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• Largest inflow of humanitarian migrants in Europe since WWII 

– 3.3m asylum applications since Jan. 2014 (1m for 2011-2013), 
including 850k Syrians 

– 1.2m individuals granted some form of protection since Jan. 2014, 
including 650k Syrians (first instance) 

– Partial data for early 2017: 60k applications per month           
(100k in 07/2015 – 09/2016; 170k in 08/2015 – 11/2015) 

– As of April 2017, 1m pending asylum applications 

 

• Much larger inflows in countries neighbouring Syria 

– 3m Syrian refugees in Turkey, 1m in Lebanon, 660k in Jordan 

 

Motivations 



Large and sustained increase of asylum 

seekers inflows in Europe 

Source: Eurostat 

Asylum applications in European countries  
EU28 + Norway + Switzerland, monthly, 2011-2016 



Progressive increase in number of decisions,  

but faster rise in stock of pending applications 

Source: Eurostat 

Asylum decisions and pending applications in European countries 
EU28 + Norway + Switzerland, monthly, 2011-2016 



• Potential economic impact of recent refugee inflows: 

– Fiscal cost: processing applications, welfare use by asylum 
seekers and refugees, language and professional training... 

… but additional expenditures can boost aggregate demand 

– Labour market: fears of negative impact on wages or 
employment… 

… but expectations that refugees may alleviate shortages 

• Some works on the macroeconomic impact, emphasizing the 
demand side (EC, IMF, country studies) 

• Too early to assess the impact on wages and employment 

• This paper: partial equilibrium analysis of the contribution 
of recent refugees to the labour force in European 
countries 

Motivations 



• Estimates / projections of (cumulative) labour market entries 
by refugees in European countries from 2011 to 2018, by sex, 
age, and education 

• Entry of refugees on the labour market over time results from 
interaction between several factors: 

– inflows of asylum seekers: determine the potential number of 
individuals concerned 

– acceptance rate: conditions the number of refugees who might 
enter the labour market 

– processing time: affects the timing of potential entries 

– pattern of labour market participation of refugees over time: 
determined by socio-demographic characteristics of refugees, in 
particular gender, age and education, and duration of stay 

• Comparison with counterfactual scenario 

Empirical approach 
Overview 



• Inflows of asylum seekers  

– Monthly data from Eurostat, by age and sex 

• Acceptance rates 

– Estimated using Eurostat data on applications and decisions 

• Processing time  

– Geometric average of contemporary and future stock-flow ratios 

– Origin-destination-period-specific distribution 

• Labour force participation rates of refugees 

– Estimated using the 2014 EU-LFS (ad hoc module) 

• Education distribution of refugees 

– No comprehensive data on education of recent refugees 

– Use of origin country data, which probably underestimates the skill 
level of refugees 

Empirical approach 
More details 



Results: demographic impact 
Net effect by Dec. 2018 ranges from 970k to 1.4m 

Refugee working-age population (15-64) in European countries 
according to different scenarios, 2011-2018 

Source: Eurostat: asylum statistics, labour force statistics; OECD estimates. 



Results: labour force impact 
Net effect by Dec. 2018 ranges from 420k to 575k 

Refugee labour force in European countries  
according to different scenarios, 2011-2018 

Source: Eurostat: asylum statistics, labour force statistics; OECD estimates. 



Results: labour force impact by country 
Up to 0.5-1% in Germany, Sweden and Austria 

Relative change in labour force due to increased inflows of asylum seekers between 2014 
and 2016 in European countries – Cumulative change in Dec. 2016 and Dec. 2018 (%) 

Source: Eurostat: asylum statistics, labour force statistics; OECD estimates. 



Results: labour force impact, Germany 
Impact concentrated among young low-educated men 

Relative change in labour force due to increased inflows of low-educated asylum seekers 
between 2014 and 2016 in Germany – Cumulative change, Dec. 2012 – Dec. 2018 (%) 

Source: Eurostat: asylum statistics, labour force statistics; OECD estimates. 



Results: labour force impact, Sweden 
Impact concentrated among young low-educated men 

Relative change in labour force due to increased inflows of low-educated asylum seekers 
between 2014 and 2016 in Sweden – Cumulative change, Dec. 2012 – Dec. 2018 (%) 

Source: Eurostat: asylum statistics, labour force statistics; OECD estimates. 



• Role of processing time 

– Assuming immediate potential entry of refugees on the labour market 
does not change much the estimated impact at the European level 

• Rejected asylum seekers 

– The number of rejected asylum seekers who remain in European 
countries has increased more than usual in 2016 (+200k) 

– Assessing impact on informal employment requires country-specific 
analyses 

• Potential dynamic effects due to family reunification 

– Additional 80-160k working-age spouses by Dec. 2018; 5-10% of the 
total net effect on labour force 

• Turkey 

– Early 2017: 1.6m working-age Syrian refugees (4% of total) 

– Recent studies show that refugees induce significant displacement in 
the informal sector 

Results: extensions 



• Very small aggregate impact of recent refugee inflows on the labour 
force in European countries by Dec. 2018 

• Some countries (Germany, Sweden, Austria) will experience more 
significant impact, concentrated in some segments of the labour 
market (young low-educated men) 

• What to do? 

– Carefully designed integration policies to maximise employment 
prospects of refugees 

– Accompanying measures to avoid potential adverse effects on young 
low-educated local workers 

• What’s next? 

– Obtain new data on skills and labour market outcomes of refugees 

– Extend analysis to other countries 

– Analyse the impact on employment and wages in selected countries 

 

 

 

Conclusion and way forward 
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