
expect, therefore, the rate of employ-
ment is higher among holders of a 
B permit.

Nationality is another important 
factor, which influences participa-
tion in the labor market in a number 
of ways. These include the different 
ethnic networks to which migrants 
have access to help them in their in-
tegration. On the other hand, certain 
groups of migrants face significant 
discrimination on the part of poten-

tial employers.5 A person’s language 
knowledge certainly plays a signifi-
cant role: a recent study shows, for 
example, that asylum seekers who 
are already proficient in the language 
of the region to which they have 
been assigned, or who are given the 
opportunity to learn that language, 
integrate much more easily into the 
workforce.6 And last but not least, a 
person’s migration experience and 
their future prospects in Switzer-
land7, which are influenced in part by 
their nationality, are factors which 
may have an impact on integration in 
the labor market.

“To be effective, an integration 
policy has to take into account the 
huge diversity among people in 
the field of asylum in terms of their 
migration experience and national 
characteristics.”

For example, our analysis has shown 
that certain groups, such as Sri 
Lankans, have successfully inte-
grated into the labor market, despite 
rather low levels of education. It can 

be assumed that, in contrast to other 
groups, existing community net-
works and the fact that they are well-
received by employers has an impact 
on their integration. To conclude, on 
the basis of these various factors it is 
clear that for labor market integra-
tion policy to achieve its objectives, 
it must be flexible and take into ac-
count the diversity of the population 
of people in the field of asylum. 

1	 See for example Spadarotto et al. 2014

2	 See Bertrand 2017 for a review of the 
literature

3	 Wanner et al. 2016

4	 Bertrand 2017

5	 For evidence of this, please refer to the 
works of Fibbi et al. (2003). These studies 
are being reproduced as part of the work 
carried out by the nccr – on the move.

6	 Auer 2017

7	 Bertrand 2017
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Appendix
Data and Methods

Income from paid employment (i.e. the income used to de-
termine contributions to federal old-age and survivors’ in-
surance) is recorded in the register of individual accounts 
of the Central Compensation Office (CCO). We linked the 
CCO register to the population registers1 so that we could 
identify people in the field of asylum who were receiving 
an income.2 A total of 144,546 persons were identified as 
people in the field of asylum (asylum seekers, persons 
granted provisional admission, recognized refugees, or 
persons granted residency status on hardship grounds) 
based on information recorded about the type of resi-
dence permit they held between 1998 and 2013. At the end 
of 2013, 88,876 of these people, aged 20 to 64, were still in 
Switzerland: they represent the sample on which our ana-
lysis is based. Most of them held an annually renewable 
residence permit (B) or a permanent residence permit (C), 
which indicates that they had been recognized as refugees 
or had been granted residency status on hardship grounds 
(for people facing serious personal distress). 

We define participation in the labor market as receiving 
income from paid employment. The register held by the 
CCO shows gross annual income and the type of contri-
butions (we retained the contributions linked to carrying 
out paid work as a salaried employee or self-employed in-
dividual). It does not include income from occasional work 
that is below CHF 2,000 per year, and of course it also does 
not include undeclared income. Despite these limitations, 
this data is extremely reliable and sufficiently precise to 
allow analysis of participation in the labor market. Mo-
reover, the amount of income makes it possible to deter-
mine whether the work is sufficient to guarantee financial 
independence. The median income (which divides a given 
population into two equal groups and is an indicator tra-
ditionally used in economics) has been calculated for the 
different nationalities.

While this method is innovative, it does have some limi-
tations. For a start, the data collected by the CCO does not 
provide any information about the number of hours wor-
ked per week. It is therefore not possible to calculate the 
hourly rate or look into any wage and salary discrimina-
tion. In addition, the data does not allow us to distinguish 
active job seekers from those who are not in the workforce 
(due to family commitments, study or training, or for any 
other reason). For this reason, this study focuses only on 
men – the situation for women in the labor market would 
require a more complex discussion, as they are much more 
involved in domestic duties and their home life has more 
of an impact on their working life. 

1	 Population and Household Statistics (STATPOP) and Central 
Migration Information System (CEMIS) extracted from the Central 
Aliens Register (CAR) and the Register of Asylum Seekers and 
Refugees (AUPER) for the years of the study.

2	 Wanner et al. 2016
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Appendix
Figure 1: Age distribution data for the population of people in the field of asylum,  
according to type of residence permit (age in 2013)

Source: Federal Statistical Office STATPOP/CAR/AUPER data. The persons identified are grouped according to their age on their birthday in 2013. 
The residence permit is the most recent permit they have obtained.
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Appendix
Table 1: Distribution of the population of people in the field of asylum by nationality, permit type,  
gender and level of education. People aged 20 to 64 years, in Switzerland in 2013.

Source: Federal Statistical Office STATPOP/CAR/AUPER/SS data. The data is extracted from STATPOP statistics,  
except for the level of education which is estimated based on the Structural Survey.

    Type of permit (in 2013) Gender Level of education 

  Number N Permit F Permit B Permit C Permit Naturalized Male Female Secondary I Secondary II Tertiary 

Turkey 10017 5.9 3.4 13.7 69.9 7.0 59.4 40.6 68.9 23.1 8.0 

Serbia 5044 2.4 19.2 40.8 23.9 13.8 51.5 48.5 59.7 32.2 8.1 

Bosnia-H 5738 1.4 7.2 30.1 49.8 11.4 48.7 51.3 53.7 38.6 7.6 

Kosovo 4888 5.0 11.0 42.2 30.5 11.3 52.9 47.1 53.1 36.2 10.7 

Other Europe 2198 15.2 14.1 25.2 33.8 11.7 51.3 48.7 38.5 38.8 22.7 

Somalia 4098 6.8 51.6 26.4 8.5 6.6 65.2 34.8 81.0 12.2 6.8 

Eritrea 9390 26.2 15.9 23.8 33.2 0.8 55.3 44.7 78.0 17.0 5.0 

Other Africa 11322 24.6 15.9 29.4 22.9 7.2 57.6 42.4 50.3 29.1 20.6 

America 736 3.3 3.7 21.5 61.1 10.5 53.9 46.1 46.0 23.2 30.8 

Afghanistan 3737 32.8 28.8 21.1 11.9 5.4 72.0 28.0 70.9 20.5 8.7 

Sri Lanka 14104 11.1 8.7 30.1 42.4 7.8 65.9 34.1 81.1 14.6 4.3 

Iraq 4610 6.0 24.1 30.0 29.4 10.5 69.0 31.0 59.3 22.7 18.0 

Other Asia 12392 34.8 18.1 16.5 26.0 4.5 62.8 37.2 59.4 27.2 13.4 

Other 602 50.7 24.1 8.3 15.0 2.0 72.9 27.1 70.9 21.8 7.3 

Total 88876 16.4 15.5 26.0 34.8 7.3 59.9 40.1 64.6 25.0 10.5 
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Appendix
Figure 2: Percentage of men participating in the labor market,
by nationality and year, 2008 – 2013 (in %)

Source: Federal Statistical Office STATPOP / CAR/ AUPER/ CCO data.
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Appendix
Figure 3: First and third quartile median income of men participating in the labor market,  
by nationality and year, 2008 – 2013 

Source: Federal Statistical Office STATPOP / CAR/ AUPER/ CCO data.


