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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Switzerland is among the OECD countries with the largest immigrant populations – 27% of the
working-age population are foreign-born – and the issue of immigration is high on both the policy agenda
and in the public debate. Given the numerous debates around this issue in Switzerland, one could be
tempted to think that immigrants are less well integrated than in other countries.
The review shows that overall, integration works well in Switzerland. The labour market outcomes for
the immigrant population as a whole are highly favourable in international comparison. Both immigrant
men and immigrant women have higher employment rates than in other OECD countries.
The favourable picture is mainly attributable to the overall good labour market conditions in
Switzerland and a specific mix of origin countries. The bulk of migrants (more than 60%) have come from
high-income OECD countries, more than half of whom from the neighbouring countries with which
Switzerland shares the same national languages. Among the other immigrants, the majority are from the
successor countries of the former Yugoslavia and from Turkey.
In recent years, following the gradual introduction of freedom of movement with the member
countries of the European Union, Switzerland experienced an exceptionally large inflow of immigrants.
About 5% of the resident population consists of recent immigrants, defined as those immigrants with less
than five years of residence. Most recent arrivals have again come from neighbouring countries, in
particular Germany, and these migrants tend to have highly favourable labour market outcomes by all
standard indicators.
Notwithstanding the overall favourable picture, less good outcomes are recorded for some migrant
groups, such as, for example, immigrant women with young children. There are few integration measures
for immigrant women and they often do not have access to the full range of active labour market policy
tools. There are also some signs that the labour market participation of this group has declined in recent
years.
Another group which has low employment rates, including in international comparison, are recent
humanitarian migrants, who seem to have more difficulties in the Swiss labour market now than previous
cohorts of humanitarian migrants. In contrast to other countries, Switzerland does not yet have a
standardised integration programme for new humanitarian arrivals, which may have contributed to the low
outcomes of this group. Given the positive experiences of OECD countries with structured integration
programmes targeted at labour market integration, an introduction of these in Switzerland should be
seriously considered.
The generally high employment rates for migrants in Switzerland have also been associated with a
significant degree of overqualification for migrants with qualifications from non-OECD countries. These
are strongly discounted on the Swiss labour market and there are few bridging courses available. In
contrast to other OECD countries, there are also few mentorship or similar programmes in place which
would provide immigrants with the necessary contacts with native-born Swiss and with employers, as well
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as knowledge about labour market functioning, both of which are important for access to higher-skilled
jobs. Such tools should be provided more broadly, in co-operation with employers.
The federalist character of the country is clearly visible in integration policy, and different local and
cantonal practices to promote integration have evolved. While this is in accordance with the principle of
subsidiarity and may have contributed to tailor-made and flexible solutions for many migrants, it has also
retarded the development of a federal integration policy. As a result, and in spite of considerable
improvements over the past decade, the overall framework for integration is thus still underdeveloped.
Federal integration policy is modest in comparison with the activities in other OECD countries, most of
whom have smaller immigrant populations than Switzerland. Apart from some instruments such as basic
language training financed by the Federal Office for Migration, only few integration measures directly
targeted at immigrants are available throughout the whole of Switzerland. Indeed, the overall approach to
integration in Switzerland is one of immigrants’ inclusion in mainstream services, rather than providing
targeted measures. To tackle the shortcomings of the current system, the Confederation, cantons and local
authorities have recently come forward with a number of suggestions to improve the integration
framework, and committed to enhanced funding for integration.
Integration measures at the cantonal level vary widely, partly reflecting the different size and
composition of migrant populations. Although many cantons have stepped up their integration measures in
recent years, this has often been done on a small-scale, project-type basis, and it is difficult to assess their
effectiveness. Some minimum standards should be set by the Federal authorities to ensure that all
immigrants get the measures which they need, regardless of the canton they live in.
Access to Swiss nationality is difficult for immigrants, due to exceptionally long duration-ofresidence requirements – 12 years for the ordinary procedure, the longest in the OECD – and the threetiered nature of citizenship acquisition, which involves federal, cantonal and municipal requirements. A
reform of citizenship legislation is underway which would tackle some of the most important shortcomings
of Swiss nationality law and enhance immigrants’ mobility within Switzerland. Empirical evidence
suggests that this could provide an important impetus for the integration of disfavoured immigrant groups.
Overall, labour market outcomes for children of immigrants are highly favourable in international
comparison. This is partly attributable to good overall labour market conditions and other factors such as
the strong role of apprenticeship, which seems to be a particularly beneficial school-to-work transition
mechanism for children of immigrants. There are also some innovative programmes in place to prepare
low-educated youth (among which children of immigrants account for a large part) for apprenticeship and
these appear to have a beneficial effect.
However, children of immigrants whose parents are low-educated tend to have low educational
outcomes, and growing numbers of these are now entering the labour market. The less favourable
outcomes seem to be at least in part attributable to a lack of early childhood education, as the latter is not
yet commonly available in Switzerland. A better and targeted early childhood education for children of
immigrants at the critical ages of three and four, in conjunction with language stimulation, should be an
urgent priority for policy.
One area in which Switzerland lags greatly behind other OECD countries is anti-discrimination
measures. There is little awareness about this issue on the part of employers and it is absent from the public
debate. Yet, research suggests that offspring of immigrants, in particular from the former Yugoslavia, with
an otherwise equivalent CV have to submit up to five times the number of applications made by the
children of natives in order to get invited to a recruitment interview. It is thus important to take appropriate
action to reduce such inequities.
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All things considered, while overall Switzerland performs well in terms of the labour market
integration of its immigrants in international comparison, there are several signs that the labour market
outcomes of certain groups of immigrants are diverging, with some disfavoured groups running the risk of
being left behind. It is thus important to take action now, while overall outcomes are still good. There is
awareness of this, and action in the domain of integration has been stepped up on all three levels of
government. Nevertheless, in many aspects the integration policies in Switzerland lag behind those in other
OECD countries. To overcome these shortcomings and to ensure that outcomes are favourable for all
migrant groups, a number of measures should be considered.
Key words: Integration, immigrants, labour market, Switzerland, skills, recognition, discrimination
Summary of the main policy recommendations to public authorities

A) Strengthen the overall framework for integration



Develop common minimum standards for integration measures that apply across all cantons.



Facilitate the exchange of good practices between cantons and municipalities.






Ensure that all immigrants in need of integration support have adequate access to it independent of their
type of permit and of the type and scale of benefit receipt, including in particular immigrant women.
Provide language training to all immigrants in need of this, adjusted to their skills and qualifications.
Facilitate access to Swiss nationality, and reduce in particular cantonal and municipal residence
requirements, to facilitate the geographical mobility of migrants.
Raise awareness about the benefits which acquiring Swiss nationality entails for the better integration of
immigrants and their children.

B) Promote early labour market integration of humanitarian migrants






Strengthen the cantons’ incentives for the rapid labour market integration of humanitarian migrants during
the first five years of residence.
Implement a structured integration programme for all newly-arrived humanitarian migrants (i.e., persons
whose claim is recognised or who are on temporary protection), based on each individual’s needs, with a
clear focus on labour market integration.
Better inform employers about the labour market access of persons with temporary protection status.

C) Make better use of the skills of migrants




Make sure that the current focus on lesser-skilled employment for humanitarian migrants does not come at
the detriment of making the best use of their skills.
Make the available offers for the assessment and recognition of foreign qualifications better known to
immigrants and raise awareness about the benefits which recognition conveys.
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Box 1. Summary of the main policy recommendations to public authorities (cont.)




Extend bridging courses and other support programmes to help immigrants with credentials from abroad to
get into higher-skilled employment.
Consider the careful extension of temporary wage subsidies for immigrants.

D) Put more effort into the early integration of the children of immigrants





Enhance pre-school education and pay specific attention to increasing the participation of children of
immigrants from disadvantaged background at the early ages of three and four.
Strengthen language training for the children of immigrants, in particular at early ages.
Investigate the reasons for the apparently low completion rates of apprenticeship by children of immigrants
and take remedial action.

E) Establish a strong framework for anti-discrimination



Outlaw discrimination in hiring based on Swiss nationality.



Raise awareness about the issue of discrimination among employers and the society in general.



Consider the introduction of more pro-active measures to tackle discrimination.
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THE LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION OF IMMIGRANTS AND THEIR CHILDREN IN
SWITZERLAND

Introduction
1.
With about 27% of its working-age population being foreign-born, Switzerland has – together
with Australia and Luxemburg – one of the largest immigrant populations in relative terms in the OECD.
This large share is the result of a longstanding migration history – already in 1970, more than 16% of
Switzerland’s population did not have Swiss nationality.
2.
A distinguishing characteristic of the immigrant population in Switzerland is the strong
concentration of immigrants from other European countries, in particular from neighbouring Italy,
Germany and France, as well as by Portugal. Originally, the vast majority of immigrants came from Italy –
in 1960, 63% of all foreigners were from that country. Over time, the immigrant intake has diversified to
other Southern European countries, in particular the former Yugoslavia.1 More recently, following
Switzerland’s stepwise introduction of freedom of movement with the member countries of the European
Union, there has been a large flow of immigrants from Germany. Today, almost 60% of the immigrant
population are from countries of the European Economic Area. A further 17% are from the successor
countries of the former Yugoslavia.
3.
Most migration to Switzerland has been labour migration and associated family flows. As a
result, the labour market integration of immigrants was less an issue of public debate than the
macroeconomic impact of immigration on wages and on structural change.
4.
Over the past twenty years, following the fall of the Iron Curtain, Switzerland has also become
one of the most important destination countries for humanitarian migration, and this has contributed to a
further diversification of the migrant intake. Along with this diversification and the arrival of non-labour
migrants from more distant countries, immigrants’ labour market integration has gained importance in the
public debate, although it remains less of an issue in Switzerland than in many other OECD countries with
much smaller immigrant populations.
5.
The labour market integration of immigrants also has to be analysed in the context of three key
structural specificities of Switzerland. The first is the decentralised nature of policy-making with the strong
involvement of three levels (federal, cantonal and local) and the linguistic heterogeneity of the country
with four official languages (German, French, Italian and Rumantsch). The second is a flexible labour
market with high labour market participation of both genders, low unemployment, high salary levels and
relatively low net benefit replacement rates in comparison with other European OECD countries. Finally,
Switzerland has a highly productive and internationalised economy, with one of the highest per capita GDP
in the OECD, and exports accounting for more than 40% of this.
1

For the sake of convenience, the terms “ex-Yugoslavia” or “former Yugoslavia” are used in this document
synonymously to refer to the former Federal Republic of Yugoslavia and its successor countries. Slovenia, which is a
successor country but is now a member of both of the European Union and the OECD, is generally excluded from
these figures.
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6.
This report is structured as follows: Section I presents an overview of the key labour market
outcomes of immigrants in Switzerland in international comparison, and their evolution over time. Section
II sets out the framework for integration, that is, the evolution and current composition of the immigrant
population, the main elements of integration policy, and the key stakeholders involved in the labour market
integration of immigrants. Section III highlights some key issues in the integration of immigrants. Section
IV reviews the labour market integration of the children of immigrants. The report ends with a summary
and recommendations.
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I. A FIRST GLANCE AT THE LABOUR MARKET OUTCOMES OF IMMIGRANTS AND
THEIR CHILDREN IN INTERNATIONAL COMPARISON AND THEIR EVOLUTION OVER
TIME
Immigrants
7.
Looking at the labour market outcomes of immigrants in international comparison, the first and
salient observation is that the employment rates of immigrants are the highest in the comparison group, for
both genders (Table 1).2 The situation is less positive with respect to unemployment – immigrants face
between two and three times higher unemployment rates than the native-born. However, this has to be seen
in the context of low overall unemployment in Switzerland which is, after Norway, the lowest in the
comparison group.
Table 1: Labour force characteristics of immigrants and the native-born, aged 15-64, selected
OECD countries, 2008/2009 average
Participation rate
% of the
Foreign% of the
foreign-born
born from
population
Native- Foreignfrom lowerlowerforeignborn
born
income
income
born
country
country

Employment rate

Native- Foreignborn
born

Foreignborn from
lowerincome
country

Unemployment rate
ForeignDifference
born from Difference
Native- ForeignNB-FB in
lower- FB-NB in
born
born
%-points
income %-points
country

Men
Austria
Australia (1)
Belgium
Canada (2)
Denmark
France
Germany
Netherlands
Norway
Sweden
Switzerland

16.4
28.1
12.3
20.3
8.4
11.9
15.1
12.2
9.0
15.2
27.2

49
...
51
...
49
66
76
53
59
33

81.2
83.8
73.0
82.0
84.6
75.1
82.2
85.8
82.0
81.9
87.6

81.0
80.5
74.0
83.2
80.2
77.2
82.6
79.9
81.3
79.3
88.9

81.0
...
74.1
...
77.6
76.4
…
79.1
75.5
78.2
87.8

78.5
79.7
68.6
75.5
80.7
69.6
76.4
83.4
79.8
76.7
85.4

73.7
76.1
62.2
75.8
73.4
66.9
72.0
73.9
74.4
68.3
83.9

71.5
...
57.8
...
70.2
64.3
…
72.4
66.5
63.6
80.1

4.8
3.6
6.4
-0.3
7.4
2.7
4.4
9.5
5.4
8.5
1.5

3.4
4.9
5.9
7.9
4.5
7.4
7.0
2.8
2.7
6.3
2.5

9.0
5.5
15.9
8.8
8.5
13.4
12.8
7.6
8.5
14.0
5.6

11.6
...
22.0
...
9.5
15.9
…
8.5
12.0
18.6
8.8

German Switzerland (3)
Romandy/Italian
Switzerland (3)

United Kingdom
United States
Average (4)

5.6
0.6
10.0
0.9
4.0
5.9
5.8
4.8
5.8
7.6
3.1

24.8

49

88.9

89.3

86.9

87.1

84.7

80.9

2.4

2.0

5.2

7.1

33.5

33

84.0

88.1

86.0

80.5

82.4

77.4

-1.9

4.3

6.6

10.2

2.3

13.7
16.7

63
89

81.9
77.4

83.2
86.0

80.9
86.3

75.8
70.5

76.9
79.1

73.8
79.0

-1.1
-8.6

7.5
8.6

7.6
8.0

8.9
8.5

0.1
(-0.6)

15.9

59

81.4

81.3

79.7

77.0

73.6

69.9

3.4

5.5

9.6

12.4

Austria
Australia (1)
Belgium
Canada (2)
Denmark
France
Germany
Netherlands
Norway
Sweden
Switzerland

18.1
28.4
13.2
21.6
9.7
12.5
16.0
13.6
9.7
17.4
28.0

43
...
50
...
51
65
…
73
59
57
36

70.7
72.6
62.3
75.6
78.3
67.3
72.9
75.1
77.1
78.6
78.4

62.0
64.0
51.4
69.7
66.8
59.7
62.3
61.6
72.3
67.6
73.3

55.5
...
46.4
...
60.7
55.4
…
57.5
68.1
63.7
68.2

68.1
69.1
58.0
71.2
75.1
61.6
68.0
72.8
75.4
73.7
76.0

57.0
60.1
43.2
63.7
60.9
51.4
54.5
57.2
68.3
58.3
67.6

49.7
...
36.2
...
54.5
46.4
…
52.9
63.4
52.0
59.5

11.1
9.0
14.8
7.5
14.2
10.2
13.5
15.5
7.1
15.4
8.3

3.7
4.9
6.9
5.8
4.2
8.5
6.6
3.1
2.2
6.2
3.1

8.0
6.0
16.0
8.6
8.9
13.8
12.5
7.0
5.5
13.7
7.7

10.3
...
22.0
...
10.3
16.2
…
8.0
7.0
18.4
12.8

4.3
1.1
9.1
2.8
4.8
5.4
5.9
4.0
3.3
7.5
4.7

German Switzerland (3)
Romandy/Italian
Switzerland (3)

25.5

51

80.0

74.2

69.1

77.9

68.8

61.5

9.0

2.8

7.4

11.2

4.6

34.7

39

74.1

71.9

68.7

71.0

65.9

60.1

5.1

4.3

8.5

12.7

4.2

United Kingdom
United States

14.2
15.7

62
88

70.4
68.9

62.9
62.9

55.9
62.3

66.5
64.7

58.2
58.4

50.6
57.7

8.3
6.3

5.6
6.1

7.5
7.1

9.5
7.4

2.0
1.0

Average(4)

16.8

59

72.9

64.3

59.4

69.2

58.4

52.3

10.9

5.1

9.4

12.2

3.1

4.1

Women

4.3

Notes: 1. Data refer to the average of January 2008 - June 2009. 2. For Canada, separate data for men and women were not available for the foreignborn from lower-income countries. 3. Data from the Swiss Labour Force Survey (Enquête suisse sur la population active (ESPA), Swiss Federal
Statistical Office) 2008/2009. 4. The average refers to the unweighted average of all countries included in the table. Definitions of lower-income countries
differ slightly between the ESPA and the European Labour Force Survey data. “Lower-income countries” refers to all countries other than OECD highincome countries. Source: European Union Labour Force Survey, except Switzerland by regions (ESPA), United States (Current Population Survey
March Supplement), Canada (Labour Force Survey) and Australia (Labour Force Survey).
2

The terms “employment rate” and “employment-population ratio” are used synonymously in this report. The comparison
group includes OECD countries which also have large and longstanding immigrant populations, most of which have also
been under review by the OECD (see footnote 1).
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8.
To a large degree, these positive outcomes are attributable to the fact that the majority of
immigrants – about two-thirds, the largest proportion in the comparison group – is from high-income
OECD countries.3 The labour market outcomes of migrants from these countries tend to be better in most
countries than those of other migrants (see also OECD, 2007; 2008b). This is attributable to a number of
factors, such as the fact that migrants from lower-income countries are often humanitarian migrants. In
addition, at the time of migration, the labour markets and education systems in these countries have often
differed quite significantly from those found in high-income OECD countries.4
9.
When looking only at immigrants from lower-income countries, the picture remains relatively
favourable for men, whereas the labour market outcomes for women from these countries are broadly in
line with those observed in other OECD countries with well-performing labour markets such as Denmark
and Norway.
10.
Table 1 also shows that the regional differences between the German- and French/Italianspeaking parts of Switzerland are not large. However, employment is higher and unemployment lower in
the German-speaking part. This also holds for immigrants, but to a lesser degree. In addition, the share of
immigrants from lower-income countries – mainly from the former Yugoslavia and from Turkey – is larger
in the German-speaking cantons.
11.
Analysis of the labour market integration of immigrants and their children over time is hampered
by the fact that data on the labour force status of immigrants is only available from the labour force survey,
which has only since 2003 regular information on the country of birth.5 Indeed, when reference is made to
“immigrants” in Switzerland, both administrative data and research and the public debate generally
consider essentially the population with a foreign nationality (see Box 1).
Box 1

Target population, data and research on the labour market integration of immigrants and their
children in Switzerland

In spite of the large immigrant share and the growing policy attention attached to immigrants’ labour market
integration in Switzerland, quantitative research on this issue has been rather scarce. One reason for this is the fact
that both legal documents (such as the Ordinance on the Integration of Foreigners, OIE) and administrative datasets in
Switzerland that provide information on the labour market integration of “immigrants” do not refer to the foreign-born
population, but to foreign nationals. The reliance on the nationality criterion hampers international comparisons, as
citizenship laws and citizenship take-up vary greatly between OECD countries.

3

Unless stated otherwise, “high-income countries” refers to high-income OECD countries (i.e., OECD other than Mexico
and Turkey). “Lower-income countries” include all other countries of origin.

4

Note that the distinction between high- and lower-income countries conceals some heterogeneity within these groups. For
example, as will be seen below, migrants from Portugal – a high-income OECD country – often face significant difficulties
in labour market integration. This is partly attributable to their low education and has also been associated with poorer
outcomes for their children (see also Fibbi et al., 2010).

5

Information on country of birth is also available for 1998 and 2001. However, until 2001, only 16 000 households were
surveyed in the Swiss labour force survey and the results for the immigrant population are not reliable. In 2001, the sample
was increased to 35 000 households. Since 2003, the survey has included a regular question on country of birth. In
addition, again since 2003, an additional sampling of 15 000 households in which the household head is a foreign national
has been selected from the Central Information Service on Migration (Système d'information central sur la migration,
SYMIC). Since 2010, the labour force survey has been conducted on a continuous basis, a shift which has been associated
with a large further increase in the sample size (105 000 households plus an additional sample of 21 000 foreign
households).
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Box 1

Target population, data and research on the labour market integration of immigrants and their
children in Switzerland (cont.)

Whereas citizenship in Australia, Belgium and Canada can be obtained only three years after immigration,
Switzerland has a relatively stringent citizenship law which, in particular, does not envisage automatic citizenship for
persons born in Switzerland to immigrant parents (see Section III below). Furthermore, naturalisation appears to be
selective: individuals who acquire Swiss nationality tend to be higher educated and to have better labour market
outcomes. This may lead to a situation in which integration figures for “foreigners” worsen, even though the actual
integration results for the migrant population as a whole stay constant or even improve. In addition, because of
Switzerland’s long immigration history and the difficult access to citizenship, more than one out of five foreigners is a
native-born offspring of immigrants. However, the issues involved are not the same for persons born and educated in
the host country as for persons who have immigrated themselves, generally as adults, and who have acquired at least
part of their human capital abroad. For these reasons, wherever possible, this document focuses on foreign-born
persons and not on persons with a foreign nationality. Because of the size of the native-born offspring of immigrants, a
separate section is devoted in this report to their integration.
The assessment of the labour market integration of immigrants in international comparison is also hampered by
the fact that most immigrants have come from the European Economic Area (that is, the enlarged European Union,
Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein). Immigrants from these countries not only tend to have better labour market
outcomes in most destination countries; they can also easily return to their origin countries in the case of
unemployment and benefit from a number of favourable provisions regarding occupational mobility and recognition of
their qualifications in Switzerland. Labour market integration is essentially viewed in Switzerland as being an issue for
migrants from outside of the European Economic Area (EEA). For this reason, the main target population of this report
tends to be immigrants from non-EEA countries and their children.
Data on the foreign-born used to be scarce, but here the situation has significantly improved over the past years.
The Swiss Labour Force Survey regularly contains special migration modules. Such modules were included in 1998,
2001, 2003 and 2008. The most recent module also contains rich information on participation in integration services
and the recognition of foreign qualifications and allows for an identification of the native-born children of immigrants.
Since 2003, the survey has an oversampling of foreigners and includes information on the respondents’ country of
birth. Since 2009, the data from the labour force survey can also be linked with administrative data from the social
insurance funds; retrospective data on this basis are available since 1999. However, information on the type of labour
market integration measures in which an individual has participated is only available on a highly aggregated basis.
Switzerland has also participated in the 2003 Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey (ALL). The Swiss sample
included 1087 immigrants and a further 334 native-born persons with two immigrant parents, making it possible to
conduct some basic analyses with this survey (see below).
The main longitudinal dataset in Switzerland is the Swiss Household Panel (Panel suisse de ménages, PSM).
Established in 1999 with 5 074 participating households, it contains information on a broad variety of integrationrelated issues, including background information on the respondents’ parents. However, the small sample size and the
attrition hamper the usability of this data source for a longitudinal analysis of immigrants’ labour market integration.
This has been gradually changing with the integration of the PSM in the EU Survey of Income and Living Conditions
(EU-SILC). In 2011, a special module covers the intergenerational transmission of disadvantage.
Longitudinal analysis regarding the labour market integration of immigrants’ offspring is possible through the
TREE (Transition from Education to Employment) dataset. The dataset covers 5 528 persons who participated in the
2000 PISA survey in Switzerland and has followed their school-to-work transition in eight annual waves until 2007, an
additional wave was conducted in 2010. Since the dataset contains information on both education outcomes and the
respondents’ migration background, the longitudinal dimension of the integration of immigrants’ offspring can be well
studied. This dataset has been used in the analysis on the children of immigrants below.
A number of institutions and initiatives have recently provided impetus to research on immigrants’ integration,
although labour market integration has not always been the primary focus area. In 1995, the Swiss Forum for Migration
and Population Studies was established at the University of Neuchâtel. The Forum conducts interdisciplinary research
on migration and integration issues. Between 2003 and 2008, the Swiss National Fund commissioned a large-scale
special research programme on integration, with a total funding amount of CHF 13 million. This was the second major
framework programme on migration and integration, following a CHF 8 million research grant by the Fund on migration
and intercultural relations which ended in 2000.
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12.
Figure 1 provides an overview of the evolution of the employment rates of immigrants in
Switzerland since 2003. For immigrant men, one observes a continuous improvement in the employment
rates since 2003, both in absolute terms and relative to the native-born population. This is to some degree
attributable to a shift in the composition in the immigrant population towards more immigrants from
higher-income countries. Indeed, it is surprising to note that the employment rates of the latter are almost
perfectly correlated with those of the native-born population over the entire period. For the foreign-born
from lower-income countries, there has been a notable improvement in the labour market situation, with
the gap in employment rates having almost halved since 2003.
13.
For women, there is again an almost perfect correlation between the employment rates of
immigrants from high-income OECD countries and the native-born. Significant gaps, however, are
observed for immigrant women from lower-income countries. In addition, and in contrast to the situation
for men, the gap between the labour market outcomes of native-born women and women from lowerincome countries is now growing again. However, the level remains rather high in international
comparison (see Table 1) – at an employment rate of about 60%.
Figure 1: Evolution of the employment rate since 2003 by country of birth, aged 15-64
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14.
The evolution of the situation regarding unemployment is shown in Figure 2. Here one observes
for all immigrant groups higher unemployment, and the differences are again particularly pronounced for
women from lower-income countries. For both genders, immigrants from lower-income countries have
nevertheless experienced a significant decline in unemployment between 2005 and 2008. For men, the
unemployment rates even declined to a little more than half the 2005 level. However, their unemployment
rates increased disproportionately with the crisis.
15.
A look at the wages of immigrants shows that when employed, immigrants are clustered among
those with a low salary (see Annex Figure 1). There are again rather significant differences between
immigrants from high- and lower-income countries, with the latter having much lower salaries. 28% of
immigrants from lower-income countries earn less than two thirds of the hourly median wage for full-time
employed, compared with 17% for immigrants from higher-income countries and 20% for the native-born.
At the same time, immigrants from lower-income countries are underrepresented among the high earners
(that is, persons earning more than 166% of the hourly median wage for the full-time employed).
Children of immigrants
16.
When arriving in their host country, immigrants often face substantial difficulties to enter the
labour market, because their human capital differs from that of the native-born. The native-born children of
immigrants, however, should not be facing these difficulties as they grew up with the host-country
language and have been educated in the host-country’s education system. A priori, their labour market
outcomes should thus not differ much from those of the children of native-born parents and they are often
considered the “benchmark” for integration (Card, 2004).
17.
Internationally comparable data on the labour market integration of the children of immigrants is
available for the 20-29 year olds. Across almost all OECD countries under comparison, the native-born
children of immigrants have a substantially lower employment rate than the children of natives (see
Figure 3). Switzerland, in contrast, stands out with an almost negligible difference. Indeed, for women, the
employment rates of the native-born children of immigrants are even higher than for the children of natives
in Switzerland. For both genders, children of immigrants enjoy the highest employment rates across the
OECD.
Figure 3: Employment-population ratios for children of natives and native-born children of
immigrants, by gender, aged 20-29 and not in education, around 2008
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18.
This favourable picture also holds for a group that is of particular concern for policy, the loweducated youth who are neither in employment nor in education or training (the so-called “NEET”). Here
also Switzerland enjoys the smallest share of this “population at risk” among the native-born children of
immigrants across the OECD (Figure 4).6
19.
In all countries, children of parents from lower-income countries tend to have lower employment
rates than the offspring of immigrants from high-income countries. While around 90% of the children of
natives and of native-born children of immigrants from high-income countries are in employment, this is
the case for less than 80% of children of immigrants from lower-income countries.
Figure 4: "Population at risk" (the NEET group) among the native-born children of immigrants and
the children of native-born, by gender, aged 20-29, around 2007
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Note: The “population at risk” is defined as being low-educated and not in employment, education or training. 1: The OECD average
refers to the unweighted average of the countries included in the figure. See also Figure 3.
Source: Adapted from OECD (2010a).

20.
Indeed, the overall favourable picture of immigrant offspring’s labour market integration in this
age-group in Switzerland is partly associated with the fact that the share of offspring with parents from
high-income countries is bigger in Switzerland than in any other OECD country that has been under review
thus far. Almost two-thirds of native-born immigrant offspring aged 20-29 have parents who have come
from a high-income country, mostly Italy, Spain and Portugal. These latter three alone account for almost
half of the native-born immigrant offspring in this age-group. Only 30% of the native-born children of
immigrants have parents from lower-income countries, compared with an average of 65% for the
12 OECD countries for which this information is available (see OECD, 2010a). In Switzerland, two thirds
of these have parents from the former Yugoslavia or from Turkey.
21.
However, the composition of the native-born children of immigrants is changing rather quickly,
as Figure 5 shows. Among those now entering the labour market (age 15-19), the majority has parents from
lower-income countries, accounting for more than six percent of this age-cohort.

6

Figures regarding NEET in Switzerland for native-born children from lower-income countries are below the publication
threshold.
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Figure 5: Size and composition of the native-born children of immigrants, by origin group and age,
2008/2009
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Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

22.
In summary, a first look at the aggregate outcomes reveals that the favourable country-of-origin
mix of the foreign-born population is crucial in explaining the overall favourable employment outcomes of
immigrants and their offspring in Switzerland. Nevertheless, outcomes appear to be quite favourable even
for the relatively small share of immigrants from lower-income countries who tend to have more
difficulties in all OECD countries.

16

DELSA/ELSA/WD/SEM(2012)2
II. THE FRAMEWORK FOR INTEGRATION
The evolution of immigration to Switzerland and the main migrant groups
23.
Shortly after World War II, Switzerland experienced an economic boom which led to an
increased demand for labour. Switzerland’s capital stock had remained largely untouched during the war,
and a shortage of labour was felt earlier than in other European countries.
24.
In 1948, Switzerland was one of the first European countries to actively recruit foreign workers
by signing a recruitment treaty with Italy. As the competition for “guest workers” with countries like
Germany intensified, Switzerland had to revise its 1948 recruitment treaty with Italy in 1964, giving more
rights to Italians living in Switzerland (for example, facilitated provisions for permanent residency and
family reunion).
25.
Unlike other Western European countries, Switzerland did not have publicly-provided
recruitment agencies for foreign workers. Instead, recruitment was organised by the employers themselves
(see Körner, 1990). Even today, the social partners (employers’ associations and labour unions) in several
sectors maintain recruitment and training facilities abroad. Like other countries, Switzerland thought that
the demand for labour and the corresponding immigration would be temporary, which resulted in
significant labour migration without major restrictions. However, the rapid increase in the pool of labour
was met by rising hostility towards immigrants. In 1963, Switzerland began to gradually control labour
immigration by introducing a ceiling on the number of foreigners per establishment.
26.
Already in 1970, the share of foreigners among the population in Switzerland was above 16%,
together with Luxemburg the largest in Europe.7 At that time, about three quarters of the foreign population
were from Switzerland’s neighbouring countries. Italians were by far the most important group, accounting
for more than half of all foreigners (see Figure 6). The next most important countries were Spain (11%),
Germany (11%), France (5%) and Austria (4%).
27.
That same year, the Swiss government placed a global upper limit on the number of immigrants
allowed to enter the country.8 Switzerland was thus one of the first Western European countries to restrict
labour migration. Partly due to this early reaction, Switzerland was able to maintain its labour migration
framework even after the first oil crisis and, unlike other European OECD countries such as its neighbours
Austria, France and Germany, did not opt for a general stop of the recruitment of foreign labour.
28.
At the time of the first oil shock, Switzerland did not have mandatory unemployment insurance
and many foreigners who did not enjoy social protection left the country. By doing so, the foreign workers
served as a “buffer” on the labour market: despite a reduction of the overall workforce of eight percent –
the highest fall in the OECD – the unemployment rate never topped one percent (see Sheldon, 2001).
29.
With Italy’s rapid economic development and integration in the European Economic Area (EEA)
and the economic development and democratisation in Spain, immigration to Switzerland become less
attractive for immigrants from these countries. Most of the labour needs in the two decades following the
first oil crisis were filled with immigrants from the former Yugoslavia and, to a more limited degree, from
7

Data on the foreign-born population are only available for recent years. However, for most of the post-war era, there was a
large overlap between the foreign- and foreign-born populations in Switzerland.

8

This was a response to a popular initiative (“Schwarzenbach”) which sought to restrict the share of foreigners in the total
population to ten percent. After an intense campaign and one of the largest voter turnouts in Swiss history, the initiative
was rejected by the Swiss people by a relatively close margin of 54% against 46%. Five further initiatives which aimed at
limiting the share of foreigners in the population were voted upon subsequently and were all rejected, most recently in
2000.
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Portugal. These were mainly recruited for low-skilled seasonal jobs in agriculture and hospitality. After
four years, however, such seasonal permits could be transformed into a regular residence permit (B-permit
which is an annual permit, renewable) which implied that a large share of labour migration entered through
low-skilled employment in the seasonal sectors.9 Indeed, in the 1980s, the macroeconomic impact of the
essentially low-skilled nature of past immigration became a major issue of debate. Empirical evidence
suggested that it had hampered structural change and thus economic growth (see e.g. Schwarz, 1988). In
parallel, the country-of-origin composition of recent immigrants shifted away from the predominance of
Italy to a larger share of immigrants from the former Yugoslavia.
Figure 6: Evolution and composition of the foreign population in Switzerland, absolute numbers
and share in the total population, 1950-2009
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30.
As a reaction to these developments, the Swiss government introduced the so-called “ThreeCircles Model” in 1991. According to this concept, immigrants from the EEA were granted preferential
status (first circle). If labour demand could not be met by immigrants from these countries, people from the
USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand could be recruited (second circle).10 All other countries were
consigned to the third circle. Along with the change in policy, labour migration from non-EEA countries
was gradually restricted to highly-qualified foreigners. Indeed, in contrast to the migrants of the 1980s, the
labour migrants who entered in the 1990s were overrepresented in high-skilled occupations, and there is
evidence that this had a positive impact on economic growth in Switzerland (Becker, Liebig and SousaPoza, 2006).
31.
With a longstanding humanitarian tradition, Switzerland has also been one of the most important
destination countries for asylum seekers. Until the fall of the Iron Curtain in 1989, however, asylum
seeking remained relatively modest, but then grew rapidly. Asylum seeking was particularly strong in the
9

For a discussion of the evolution of Swiss labour migration policy, see Liebig (2002).

10

The distinction between the second and the third circle was justified by the better “integratability” of immigrants from the
former countries. This was criticised as being discriminatory (see CFR, 1996), and the Three-Circles Model was replaced
by the “dual recruitment system” in 1998, which only differentiates between EEA nationals and other immigrants. This
model is in essence still in place today.
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1990s, a decade during which Switzerland received, on a per capita basis, more asylum seekers than any
other OECD country. The overwhelming majority of the asylum seekers during this period came from the
successor countries of the former Yugoslavia. Asylum seeking peaked in 1999 with the war in Kosovo,
when more than 46 000 persons sought asylum in Switzerland. Mainly as a result of these humanitarian
flows and family reunification, almost three-quarters of all immigrants from the former Yugoslavia who
are resident in Switzerland today have arrived after 1991, i.e. after the end of most labour recruitment from
the former Yugoslavia. These latter migrants have mainly settled in the German-speaking part of the
country, in particular in Eastern Switzerland (see Annex Figure 4). Since humanitarian migrants and their
families tend to have lower labour market outcomes in all countries, it is not surprising that the
employment rates of the migrants who arrived after 1991 are significantly below those of previous arrivals
from the former Yugoslavia, for both genders. Likewise, the incidence of unemployment is higher among
the post-1991 migrants (Annex Table 3).
32.
Today, Switzerland still has one of the largest per-capita inflows of asylum seekers in the OECD,
but current numbers are well below the figures seen in the 1990s. In parallel, there has been a shift in the
origin countries, with a large part now coming from Africa.
33.
Nevertheless, humanitarian migration has generally accounted for a relatively small part of
overall migration to Switzerland – its share in total permanent-type migration exceeded 10% only in the
early 1990s (see Figure 7).11 Indeed, compared with most other European OECD countries which have
participated in the OECD reviews on the labour market integration of immigrants and their children, the
share of humanitarian migration in total permanent-based migration has been relatively small over the past
six years for which standardised data are available (see OECD, 2011a). In addition, with respect to the
flows of asylum seekers, the pattern has been rather procyclical (see Figure 8).12
Figure 7: Evolution of permanent-type migration to Switzerland, by main category of entry,
1987-2009
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published by the OECD (see OECD, 2011a).

34.
Since 2002, Switzerland has gradually established freedom of movement with the EEA member
countries. This has been associated with a recent boom in free-movement (labour) migration, in particular
from Germany. This recent migration has led to a major shift in the composition of the migrant population
11

Note that family migration includes, as in other OECD countries, family formation and family reunification with
refugees.

12

Labour force statistics are available only since 1991.
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in several ways.13 First, in contrast to the past, the majority of recent labour migrants have been highlyeducated.14 Second, whereas the share of immigrants from higher-income countries in the migrant
population had been declining since the late 1980s, it increased again since 2002. Third, a majority of
recent migrants spoke one of the national languages when they arrived.
Figure 8: Asylum seekers and the labour market situation in Switzerland
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35.
Figure 9 provides an overview of the current scale and composition of permanent migration
inflows to OECD countries. Switzerland stands out in two respects. First, it had the largest share of
migration in per-capita terms, at a rate of 1.5% in 2009 compared with an OECD average of 0.6%. Second,
three quarters of all permanent-type migration in 2009 to Switzerland was of the free-movement type, the
largest share in the OECD. 15
Figure 9: Permanent-type migration flows into selected OECD and non-OECD countries by
category of entry, 2009 (percentage of the total population)
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Source: OECD International Migration Outlook (2011b).
13

For a comprehensive analysis of this “new” immigration to Switzerland, see Avenir Suisse (ed.) (2008).

14

According to data from the Swiss labour force survey, in 2009, 53% of immigrants from the EU-15 with less than five
years residence in Switzerland had a tertiary degree.

15

For an in-depth overview of recent trends in migration and migration policy in Switzerland, see de Coulon
and Gäumann (2011).
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36.
Among the total resident immigrant population in Switzerland, currently more than one out of
five in working age have come from one of the successor countries of the former Yugoslavia (see Annex
Table 1). The single most important origin country is Germany (13%), followed by Italy (10%) and
Portugal (9%). Among the lower-income countries, Turkey ranks second next to the successor countries of
the former Yugoslavia, accounting for 5% of all immigrants. Box 2 provides an overview of the labour
market outcomes of immigrants from the former Yugoslavia and Turkey in international comparison.
Box 2. Immigrants from the former Yugoslavia and Turkey and their labour market integration in Switzerland
Immigrants from the various successor countries of the former Yugoslavia and Turkey together account for 24%
of the immigrant population in working-age in Switzerland, and 54% of the immigrants from lower-income countries in
that age-range.
With the recent update of the OECD database on immigrants and expatriates in OECD countries (DIOC-2005), a
comparative overview of the labour market outcomes of immigrants by origin country is possible for those OECD
countries where they account for a sizeable population group. The table below provides such an overview for selected
OECD countries around 2005. Overall, both groups fare relatively well in the Swiss labour market compared with other
countries. This is particularly notable for immigrant women from Turkey who have an employment rate of 59%
compared with an average of 40% for the selected countries. In contrast, immigrant women from the former Yugoslavia
fare only slightly above average, and notably less well than in Austria and Norway. In addition, for both origin groups
and both genders, differences in unemployment rates vis-à-vis natives tend to be relatively large in Switzerland. The
differences are particularly large for men from Turkey.
Labour force characteristics of immigrants from the former Yugoslavia and Turkey in Switzerland, Austria and in other
main European host countries, 15-64 years old, around 2005

Employment rates (ER) in %

Percentage point difference in the ER
compared with the native-born
(native-born minus other)

Unemployment rates (UR) in %

Percentage point difference in the UR
compared with the native-born
(native-born minus other)

Total
Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
France
Germany
Netherlands
Norway
Switzerland
United States
Average 1

Ex-Yugoslavia
63
67
45
75
58
52
59
58
65
68
74
62

Turkey
51
53
36
61
61
46
51
54
52
65
70
54

Foreign-born
70
63
50
72
63
57
61
60
70
74
72
65

Ex-Yugoslavia
13
4
18
0
23
13
11
17
27
14
-2
13

Turkey
25
18
27
14
20
19
19
21
41
17
2
20

Foreign-born
5
8
12
3
18
8
9
15
22
8
0
10

Ex-Yugoslavia
6
10
..
6
7
23
15
13
..
11
7
11

Turkey
11
17
28
11
12
27
20
11
..
15
7
16

Foreign-born
6
10
17
7
7
18
15
11
..
8
7
11

Ex-Yugoslavia
-1
-6
..
0
-5
-13
-6
-8
..
-8
0
-5

Turkey
-6
-13
-21
-5
-10
-17
-12
-7
..
-12
1
-10

Foreign-born
-1
-6
-10
-1
-5
-8
-6
-6
..
-5
1
-5

Men
Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
France
Germany
Netherlands
Norway
Switzerland
United States
Average 1

71
73
57
81
64
57
67
65
66
77
81
69

65
69
54
74
68
65
65
70
59
70
81
67

80
73
61
80
67
65
69
69
71
83
82
73

11
5
13
-2
21
13
8
18
26
11
-5
11

17
9
15
5
16
5
10
12
33
18
-5
12

2
5
8
-1
17
5
6
13
21
5
-7
7

6
9
..
5
6
21
16
13
..
8
6
10

10
15
..
9
10
21
20
10
..
16
6
13

6
10
16
6
2
15
9
4
..
7
6
8

-1
-6
..
1
-4
-12
-8
-9
..
-6
2
-5

-5
-11
..
-3
-8
-12
-11
-6
..
-13
2
-7

-1
-6
-9
0
-5
-6
-7
-7
..
-5
2
-4

Women
Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
France
Germany
Netherlands
Norway
Switzerland
United States
Average 1

54
61
31
68
52
47
51
51
63
58
67
55

36
34
18
46
51
24
35
36
43
59
57
40

62
54
40
65
58
49
52
51
69
65
61
57

16
3
25
3
24
14
13
17
29
17
1
15

34
30
38
25
25
36
29
32
50
16
11
30

8
10
16
6
18
12
13
16
24
10
8
13

6
10
..
7
7
26
15
11
..
13
8
11

13
20
..
15
9
42
13
12
..
13
8
16

7
10
18
8
15
21
22
14
..
9
8
13

-2
-5
..
-1
-4
-14
-6
-6
..
-10
-1
-6

-8
-16
..
-8
-6
-31
-4
-8
..
-10
-1
-10

-2
-6
-10
-2
-13
-10
-13
-10
..
-6
-1
-7

Notes: Persons with unknown gender and place of birth are excluded. 1. The average includes Germany, Denmark and the Netherlands (and Norway
and Sweden for ER).
Source: OECD Database on Immigrants in OECD countries (DIOC 2005).
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37.
As in other OECD countries, immigrants are not evenly distributed across Switzerland. Annex
Figure 3 provides an overview of the immigrant population by region and its composition. The largest
immigrant concentration (almost 40%) is found in the Italian-speaking canton of Ticino, where, not
surprisingly, half of all migrants have come from Italy. In the remainder of the country, the immigrant
population is more diverse. Next to Ticino, a particularly large immigrant population is also found in the
Lake Geneva region, where immigrants from neighbouring France and from Portugal are the two main
origin groups. In Zurich and in North-western Switzerland, immigrants also account for more than 30% of
the population. In these two regions, immigrants from Germany are the main origin group, followed by
immigrants from the former Yugoslavia.
38.
In summary, one can distinguish four broad waves of different composition of immigration to
Switzerland. The first was the early “guestworker” migrants and their families who arrived between 1950
and 1970, mainly from Italy. The second were the late “guestworkers” who arrived between 1970 and
1991, mainly from the former Yugoslavia and Portugal and to a lesser degree from Spain. The third is
humanitarian migration, which peaked in the 1990s and is still non-negligible, and here again the former
Yugoslavia has been the main origin country in the past, albeit more recently origin countries have
diversified, mainly towards Africa but also Asia. The fourth and most recent wave has been free-movement
migration from the European Union, in particular from Germany.
The evolution of integration policy
39.
As already mentioned, for most of the post-war period, the permanent settlement of immigrants
in Switzerland, and consequently any idea of integration, was not on the policy agenda. On the contrary,
the amount of time immigrants could stay was strictly limited under a model of rotating workers without
family reunification ("Gastarbeiter"). For example, under the labour recruitment agreement signed with
Italy in 1948, workers could be asked to return home at any time and the length of stay required before a
permanent residence permit could be obtained was set at ten years. The underlying idea was that
immigrants only wanted to stay for a limited time and would thereafter return to their home country.
Geographical mobility within the country was limited, as was the right to change employers. These
restrictions in the mobility even of permanent-type immigrants remained in place until 2008.
40.
The considerable restrictions placed on immigrants in Switzerland were mainly intended to
prevent lasting settlement. Although measures targeted at supporting migrant workers were sometimes
taken, they consisted of improving the conditions of their stay, but were not aimed at promoting their
integration.16
41.
In the early 1960s, the labour-market-oriented migration policy without concern for integration
based on the rotation of workers began to show its limits with the emergence of a xenophobic current and
international pressure to improve the status of migrants. Already in 1953, the predecessor of today’s
OECD, the OEEC, had suggested reducing the time required to obtain a permanent residence permit from
ten to five years and Italian diplomacy was taking active steps to assist the 400 000 Italian nationals in
Switzerland. The Confederation gave ground on these issues, and new directives were adopted to facilitate
family reunification. There were also first signs of a growing awareness that immigration was a lasting
rather than a merely cyclical phenomenon, and the Federal Council commissioned a working group of
scientists and representatives of the administration to prepare an exhaustive report on "the problem of
foreign labour". This planning document, published in 1964, charted the course for the decades to come,
16

For example, in 1962, there was a verification of the adequacy of the housing provided by employers. This measure was
taken because of the awareness that workers were often inadequately housed in shanties or dilapidated buildings converted
into housing. The degree of spatial segregation of migrant workers remained considerable and contact with the local
population was limited, without this giving any cause for concern.
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i.e. the rotation model would continue to be applied for the majority of migrants, 17 but those who were
called upon to remain in Switzerland had to take (once they had been allowed to do so) the only pathway
that made it possible to "combat an excessive foreign penetration", i.e. assimilation followed by
naturalisation (which has been difficult to obtain, see section III for a discussion). The working group also
adopted a “universalist” approach and suggested that the equal treatment of Swiss citizens and foreigners
should be extended to all forms of social security and vocational training. It also opposed the idea of
educating immigrant children in separate classes.
42.
A more targeted strategy was also outlined around the concept of "contact points". This suggested
creating support centres in major cities to provide services such as language courses for newly arriving
immigrants. The idea was to promote mutual knowledge and reduce conflicts between foreigners and
natives. However, the implementation of what clearly constituted the first integration programme officially
mentioned in Switzerland was left entirely to the good will of individuals, as an appeal to promote
integration was implicitly made to landlords, fellow tenants, neighbours, employers, colleagues and
subordinates, members of all kinds of groups and organisations, craftsmen, managers of public institutions,
doctors, teachers, etc. In line with the tradition of the Swiss social partnership, great hope was placed in the
integrating potential of trade unions and it was regretted that there were few foreigners who were union
members. In fact, the various concrete measures were being taken in a geographically uneven and
uncoordinated manner, and mainly provided some basic language training as well as advice and support to
employers, trade unions and also the associations representing the immigrants themselves at the national or
regional level.
43.
Only following the shock of the xenophobic “Schwarzenbach” initiative of 7 June 1970, which
proposed a drastic reduction in the number of foreigners and which was only narrowly defeated, did the
federal authorities become more aware of the need for integration and take steps to develop a concrete
policy in this field. The fact that mention was made in 1970, for the first time, of the existence of a "second
generation" of immigrants during a session of the Federal Council was very symptomatic in this regard
(Niederberger, 2005).18 A specialised standing commission was established at the national level – the
predecessor of today’s Federal Migration Commission (see below).19 Although the “universalist” approach
to policies remained dominant and the Federal Council’s programme for the 1971-1975 period was aimed
at granting all workers the freedom to change their job, profession or residence, maintaining national
priority on the labour market remained key for Swiss policy which in practice continued the nonintegration policy of the 1960s. For example, when the economic situation was severely affected by the oil
shock of 1973, the Federal Council announced that Swiss job-seekers were to be given priority over
resident foreigners and a circular to this effect was sent to the cantonal authorities (Piguet, 2009).
However, the fact that the newly established Federal Commission took the liberty of criticising the federal
authorities was a sign that a change was underway.
44.
During the period from the mid-1970s to the 1990s, in which immigration began to grow again,
federal integration policy remained minimalist and was limited to trying to gradually improve the legal
17

[The status of seasonal worker] “constitutes one of the most effective means of combating Überfremdung [swamping by
foreigners] and…should be maintained to the greatest possible extent” (p. 200).

18

“To achieve this, our efforts must be aimed above all at assimilating young foreigners of the second generation
immigrants…” – Meeting of the Federal Council, excerpt from protocol, Wednesday 15 July 1970, Federal Archives.

19

Advisory Commission for Addressing the Problem of Foreign Presence, established in July 1970. Two years earlier, the
city of Zurich had played a pioneering role with its "Commission for Assimilation Issues" (Mahnig (ed.), 2005). The
Federal Commission was later called the Commission for Issues relating to Foreign Nationals in 1980 and then the Federal
Commission for Foreigners (Commission fédérale des étrangers, CFE) in 1993; its membership consisted of
representatives of employers, churches, trade unions, communes and civil society in general. Until 1980, the Federal
Council refused to allow foreign representatives to sit in the commission.
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situation of foreigners so that they would enjoy the same civil rights as Swiss citizens. The main obstacle
to this policy proved to be the sensitive nature of migration issues among the Swiss population and the
willingness of xenophobic movements to make use of the tool of direct democracy. When the measures
proposed were universal in scope and only affected foreigners indirectly, as was the case with the general
extension of unemployment insurance in 1976, they were accepted. When they were more specific, such as
the attempt to reform the Act on Foreign Nationals in 1978 and the two attempts to facilitate the
naturalisation of children of immigrants in 1983 and 1994, they failed to pass the popular vote.20
45.
Another reason why central government did not play a particularly active role is the importance
given in Switzerland to the federalist principle of subsidiarity, which has been particularly apparent in the
area of integration. Under this principle, responsibility for implementing concrete integration measures lies
primarily with the local authorities. As the Confederation did not, until recently, have a legal basis for
allocating financial resources to integration, its modest efforts in the domain were limited to trying to
promote initiatives by the cantons and municipalities, which are not always convinced of the need for the
suggested policies. For example, the Federal Commission initially sought, with limited success, to
encourage the establishment of local commissions devoted to integration issues that would act as contact
points and centres for disseminating information (Niederberger, 2004). It also encouraged the involvement
of foreign delegates on an advisory basis. In 1979, a document was jointly published with the major
associations of Swiss communes to provide information and support to municipalities in the field of
integration, which stressed the need to enable foreigners to participate more fully in public life (Steiner,
2007). This manual was revised in 1989 ("Foreigners in Our Commune") and demonstrates the
predominant role played by the local level in the field of integration until the 1990s.
46.
In the 1980s, when Switzerland faced a growing diversification of the immigrant population and
an increasing number of immigrant offspring, the Commission became involved in encouraging cantons
and cities to establish educational support schemes for children of immigrants, to facilitate their access to
social and medical services and to ensure that parents were included in school boards. Among the cantonal
measures specifically intended for immigrants, separate classes for new arrivals, which had initially met
with criticism, became widespread. Emphasis was also placed on the vocational training of young people
with an immigrant background, the number of whom was increasing rapidly.
47.
In the 1990s, along with the growing numbers of humanitarian migrants, attention at the federal
level shifted to the issue of asylum, to the detriment of interest in integration issues. To this was added the
fact that there was significant return migration during the cyclical downturn around 1993, which reinforced
the view that immigrants with difficulties to integrate into the labour market would leave the country. In
1991, a major report was published that the Federal Council had commissioned from its administration on
the design and priorities of Swiss policy regarding foreigners for the 1990s (OFIAMT/OFE, 1991), but the
issue of integration was only addressed marginally. It was at the level of cities and cantons, through the
introduction of active integration policies, that a change became perceptible during this period. Many cities
and cantons adopted "guidelines" regarding integration and set up specialised administrative services
(Sancar, 1999).21 This central role played by the local level confirmed the primacy of "ordinary" and
“universalist” structures with regard to integration (education, etc.), since these are communal or cantonal
responsibilities in Switzerland. It is also possible that the strong decentralisation of integration policy has
contributed to the divergence, pointed out by many observers, between the conceptions of integration in
French-speaking Switzerland – more focused on participation – and in German-speaking Switzerland,
more focused on rights and duties (D'Amato, 2009).
20

A third attempt failed in 2004 (see also Section III below).

21

It was at this time also that cantons ended the exclusion from school of children who did not have a residence permit, first
in Geneva in 1991 and then throughout the country, at the time of Switzerland’s ratification of the UN Convention on the
Rights of the Child in 1997.
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48.
By the end of the 1990s, because of many factors – the above-mentioned growing diversity of the
origin of immigrants and the reasons why they immigrated, the prospect of permanently relinquishing the
“guestworker”-type approach to labour migration associated with the rotation model, the concern over the
socio-economic situation of certain groups of settled immigrants and the prospect of complete freedom of
movement with the European Union – the issue of integration had come to the forefront of political
agendas. In 1999, an article on integration was added to the Foreigners’ Act, which provided, for the first
time, a legal basis for action by the Confederation to support the integration activities of the cantons. The
broad mandate of the revised Act was specified in 2000 when an Order on the Integration of Foreign
Nationals issued by the Federal Council came into force. For the first time, it gave the Confederation an
explicit mandate, together with a budget of CHF 10 million, to promote the integration of immigrants.
Even though the amount was very small, a new era was opened for integration policy.
49.
With the new Foreigners’ Act which entered into force in 2008, this legal base was enlarged. The
new act includes many references to integration and provided the Federal Office for Migration (Office
fédéral des migrations, ODM) with the co-ordination role for integration. It also provides for labour market
access and full intra-Swiss mobility (that is, the right to change the place of work and the employer) of
most permanent-type immigrants in Switzerland.22 In addition, the cantons were equipped with the
possibility to introduce “integration conventions” which can bind the issuance of residence permits or
access to support through social care for migrants from Non-EU/Non-EFTA countries to certain conditions
such as the attendance of language classes or other vocational training or employment measures. To date,
this tool has only been used in some exceptional circumstances.
50.
The new integration policy of the Confederation was elaborated through the “Report Integration
Measures” (ODM, 2007), which set the focal points of the federal integration policy for the years 20082011. Within this action frame, measures are undertaken to increase the intercultural competence and
language skills of the staff in labour mediation institutions through the offering of courses and specific
action recommendations like adding intercultural skills as criteria in the hiring process of new staff.
Additionally, the competitiveness of migrants on the labour market is to be increased through imparting
basic labour-market-oriented knowledge (e.g. everyday mathematics), as well as basic language training.
In addition, cooperation between government agencies, providers of labour-market placement measures
and private corporations was to be improved, and the number of foreign job seekers accessing integration
allowances to be increased. In addition to these measures that take place within the mainstream services,
the Confederation also provides a number of measures targeted at migrants (see below).
51.
In 2010, the Federal Council decided in the “Report for the further development of federal
integration policy” (Federal Council, 2010; see also de Coulon and Gäumann, 2011) to maintain funding
levels and priorities, while continuing to restructure responsibilities. In addition, federal funding will be
stepped up from 2014 onwards. The Confederation will be the strategic actor, and the cantons the operative
actors within the frame of specific integration policies. Even though parliamentary debates raised the issue
of discrimination as a substantial obstacle to the labour market integration of immigrants, the federal
council did not see any need to implement additional legislation to prevent discriminatory actions.
However, some awareness-raising measures are foreseen from 2014 onwards. In addition, the federal state
intends to make welcoming information sessions for recent arrivals obligatory from 2014. Within these
meetings, the immigrant’s ability to integrate will be evaluated and, depending on the appraisal and the
admission status, the authorities will arrange an integration convention with him or her.

22

Prior to the new law, changing jobs or cantons was subject to permission for persons without a settlement permit, which
was generally only obtained after five and ten years of residence in Switzerland for EEA and non-EEA nationals,
respectively.
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Key actors
52.
As described above, due to subsidiarity and the structure of the Swiss state, migration and
integration policy in Switzerland is relatively decentralised. The decentralised nature of active labour
market policy in general creates specific challenges for co-ordination (see Duell et al., 2010 for a
comprehensive description).
At the federal level, Switzerland has several actors which develop and influence integration policy
53.
At the federal level, the Federal Office for Migration (ODM) was created in 2005 to handle all
migration issues for which the competence is Federal, including immigration and naturalisation. It is in
charge of Federal integration policy and co-ordinates the integration activities at the sub-central level. The
ODM was the result of a merger between the Federal Office for Refugees and the Federal Office of
Immigration, Integration and Emigration. The office has more than 700 employees. In recent years, it has
progressively expanded its activities with respect to integration and about CHF 72 million were budgeted
for integration measures in 2010. The vast majority of this budget – 59 million – was lump-sum payments
to cantons for the integration of humanitarian migrants (that is, refugees and provisionally admitted
persons). Only CHF 16 million were available for general integration measures (that is, not targeted at
humanitarian migrants), mainly for language training (9 million). The remainder was for “Integration
competence centres”, which are mainly responsible for welcoming migrants and providing information on
integration issues as well as mediating between institutions and people involved in integration processes,
for a “mediation centre for intercultural translation” and for the development of innovative integration pilot
projects. By 2014, it is planned to merge the lump-sum payments for humanitarian migrants with the
regular budget and to top this up by an additional 20 million. This should not only significantly enhance
the budget, but also the scale and scope of integration activities at the Federal level which will nevertheless
remain more limited than in other OECD countries.
54.
The second key player at the federal level is the State Secretariat for Economic Affairs
(Secrétariat d'Etat à l'économie, SECO), the Swiss government’s “competence centre” for all issues
related to economic policy. Within the SECO, the Directorate for Employment is in charge of labour
market policy. SECO has also a mandate in public policy analysis which means that it reviews labour
market integration policy, and produces periodic reports and recommendations.
55.
The Federal Migration Commission (Commission fédérale pour les questions de migration,
CFM) was created by the Federal Council in 2008, through merger of the Federal Foreigners Commission
(Commission fédérale des étrangers, CFE) and the Federal Refugee Commission (Commission fédérale
pour les questions des réfugiés). The CFM is meant to serve as a bridge between civil society and the
federal administration. It is an extra-parliamentary commission, with 30 elected members serving a threeyear term, and a full-time staff of 4. The predecessor to the Commission managed special federal
integration funds from 2001-2007, of 10 million per year. Since 2008, the CFM provides grants of about
CHF 2 million annually, through tenders. Projects may cover language, integration services, or “innovative
projects” in which the CFM is directly involved. Given its limited funds, the CFM concentrates on
experimentation, to stimulate local authorities to implement good practices. In addition to funding projects,
it publishes reports and recommendations and advises the government. In 2010-2011, it published
recommendations on several issues (migrant women, integration contracts, naturalisation, and
undocumented migrants). However, the focus of the activities is not on the actual labour market integration
of immigrants.
56.
Finally, at the Federal level, there is an “Anti-racism Commission” (Commission fédérale contre
le racisme, CFR) with a rather modest budget of CHF 155 000 (in 2008). The commission essentially runs
information campaigns related to discrimination and racism and issues policy statements in these domains.
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But “operation” means expenditures and this is at cantonal/communal level
57.
While most responsibility for policies and expenditures related to integration is at the sub-federal
level, it is divided between different levels and different branches. The cantons, for example, are the main
level of government responsible for active labour market policies for the unemployed. The cantonal labour
offices, which are part of the cantonal economic departments, run the local employment offices (“offices
régionaux de placement”, ORP / “regionale Arbeitsvermittlungszentren”, RAV). The cantons also handle
unemployment insurance, although benefit administration is generally not coordinated with job-placement
activities. In addition, while invalidity insurance is regulated by federal law, the offices are run at the
cantonal level (see Duell et al., 2010 for details).
58.
Beyond the mainstream services provided by the public employment and social assistance
services and the invalidity-insurance offices, most cantons have established cantonal integration services
which deal with projects and stakeholders. They also decide how to disburse the lump-sum integration
payment provided for the integration of humanitarian migrants. In addition, all cantons now have
integration delegates who co-ordinate integration activities at the cantonal level. The scale and scope of
their activities differ widely, partly reflecting differences in the size and composition of the immigrant
population (see Annex Figure 3). It is not uncommon even in some of the larger cantons that the
integration activities are more or less exclusively confined to recently-arrived humanitarian migrants for
whom there are, as already mentioned, some targeted funds available.
59.
The municipalities are generally responsible for social assistance and health support, subject to
cantonal rules. Smaller municipalities may pool or outsource their social benefit administration to the
canton, allowing for more comprehensive cantonal intervention. Active labour market policy for those
receiving social benefits is generally co-funded by the canton. The public employment services, which are
organised to place the unemployed and benchmarked accordingly, do not normally provide active labour
market policy services for those receiving social benefits. The larger cities also have established their own
integration services.
60.
The tripartite agglomeration conference, founded in 2001, serves as a co-ordination platform for
policy across the three levels of government. One of its key tasks is the development of recommendations
regarding integration policy and in 2009, it authored a key policy document on the future of integration
(Tripartite Agglomeration Conference 2009), which provided an important impetus for the further
development of integration policy (see Federal Council, 2010).
The operational model for labour market integration is through contract fee-for-service provision and
short-term tenders to private social and non-social enterprises
61.
The public employment services are key actors in placement, but private actors do most of the
formal job placement: in 2008, there were about 4 000 private placement agencies and temporary-work
agencies, placing 70-80% of all jobseekers passing through institutional placement support.
62.
Most funds for active labour market policy (ALMP) are outsourced by cantons. Cantonal budgets
vary according to the caseload. The contracted organisations generally do training and preparation. ALMP
service providers can be funded by different cantons, and may propose interventions to different funders
for beneficiaries with different benefits. Training institutes – often with close links to employers’
associations – are another key actor in the Swiss system, with courses subsidised according to the case file
of the beneficiary.
63.
The wide variety of actors conducting labour market integration policy for immigrants seems
both a strength and a weakness. On the one hand, actors are able to experiment different approaches. On
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the other hand, differences in philosophy and approach may make successful initiatives difficult to imitate,
and a fully-fledged evaluation is rarely done. Finally, the provision of ALMPs – when they are outsourced
– is determined by the parameters of evaluation in the tender, so that initiatives may be designed not
around the individual needs of beneficiaries, but to meet performance targets on which projects are
reapproved. This may be a particular issue for migrants, whose needs differ and who are often quite far
from the labour market. This may notably lead to so-called “creaming” effects, i.e. immigrants benefiting
less from ALMP, although there is little evidence that this has been an issue in Switzerland thus far (see
Section III below).
Non-governmental organisations play a more limited role than elsewhere
64.
In contrast to other OECD countries such as Belgium, Germany or the Nordic countries, there is
no formal representation of immigrants at the federal level, although migrant representatives have half of
the seats in the Federal Commission for Migration (Commission fédérale pour les questions de migration,
CFM). More generally, non-governmental organisations (NGOs) appear to play less of a role than
elsewhere. The largest NGO with respect to integration is the Swiss Refugee Aid which runs a number of
integration-related projects for humanitarian migrants and asylum seekers.23 In 2010, it had a budget of
about CHF 6.8 million.
65.
Business and employers’ associations have not played a major role with respect to labour market
integration of immigrants thus far. Labour unions, in contrast, have a long tradition of having a strong
migrant representation in their membership – particularly the blue-collar unions. More than 50% of the
members of Switzerland’s largest union, UNIA, are immigrants (leading it to declare itself “Switzerland’s
largest migrant association”). UNIA provides language training and mentorship programmes. These,
however, are mainly for persons already in employment. Further, migrant membership appears due largely
to its sectoral concentration (construction accounts for more than a quarter of the members in employment)
and comprises mostly the labour migrants (Italian, Spanish and Portuguese) who have arrived several
decades ago and many of whom are approaching pension age, rather than young immigrants from the other
countries or humanitarian migrants.

23

Until 2008, the Swiss Refugee Aid was the main actor in charge of the integration of humanitarian migrants.
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III. KEY ISSUES IN THE LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION OF IMMIGRANTS
Migrants’ qualifications and labour market outcomes
66.
The qualification structure of the Swiss workforce aged 25-54 is largely dominated by uppersecondary and tertiary qualifications (see Table 2). As in the United States, Austria and Germany, the
medium-educated represent more than half of the native-born population and in addition, the highlyeducated have a rather high share of 38%. The low-educated population, on the other hand, is smaller in
Switzerland than in any other country in the comparison group. The share of low-educated amounts to only
5% among the native-born, compared with 15% on average in the comparison group.
Table 2: Distribution (in %) of the native and foreign-born populations, aged 25-54, by educational
level, selected high-income countries, 2008/2009

Austria

Belgium

Denmark

France

Germany

Netherlands

Norway

Sweden

United Kingdom

United States

Switzerland

Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income
Native-born
Foreign-born
Foreign-born, lower-income

ISCED 0-2
13
30
44
23
39
46
20
29
42
23
41
43
9
35
...
22
39
45
18
26
36
11
25
29
20
19
23
7
28
31
5
27
31

ISCED 3/4
68
51
43
41
30
28
43
39
36
45
31
30
64
45
...
44
33
32
44
35
33
55
40
37
35
24
22
61
42
41
58
38
40

ISCED 5/6
19
19
14
37
31
26
37
32
22
32
28
27
28
20
...
35
28
22
38
38
31
34
35
33
46
57
55
32
30
28
36
36
29

Source: European Community Labour Force Survey 2009 and Current Population Survey March Supplement 2009 for the United
States.

67.
Among immigrants, qualifications below upper-secondary level are more widespread than among
the native-born - more than one quarter of the foreign-born are low-educated. The share of highlyeducated, on the other hand, is as high as among the natives. Among the group of immigrants from lowerincome countries, there are almost even shares of low- and highly-educated, roughly 30% each.
68.
In terms of labour market outcomes, and in contrast to all other European OECD countries in the
comparison group, low-educated immigrants fare better in the Swiss labour market than their native peers
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(see Figure 10).24 However, the medium- and high-educated face rather large differences in their
employment rates compared with their respective native peers.
69.
69% of the highly-educated immigrants work in jobs that match their skill level, which is the
highest share in international comparison (see Annex Table 2). This is, however, again driven by the large
share of immigrants from high-income countries in the foreign-born population. Indeed, this group is even
less concerned by over-qualification than the native-born. The picture is quite different for immigrants
from lower-income countries. Only 53% of the highly-educated are in jobs that match their skill level.
Although this share is still quite high in international comparison, it is much lower than for the natives and
immigrants from higher-income countries who have shares of 72% and 76%, respectively. It thus appears
that the highly-educated immigrants from lower-income countries face obstacles to having their
qualifications and work experience valued in the Swiss labour market, although these are not necessarily
larger than elsewhere.
Figure 10: Percentage-point differences in employment rates of foreign- and native-born, by
educational level, aged 15-64 and not in education, 2008/2009 average
Low-qualif ied

Medium-qualif ied

Highly-qualif ied

10
5
0
-5
-10
-15
-20

Note 1: OECD group average refers to the unweighted average of the countries included in the figure.
Source: European Community Labour Force Survey.

70.
There are several possible reasons for this observation. First, immigrants may have obtained their
qualifications and work experience abroad and employers may have difficulties in assessing such
qualifications and work experience, particularly when they have been obtained in education systems and
workplaces which differ substantially from the Swiss ones. It is also conceivable that qualifications
obtained in non-OECD countries may actually be of less use in the Swiss labour market and indeed, there
is some evidence that this explains part of the discount of foreign qualifications in the labour markets of
OECD countries (see OECD, 2008b). However, empirical analysis (Table 3) suggests that highly-educated
immigrants from lower-income countries are disadvantaged even when they have obtained Swiss
qualifications. This disadvantage also remains significant when differences in work experience in the
Swiss labour market are taken into account. This suggests that this group of immigrants faces additional
obstacles not related to the origin of their qualifications or work experience.
71.
Among these obstacles may be lack of access to networks and lack of knowledge about labour
market functioning, both of which particularly concern immigrants. Although there is no evidence of the
importance of these obstacles for the Swiss case, there is little reason to believe that the situation differs
24

In the United States, the favourable outcomes for immigrants with low educational attainment have to be seen in the
context of the fact that many immigrants in this group are labour migrants, many of whom are irregular.
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much from the one observed in other OECD countries such as Norway, Sweden, Germany or Austria
where a large part – if not the majority – of jobs involve informal contacts with employers. Immigrants
have fewer of these and a number of OECD countries have implemented mentorship programmes to
provide immigrants with such contacts. Although some cantons have implemented them in Switzerland,
the scale and scope of such programmes is rather limited, and they are often not targeted at immigrants. 25
Discrimination in the labour market remains as a third possibility and indeed, its incidence seems to be
high in Switzerland (see below).
72.
A particularly strong discount of foreign qualifications is observed by immigrants who have
obtained their highest diplomas in lower-income countries. Weins (2010), in an analysis of data from the
International Adult Literacy Survey, shows that the devaluation of foreign credentials on the Swiss labour
market holds even after accounting for an objective measure of literacy. With respect to the returns from
education, immigrants with a foreign vocational or university diploma benefit significantly less from
having invested in vocational or higher education than their peers with Swiss qualifications. The former
(except for holders of tertiary vocational diplomas) do not seem to yield a significant increase in their
salary levels, compared with persons who did not obtain any upper-secondary diploma, whereas this is the
case for Swiss diplomas.
73.
Information on qualifications recognition from the Swiss Labour Force Survey suggests that
immigrants who obtained a formal recognition of their foreign diploma appear to be no longer significantly
disadvantaged in the Swiss labour market in terms of employment opportunities (see Table 3).26
Table 3: Percentage points differences in the probability of being in highly-skilled employment for
highly-educated persons aged 15-64 in Switzerland, foreign-born compared to native-born, 2008
Variables
Foreign-born
Highest education obtained in Switzerland
Born in high-income country
Born in lower-income country
Highest education obtained in high-income country
Highest education obtained in lower-income country
Highest education recognised
Highest education not recognised
Did not file a request for recognition
Request for recognition was rejected

Model 1
-6.5***

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

-6.3**

0.3
-26.0***

-1.1
-14.8***
0.3

-1.1
-14.8***
0.3

-7.2
-29.5***

-7.2
-27.4***
-47.7***

Controls
Workexperience

0.6***

0.6***

0.6***

Workexperience2

-0.02

0.5***

-0.03***

-0.03***

-0.03***

Gender

-6.0***

-5.6***

-5.7***

-5.7***

Note: The figures show the differences between immigrants and the native-born. They correspond to marginal effects in a logistic
regression, calculated at the sample means of the respective variables. The reference group is the native-born. *, **, *** denote
significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% level, respectively. All regressions contain controls for gender and a proxy for years of work
experience in Switzerland. Managers of small enterprises (up to 5 employees) were excluded from the sample.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

25

Among the larger ones is the mentoring project run by the Canton of St. Gallen to facilitate labour market entry for youth
(“Tandem”). Since 2006, it has had 150 participants.
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Indeed, they appear to have better outcomes than migrants from the same group of countries who obtained their
qualifications in Switzerland. However, this may be partly due to different origin countries, since many migrants within
this group who have Swiss qualifications have come from Asia, Africa and Latin America, whereas migrants who have a
recognised foreign education have more often come from Central and Eastern Europe.
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74.
More generally, in the Swiss context, the recognition of a foreign diploma could be expected to
play a particularly important role, as formal credentials have a high importance in the labour market and
send strong signals to employers during the hiring process (see Weins, 2010). This is partly related to the
relatively high stratification of the Swiss education system. Like Austria, Denmark and Germany,
Switzerland maintains quite specialised tracks of vocational and professional training leading to rather
specific professional profiles that are certified through formal credentials (for a more detailed discussion of
vocational education and training in Switzerland, see Section IV).
Recognition of foreign qualifications
Foreign qualifications on the Swiss labour market and the value of recognition
75.
Given the disadvantages facing highly-educated immigrants from lower-income countries in the
Swiss labour market and the apparent benefits of having a foreign qualification formally recognised, one
could expect a rather high demand for recognition in Switzerland, especially as over 80% of the highlyeducated immigrants have obtained their highest degree abroad (see Table 4). They would thus be
potentially concerned by a devaluation of foreign higher degrees in the Swiss labour market.
76.
Therefore, it is surprising to find that the vast majority of immigrants with tertiary degrees do not
seek recognition. Among immigrants from lower-income countries, only about one quarter report that they
have applied for recognition, while the majority deemed recognition “not necessary” (see Table 4).27 For
those who apply, the actual chances to obtain recognition appear to be quite good, as two out of three
requests filed by immigrants from lower-income countries until 2008 were approved. These findings leave
one with a puzzle - recognition seems highly valuable in the Swiss labour market, but few immigrants seek
it. This could be due either to a lack of awareness about the possibilities for recognition and the value
which it provides or to other factors intrinsic to the Swiss system for the recognition of foreign
qualifications which might discourage them from applying. To shed some light on this question, it is
important to first take a closer look at the system.
Table 4: Origin of qualifications and participation in recognition, highly-qualified foreign-born
aged 15-64, 2008
Highest degree or qualification achieved…

...in Switzerland
…abroad, out of which
applied for recognition, out of which
degree was recognised
degree was not recognised
did not get the result yet
did not apply for recognition
was not necessary
other reason

Foreign-born in %

16
84
18

82

(100)
77
18
5
(100)
87
13

Foreign-born, from a lowerincome country, in %
17
83
24

76

(100)
64
29
7
(100)
71
29

Note: How to read the table: 84% of the highly-skilled immigrants got their highest qualification abroad. 18 % applied for its
recognition.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

27

It remains unclear, however, whether immigrants choose this response category because they simply did not need the
assessment to find a job that matched their skill level, or because they had their qualification recognised automatically, i.e.
through bilateral agreements. The corresponding variable in the Swiss Labour Force Survey does not provide for a detailed
distinction of motives and the response category “not necessary” might thus be chosen for different reasons.
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The Swiss system for the recognition of foreign qualifications
77.
As in other OECD countries, there are no formal recognition requirements for non-regulated
occupations in Switzerland: it is up to the employer to decide whether or not to accept the job applicant’s
claim to have the necessary skills. For regulated professions, formal recognition is generally required,
although the same profession may be regulated or non-regulated depending on Cantonal legislation.
Compared with other OECD countries, Switzerland regulates relatively few professions, but for these, the
system of recognition is complex.
78.
There is no national framework or comprehensive law governing the recognition of foreign
qualifications, and responsibilities are shared among a multitude of different actors. These include different
federal ministries and offices, as well as the Cantons and organisations such as the Rectors’ Conference of
Swiss Universities (Conférence des Recteurs des Universités Suisses, CRUS) or the Swiss Red Cross. This
fragmentation stems from Swiss federalism, as well as from the stratified nature of the training system
(universities, universities of applied sciences and vocational programmes fall under different ministerial
and cantonal responsibility) and the exclusion of certain professions (such as medical professions) from
general regulations.
79.
The most comprehensive structure for recognition is maintained by the Federal Office for
Professional Education and Technology (Office fédéral de la formation professionnelle et de la
technologie, OFFT) that is in charge of assessing professional qualifications gained through vocational
education and training (VET), professional education and training (PET) and at universities of applied
sciences (UAS). In a sort of one-stop-shop procedure, the OFFT accepts “preliminary applications” for
recognition and subjects them to a first evaluation aiming to sort out diplomas that fall under the
responsibility of a different body.28 The applicant is then informed about further action to take and, if
necessary, referred to the third body in charge.
80.
Regarding applications in its own domain of competence, the OFFT proceeds to the proper
assessment after having received certified copies of the necessary documents. On average, the overall
recognition procedure takes between two and four months. In the case of an application being successful,
recognition can be granted in two different forms. For credentials in regulated professions, the OFFT
usually issues a recognition certificate (“reconnaissance”/”Anerkennung”) that costs CHF 550 and is
legally binding in the sense that it grants the permission to exercise a regulated profession. Where doubts
remain about the full equality of a diploma to a Swiss one, the OFFT can recommend adjustment measures,
but these are not linked with bridging offers. For credentials in non-regulated professions that do not
actually require formal recognition, the OFFT offers a so-called level certificate (“attestation de
niveau”/“Niveaubestätigung”) for which it charges CHF 150. This assessment aims to classify the foreign
diploma with respect to the Swiss system in order to help employers assess its value.
81.
In 2009, the OFFT received about 4 000 “preliminary applications”. Only one third concerned
regulated professions, while the majority were filed by immigrants with qualifications in non-regulated
professions. 60% of the applicants were EU citizens.29 Around 900 applications were referred to third
bodies - for example to the CRUS in the case of higher-education diplomas - while roughly 1 200 were
28

Certified copies of diplomas are not required at this step in the procedure. The evaluation is based on documents (in any
Swiss language or English, or free translation), describing the level, duration, content and on-the-job component of the
training programme.

29

Qualifications that were obtained within the European Union or EFTA countries are generally recognised under the
bilateral agreement on free movement that Switzerland has signed with the EU and its member countries in 1999. The
agreement applies to a specified list of regulated professions that is quite extensive and covers tertiary as well as vocational
qualifications.
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assessed and processed by the OFFT itself. Only between 1 and 3% of the processed applications were
eventually rejected.
82.
Immigrants who cannot provide proof of a VET diploma (e.g. because they lack the required
documents) or have never obtained a formal upper-secondary qualification cannot be considered for formal
recognition by the OFFT. However, Switzerland is currently in the process of developing a national
framework for the accreditation of prior learning (APL) that is usually referred to as validation d’acquis.
Within this framework, professionals without an upper-secondary diploma will have the possibility to
obtain a basic Swiss VET diploma to have the non-formal and informal skills that they gained from their
work experience valued on the labour market.30
83.
The Cantons are charged with the implementation of the validation d’acquis, while the OFFT
sets the guidelines at the federal level. To enhance the harmonisation of the validation procedures, the
OFFT published a set of guidelines in 2010, jointly with the Cantons, the social partners and employers’
associations (see OFFT, 2010a). In these guidelines, the relevant actors develop a concept for a step-bystep assessment of an individual qualification profile that is only accorded a formal diploma if applicants
can demonstrate the skills usually required from participants in the corresponding formal VET course.
Although not all cantons have come forward with a concept for a validation procedure, the process is
underway.
84.
While the recognition of vocational qualifications appears to be administered quite effectively at
the federal level, university diplomas (with the exception of universities of applied sciences) are not
subject to federal regulations. They fall under the responsibility of the CRUS that can issue non-binding
“recommendations” for foreign university diplomas under the condition that a similar university course or
diploma is offered by a Swiss university.31 “Recommendations” aim to facilitate access to non-regulated
professions and are meant for holders of foreign qualifications who would like to enter the Swiss labour
market.
85.
In cases where recognition is a pre-requisite for the pursuit of further higher education, however,
universities conduct their own assessment of previous diplomas autonomously. This is also the case for
secondary school-leaving certificates and it appears that Swiss universities tend to be quite demanding with
respect to the pre-requisites for admission. According to CRUS – which holds bi-monthly meetings with
admissions officers from the different Swiss universities to harmonise the approach to recognition –
universities are particularly sceptical of degrees from lower-income countries. However, there is no
common concept for structured bridging courses in order to make up for deficits in previous education.
Instead, guidance counsellors tend to orient applicants away from the university system, which is often
justified by the view that Switzerland offers highly-skilled jobs that do not require a university diploma.
86.
Problems may further arise where non-EU university degrees correspond to a VET qualification
in the Swiss system (e.g. in the case of social work). For such degrees, the CRUS cannot issue any
“recommendation” and equivalence would have to be assessed by the OFFT. The OFFT, in turn, does not
take university degrees into consideration (with the exception of degrees from universities of applied
sciences), even in cases where their only Swiss equivalent would be a VET degree. By consequence,
immigrants with such degrees have neither access to a non-binding “recommendation” nor to a formal
30

The legal basis for this measure has been laid by amendments to the Federal Law on Vocational Education and Training
that were introduced in 2002 and 2003.

31

This recommendation is done in the framework of the Council of Europe’s ENIC (European Network of National
Information Centres on Academic Recognition and Mobility). The Swiss ENIC has been delegated to the CRUS. The
CRUS uses the correspondence information developed and shared by ENIC and treats non-EU degrees according to the
same framework.
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recognition in Switzerland. For this group, a validation d’acquis would appear to be particularly useful, in
order to have their skills better valued on the labour market and to obtain a recognised Swiss qualification.
This also applies to those immigrants who are unable to document their studies – which is, for instance, the
case for many refugees.
87.
There are certain professions that require an official license and are thus subject to exceptional
recognition procedures in Switzerland. These are healthcare professions, teaching professions, certain
technical professions, lawyers and notaries. In these cases, recognition is covered by the responsible
licensing bodies at the federal or cantonal level. If responsibility lies with the cantons, the recognition
procedures may vary according to cantonal legislation. Architect, for instance, is a regulated profession
requiring official recognition in some cantons, while it is non-regulated in others.32 As a consequence,
immigrants can be disadvantaged just from living in a specific canton, which is questionable with respect
to principles of equal treatment, especially if their resident status does not permit them to change Cantons
without obstacles.
88.
Immigrants from outside the European Union, moreover, face considerable obstacles if they have
degrees in medical professions. Recognition of the latter is only possible under the bilateral agreement
asserting the mutual recognition of foreign qualifications between Switzerland and the EU-25/EFTA.33 As
a consequence, third-country nationals, as well as Romanian and Bulgarian citizens with foreign degrees,
are excluded from formal recognition, unless they have already obtained recognition elsewhere in the EU
and fulfil a range of additional pre-requisites.34 Nevertheless, some cantons authorise medical staff trained
outside of the EU/EFTA to practice, under certain conditions, even without recognition.
89.
In sum, recognition procedures for foreign qualifications vary substantially in Switzerland,
depending on the type and level of the qualification, the relevant profession and licensing body and
cantonal legislation. This tends to make the overall system rather complex and is associated with
inequalities in the access to recognition procedures and the opportunities to practice certain professions and
generates obstacles to the labour market integration of immigrants with qualifications from non-EU
countries. Since the fees involved are not high, the complexity of the system and a lack of knowledge
about its functioning and benefits on the part of immigrants appear to be the main obstacles to their making
more extensive use of it.
The labour market integration of recent arrivals
Overview
90.
In recent years, Switzerland has experienced exceptionally large inflows of immigrants. It has
received the highest number of permanent-type immigrants in the OECD since the collection of
comparable statistics by the OECD in 2003. As a result, about one out of five resident immigrants has
arrived over the past five years, accounting for 5% of the total resident population. Given these figures, the
labour market integration of these new arrivals is an issue of particular importance in Switzerland.

32

Such problems of intercantonal mobility used to be an issue even for persons with Swiss degrees, but for this group the
1995 law on the Swiss internal market removed previously existing obstacles.

33

The agreement refers to both tertiary medical professions (doctor, dentist, veterinarian and pharmacist) and to secondary
qualifications in human and dental medicine. While the recognition of medical professions falls under the responsibility of
the Federal Ministry of Health, the Swiss Red Cross is in charge of secondary healthcare professions.

34

For detailed information on this regulation, see http://www.crus.ch/information-programme/anerkennung-swissenic/reglementierte-berufe/gesundheitsbereich.html, 02.08.2011.
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91.
The convergence concept of integration suggests that gradually, over time, as migrants acquire
host-country specific human capital such as language skills, their labour market outcomes should approach
those of the native-born. Evidence from other OECD countries (see OECD, 2007; 2008b) suggests that
early labour market entry is a crucial determinant of integration outcomes in the long-run.
92.
Figure 11a shows the employment-population ratios of immigrants in Switzerland by years of
residence and migrant group, for 2003/04 and 2008/09. As can be seen, for men the labour market
outcomes of recent arrivals are quite favourable in Switzerland. The outcomes are particularly good for
immigrants from higher-income countries who have accounted for the bulk of new arrivals in Switzerland.
The favourable picture also holds in international comparison and when looking only at immigrants from
lower-income countries (Figure 11b). However, for women from lower-income countries, the picture is
less favourable and there is some evidence that the outcomes of recent arrivals are lower now than what
they used to be.
Figure 11a: Differences in the employment rates of immigrants vis-à-vis native-born by years-ofresidence, origin group and gender, aged 15-64, 2003/2004 and 2008/2009
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Source: Switzerland: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

Figure 11b: Differences in the employment rates of immigrants from lower-income countries vis-àvis the native-born by years-of-residence and gender, aged 15-64, selected OECD countries,
2008/2009
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Source: European Community Labour Force Survey.
Note: The definition of “lower-income countries” in the European Community Labour Force Survey differs slightly from the Swiss
Labour Force Survey. The differences in the employment rates are calculated as employment rate of the native-born minus
employment rate of the foreign-born.
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93.
Note that Figures 11a and b are not based on longitudinal data, that is, persons are not followed
over time. By using the information on year-of-arrival from the Swiss Labour Force Survey, a pseudocohort analysis is possible for immigrants who arrived around 2003. The results of this are depicted in
Figure 12. Of particular interest are again immigrants from lower-income countries since most of these are
non-labour migrants – in contrast to immigrants from higher-income countries, in particular those from the
EU (see below). On average, the former start from a low level of employment but enjoy a rather quick
convergence over the first three years: 60% were in employment after three years. This is higher than what
is observed for all migrants with that duration in countries which also have favourable labour market
conditions, such as Denmark (around 55% for the 2004 cohort), Norway (51% for the 2002 cohort),
Austria (50% for those who arrived around 2004) or the Netherlands (40% for the 2000 cohort). However,
after about three years, the progress appears to slow down significantly.
Figure 12: Estimated evolution of the employment rate of immigrants who arrived around 2003,
aged 15-64
All foreign-born
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Note: The figure has been constructed through a pseudo-cohort analysis using cross-sectional data and information on years-ofresidence. To obtain reliable results, three consecutive years of labour force survey data have been pooled.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

The integration of new arrivals from the EU-27
94.
The overwhelming majority - 64% - of recent arrivals (i.e., with less than five years of residence)
are from the EU-27, following Switzerland’s gradual establishment of freedom of movement with the EU
and its member countries on the basis of bilateral agreements. Recent arrivals account for more than five
percent of the resident population at working age and their significant number has been an issue of much
public debate in Switzerland. However, labour market integration of these new arrivals has been less of an
issue than their macroeconomic impacts on growth, wages, housing prices and on the infrastructure.35
95.
Since most of these recent migrants came for employment, it is not surprising to see that they
have an employment rate of more than 84%. The high educational attainment of this group – 58% of those
in prime working age (25-54) have a university degrees, compared with 37% of the native-born population
- has also contributed to their good overall labour market integration.

35

The available evidence suggests that there has been little impact on wages (see e.g. Cueni and Sheldon, 2011). In contrast,
there seems to have been a positive impact on growth – both on an aggregate level and on a per-capita basis. To which
degree immigration has put pressure on the infrastructure and the housing market remains unclear, since these are mainly
driven by other factors not linked with immigration (see OECD, forthcoming).
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96.
Table 5 provides an overview of the labour market outcomes and the education levels of recent
arrivals from the EU-27 in comparison with the total migrant population and the native-born. The first and
salient observation is the large diversity even within the recent migrants from the enlarged EU. Recent
migrants from Portugal are predominantly low-educated and employed in medium and low-skilled
occupations. They also face rather high unemployment. In contrast, migrants from Germany and from EEA
countries other than Germany, Portugal and Italy are mainly highly-educated and find themselves
overrepresented in highly-skilled occupations.36 Their unemployment rate is similar to that of the nativeborn. Recent immigrants from Italy find themselves between the Germans and the Portuguese in terms of
educational attainment and labour market outcomes.
Table 5: Labour market outcomes and educational profile of recent arrivals in Switzerland,
by origin, aged 15-64, 2008/2009 average
Recent arrivals from…

all
resident native-born
migrants

Germany

Portugal

Italy

other EU-27

all EU-27

all recent
arrivals

% of all resident migrants
% of all recent arrivals

5
26

2
11

1
5

4
22

12
64

20
100

100
-

-

Education level (in %)
Low-educated
Medium-educated
High-educated

3
36
61

73
19
[8]

20
34
45

6
29
65

17
31
52

19
32
50

29
39
31

15
57
28

Occupational profile (in %)
Managers
Professionals and Technicians
Service, sales, craft and related trades
Other medium-skilled professions
Elementary occupations (ISCO 9)

5
65
19
9
[2]

…
[9]
57
16
16

…
52
27
12
…

7
65
18
8
[3]

5
41
28
13
13

5
50
27
11
7

3
37
33
17
10

4
45
27
21
4

Labour market outcomes (in %)
Employment rate
89
Unemployment rate
3
Overqualification rate among high- & medium-educated
9

81
11
…

83
…
8

78
5
11

83
5
11

75
8
13

76
7
13

81
3
11

Median gross hourly wage (in CHF)

26

32

45

38

36

35

40

41

Note: Numbers in brackets are based on sample sizes below 50. “…” refers to less than five observations.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

97.
The overall favourable picture also holds when looking at other indicators such as wages (see
Annex Table 2). As a group, recent arrivals from the EEA have lower over-qualification rates than the
native-born. In addition, in a standard wage regression they enjoy slightly higher wages than the Swiss
with otherwise similar observable characteristics.
98.
A comprehensive analysis of the links between the recent migration from the EU and the Swiss
labour market is provided in Cueni and Sheldon (2011). They also find that these migrants enjoy on
average higher employment and higher wages than native Swiss. The authors estimate that the vast
majority (more than three quarters) of the difference is attributable to the more favourable observable
characteristics of the recent migrants including a higher education level, longer working time and an
overrepresentation in regions with high wages. In contrast, the year-to-year risk of exiting from
employment into unemployment is almost 70% higher for EU migrants than for natives, and only a little
more than one third of this disadvantage can be explained by differences in observable characteristics,
including seniority. They also find no evidence of a negative impact on the wages of natives.

36

The migrants from these other EEA countries are mainly from France, the United Kingdom and Austria.
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Immigrants’ participation in active labour market policy measures
99.
As already mentioned, Switzerland has opted for a mainstream approach to integration, and there
are only a few measures specifically targeted at immigrants. However, there is strong indirect targeting as
immigrants and their children account for the majority of those receiving unemployment aid or social
assistance.37 In April 2011, a reform of the federal unemployment insurance law lowered the possibilities
for cantonal employment services to offer certain programmes to persons not fulfilling the contribution
period for unemployment insurance, unless social assistance steps in. This lowers access to labour market
measures for many recent arrivals and family migrants. However, there remains a possibility to participate
in some ALMPs if the cantons contribute 50% of the cost.
100.
Although immigrants are strongly overrepresented in the groups targeted by active labour market
policy, there is no evaluation study available that focuses explicitly on their actual participation or the
specific effects of active labour market policy on the group of immigrants.38 Indeed, in contrast to the
overall rather well-developed evaluation culture in Switzerland, programme evaluation regarding
immigrants is scarce. However, a number of evaluations use nationality and/or permit status as control
variables. Overall, foreigners are represented in ALMPs to roughly the same degree as they are represented
among the unemployed (see Duell et al., 2010), a result which has also been observed in earlier studies
(see Gerfin and Lechner, 2002; and Spycher et al., 2007).
101.
Gerfin and Lechner (2002), in their microeconometric evaluation of Swiss active labour market
policy, find positive effects of wage subsidies for foreigners, and this effect is stronger than for comparable
Swiss nationals. They find, however, that, given their characteristics, foreigners are underrepresented in
temporary wage subsidy programmes.39 Similar results are obtained by Lalive et al. (2002) who find, using
information on permits, that this programme provides strong benefits only for foreigners with a B-permit
(i.e. an annual permit, renewable), but the latter are also quite significantly underrepresented in this
measure. These results are in line with empirical evidence from the Nordic countries (see Nekby, 2008).
Language training
102.
There is also little information available on the available language training for migrants. The
Federal Office for Migration finances some basic alphabetisation courses with CHF 9 million, but this
accounts only for a small part of overall language training. Most training is provided by the cantons, and
there is great diversity in the available offers, not only between but also within cantons, as language
training can be financed either through the social assistance services or through the public employment
services, or through the invalidity services.
103.
The limited available evidence suggests that this diversity of actors has been associated with
under- rather than with overprovision of language training. In their overview of labour market integration
measures for immigrants, Spycher et al. (2007) conclude that all branches of social security provide too
little language training, and that the overall quality often leaves much to be desired.
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Immigrants and their children also account for 35% of those receiving invalidity benefits, which is the third pillar of social
protection. For a comprehensive overview of the Swiss social protection system and activation policy, see Duell et al.
(2010).
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However, Spycher et al. (2007) provide an in-depth discussion of the links between the Swiss social security setting and
the labour market integration of foreigners. Likewise, BASS (2006), in a study commissioned by the Swiss State
Secretariat for Economic Affairs, looks at the risk of unemployment for foreigners and discusses possible policy responses.
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They attribute this to the fact that only “easy-to-integrate” foreigners are admitted to these programmes.
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104.
Some basic (self-reported) information on participation in language training is available from the
2008 module of the Swiss Labour Force Survey. This suggests that less than one out of four immigrants
from lower-income countries have obtained language training in the first two years after arrival. Even
among humanitarian migrants who are the main target group of integration policy at the federal level (see
below), less than half claim to have obtained language training.
105.
Although there has been no in-depth evaluation of language training in Switzerland thus far,
some basic information on the impact of language training financed by the public employment service is
available from the general evaluation studies. These generally find no impact on participants’ labour
market prospects compared with non-participants. Gerfin and Lechner (2002) even find negative effects;
however, this may be due to negative selection of participants (i.e., immigrants with few difficulties do not
participate) and does not necessarily imply that these courses have actually a negative impact. In any case,
less than a third of participants are in employment one year after programme participation.
106.
In summary, there is a great diversity of language training across Switzerland. It nevertheless
seems that only a minority of immigrants from countries with a language different from the Swiss national
languages benefit from language training, and the available offers do not seem to yield good results in
terms of labour market integration.
The labour market integration of humanitarian migrants
Labour market access
107.
Within the group of humanitarian migrants, there are two main groups of roughly equal size. The
first are refugees under the UN convention, about 25 300. These receive a regular residence permit (BPermit) and enjoy full labour market access. The second are provisionally admitted persons, about 23 500,
who need to apply for a work permit which is nevertheless granted without a labour market test (such a test
applied until 2007) if they find an employer willing to hire them.40 They also need to apply for permission
to change residence between cantons. In recent years, the number of new provisionally admitted persons
has largely surpassed the number of newly admitted refugees.
108.
Asylum seekers do not have access to the labour market during the first three months. After that,
they may obtain employment subject to a labour market test. It seems, however, that the test is generally
waived for a range of lesser-skilled occupations where there are perceived labour shortages, notably in the
hotel and restaurant sector.
Labour market outcomes in international comparison
109.
In all OECD countries, humanitarian migrants face particular difficulties in integrating into the
labour market. They have generally arrived without any attachment or link with the host-country labour
market and often suffer from psychological stress or disabilities. In addition, their qualifications and work
experience have been acquired under conditions that generally differ greatly from those of the host-county
education system and labour market, and they may be unable to document them.
110.
Compared with other OECD countries, humanitarian migrants constitute only a relatively small
fraction of the foreign-born in Switzerland.41 According to the Swiss labour force survey, which in 2008
40

Although these migrants are formally admitted only on a provisional basis, most of them can be expected to remain in
Switzerland. However, their pathway to a secure residence status is long. They may obtain a regular residence permit (Bpermit) after five years which can then be transformed into a settlement permit after an additional ten years.

41

The following analysis of humanitarian migrants is based on the self-reporting by the foreign-born in the ESPA 2008
(migration motive = asylum seeking). For migrants who have arrived over the last 15 years, there is also administrative
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included a question on the reason for migration, humanitarian migrants account for about 3.4% of the
foreign-born population in Switzerland and about 10% of immigrants from lower-income countries. In
contrast, in Sweden, almost 23% of the foreign-born have arrived on humanitarian grounds. Among the
new inflows in 2009, according to the standardised statistics of the OECD, less than 5% of new permanenttype migrants to Switzerland were humanitarian migrants, compared with around 10% in Austria and 15%
in Canada, Norway and Sweden.
111.
Based on the information from the labour force survey, Table 6 provides an overview of the
labour market outcomes of humanitarian migrants compared with non-humanitarian migrants and with the
native-born. Humanitarian migrants tend to have lower educational attainment levels than other migrant
groups. Nevertheless, they have relatively high labour market participation, particularly those who are loweducated. The main issues related to their integration seem to be their high incidence of long-term
unemployment and the fact that they often find themselves in occupations for which they are formally
over-educated. About one in two employed highly-educated humanitarian migrant in Switzerland works in
an employment that is below his or her educational level. The high employment rate is thus associated with
a high level of formal overqualification. Indeed, for this group the issue of the transferability and
recognition of qualifications obtained abroad is a crucial one (see above on these issues).
Table 6: Labour market outcomes and education level of humanitarian migrants in Switzerland,
aged 15-64, 2008
Percentage-point difference to the native-born
Born in lower-income country
Foreign-born
Nonfrom highNative-born (in %)
humanitarian Humanitarian
income
migrants
migrants (in %)
country
(in%)

All foreignborn (in%)

Percentage of all immigrants
Employment rate
of low-educated
of highly-educated
Unemployment rate
Median duration of unemployment (months)
Overqualified (2)

81
56
93
2
4
21

54.3
-1
16
-7
2
2
-8

42.2
-11
3
-15
6
5
8

3.4
-4
20
-16
8
11
28

100
-5
10
-10
4
4
-2

Percentage of full-time employed among all
employed

65

7

10

16

9

8

23

19

22

27

Total median gross hourly wages in the last
12 months of low-educated full-time
employees (CHF) (3)
Total median gross hourly wages in the last
12 months of highly-educated full-time
employees (CHF) (3)

53

0

-8

-20

-2

ISCED 1-2

15

10

21

24

15

ISCED 3-4

58

-20

-15

-16

-18

ISCED 5-6

28

10

-6

-8

3

Note: 1. Humanitarian migrants are migrants who state to have arrived in Switzerland with the intention to apply for asylum. 2. Only
highly-educated (ISCED5+6). 3. The hourly wage has been derived from the total gross salary of the respondents of the last
12 months using the average working hours per year in Switzerland (1926h following the Swiss Federal Statistical Office). Only
people who stated that they have been employed without “longer interruption” during this period are included. "..." means not
significant for publication.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

data available (the so-called SYMIC). A comparison of the migration motives of the migrants who are included in both
datasets reveals that of those who specified humanitarian reasons as their motive for entering Switzerland in the ESPA
2008, 48% were registered in the SYMIC as humanitarian migrants and 45% as migrants who came for family migration
which includes family migration linked to humanitarian migrants.
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112.
Note that the labour force survey data above refer to the first permit under which the person
entered Switzerland which may differ from the current permit, in particular for those who have been in
Switzerland for more than ten years. 80% of the humanitarian migrants in the labour force survey have
been in Switzerland for more than ten years, and 94% more than five years.
113.
To look into the labour market integration of more recent cohorts of refugees in particular, the
Federal Office for Migration conducted in 2006 a comprehensive survey among refugees who had just
received their permit, as well as surveying two additional cohorts of refugees one and three years after the
decision. The employment rates were 22%, 17% and 32%, respectively. These figures are lower than those
observed for example, in Norway, where about 27% and 43% of humanitarian migrants are in employment
one and three years, respectively, after arrival.
114.
The overall picture regarding the employment of immigrants is thus rather ambiguous. The
outcomes of recent arrivals appear to be low in international comparison, whereas those of longer-standing
immigrants are rather favourable. In the absence of both longitudinal data and different years for
comparison, it is difficult to ascertain whether or not this reflects a process of belated, but significant
convergence or whether these differences in outcomes mainly reflect cohort effects – that is, more recent
humanitarian migrants have more difficulties in integrating into the Swiss labour market. An indication
that the latter explanation is the more likely one is given by the fact that recent humanitarian migrants
mainly come from Africa, whereas past humanitarian migrants often came from Europe, and the latter tend
to have better labour market outcomes in most OECD countries.
Programmes for humanitarian migrants
115.
Humanitarian migrants are the main focus group of integration policy in Switzerland, at least as
far as the federal level is concerned. Since 2008, the federal state provides the cantons with a lump sum of
CHF 6 000 per recognised refugee and provisionally admitted person, earmarked for “occupational
integration measures and the acquisition of a national language”. 80% of the payment is given as an
upfront lump sum, the remainder is paid after “successful integration”. The corresponding ordinance
stipulates that the main indicator to measure integration is employment “under consideration of the overall
labour market situation in the canton”. In practice, however, in virtually all cases the full lump sum is paid
out with no attention being paid to this “indicator”. The cantons use these funds on the one hand to
generally support measures and programmes and on the other hand to finance participation costs for
specific individuals. The federal spending in this field amounted to CHF 31 million in 2009 and
CHF 56 million in 2010.
116.
In addition, the Federation reimburses the cantons for social assistance benefits (which are paid at
the sub-federal level) during the first five years after entry into Switzerland and for provisionally admitted
persons during the first seven years. However, for provisionally admitted persons, the social assistance
payments are much lower than the regular assistance. In practice, it appears that this lower level has often
been associated with a lower effort by cantons to integrate these particular migrants into the labour market.
Two cantons, Luzern and Basel City, have decided to provide provisionally admitted persons with access
to full regular social assistance, accompanied by intensive integration support. An evaluation of the effects
of this measure is currently under way.
117.
The current structure thus means in essence that cantons and municipalities have little incentive
to integrate refugees and provisionally admitted persons into the labour market during the first five to
seven years. This is a crucial period, since it is an important predictor of long-term labour market
integration outcomes (see OECD, 2007). The degree to which cantons and municipalities offer structured
integration services varies widely. Since humanitarian migrants are dispersed throughout Switzerland, such
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a wide dispersion in the inter-cantonal provision on integration services raises questions regarding equal
treatment.42
118.
Nevertheless, there are a number of projects in the cantons and municipalities in place to
facilitate the labour market integration of humanitarian migrants. In addition, there have also been pilot
projects financed by the Federal Office for Migration. The projects in place mainly focus on lesser-skilled
employment in the hotel and restaurant sector, trade/industry, construction and cleaning (see KEK-CDC,
2008). Most programmes are open to all humanitarian migrants and not targeted at recent arrivals. It is not
clear to which degree they may have contributed to the current picture of relatively high employment, in
parallel with a high incidence of overqualification for those humanitarian migrants who have tertiary
education.
119.
In contrast to other OECD countries that have been under review by the OECD thus far, notably
the Nordic countries, most cantons in Switzerland do not have a structured integration programme.43 The
available evidence on these programmes – e.g. from Denmark and Norway – suggests that, when properly
designed, they can contribute to increasing the labour market integration of immigrants (see OECD, 2007;
and Liebig, 2009). Given the low labour market outcomes of recently arrived humanitarian migrants, a
structured and tailor-made integration programme for all newly-arrived humanitarian migrants and their
families could thus entail significant benefits for Switzerland.
The employment of immigrant women
120.
Switzerland has one of the highest employment rates of women of all OECD countries and this
holds also for immigrant women, with an overall employment rate of more than 66% (see Table 7). A
specific issue in the employment of women in Switzerland is the large incidence of part-time employment.
As a result, the full-time equivalent employment of women is average in international comparison. More
than half of the employed women work part-time in Switzerland, compared with only one quarter of
women on average in the OECD (see OECD, 2006b). Immigrant women participate less in part-time
employment than their native-born peers. According to 2009 data from the Swiss Labour Force Survey, the
share of full-time employed women among all women in the working-age group is 31% for native-born
and 32% for foreign-born from lower-income countries, whereas the share of part-time employed is 44%
and 27%, respectively. Thus, on the aggregate, the difference in employment rates between native-born
and foreign-born women from lower-income countries is attributable to the higher share of part-time
employment among the former.
121.
One key factor which determines the labour market participation of women is the availability of
childcare, and here Switzerland lags behind other OECD countries (see OECD, 2009; and Section IV
below). Early childhood education and care (ECEC) is mainly the responsibility of the cantons. Although
ECEC increased significantly over the past two decades, the increase in coverage was particularly
pronounced in those cantons which already had a relatively high coverage (see Swiss Federal Statistical
Office, 2008), namely the urban cantons Geneva, Zurich and Basel. In 2005, an extensive study on ECEC
estimated that overall only 40% of all potential demand for ECEC was met by the existing offers (Swiss
National Fund, 2005). The study provided also some indications that families from the former Yugoslavia
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Of course, different levels of cantonal service provision are an issue that also affects the native-born. However, for
humanitarian migrants – in particular for the provisionally admitted – the situation is different since they do not enjoy full
mobility within Switzerland and cannot freely choose their canton of residence.
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Among the exceptions is the Canton of Berne.
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participate more often in ECEC than native families with otherwise similar observable characteristics.
Such a pattern was not observed, however, for other migrant groups.44
122.
Table 7 takes a closer look at the determinants of the employment of immigrant women in
Switzerland. It reveals a number of interesting patterns. First, there are large differences in the employment
rates between immigrant groups, with women from Turkey having the lowest employment rates. Second,
about half of the disadvantage for women from Turkey and from the former Yugoslavia is due to their less
favourable age and education structure compared with the native-born. Third, having a child below the age
of six has a particularly negative effect on the employment rate of foreign-born women from Turkey and
from lower-income countries other than the former Yugoslavia. Part of the explanation for the fact that
childbearing seems to have less of a detrimental impact on women from the former Yugoslavia could be
linked with the high participation of their children in ECEC.
123.
Table 7 also shows the results regarding the association between the presence of children in the
household and the employment of immigrant women in comparison with native-born women, separately
for full-time and part-time employment. The gaps are most pronounced regarding part-time employment.
However, as the positive interaction terms for immigrant women from lower-income countries in model 4a
suggest, having children is associated with a much stronger decline in the probability to be in full-time
employment for native-born women than for immigrant women from lower-income countries.
Table 7: Determinants of the employment of immigrant women in Switzerland, aged 15-64, 2009

Variables
Turkey
Ex-Yugoslavia
Other lower-income countries
High-income countries
having at least one child below age 6
having at least one child between 6-17
Child below 6*born in Turkey
Child 6-17*born in Turkey
Child below 6*born in Ex-Yugoslavia
Child 6-17*born in Ex-Yugoslavia
Child below 6*born in other lowerincome countries
Child 6-17*Born in other lower-income
countries
Child below 6*born in high-income
countries

(1)
-24***
-14***
-16***
-2*

(2)
-12***
-6***
-16***
-1

(3)
-10***
-5***
-15***
0
-11***
0

(3a) full-time
employment vs.
not in
employment
-1
6***
-8***
6***
-35***
-13***

(3b) part-time
employment vs.
not in
employment
-14***
-12***
-22***
-5***
0
10***

Child 6-17*born in high-income
countries
Number of observations

19616

19578

19578

12026

13266

(4)
-11**
-8***
-15***
0
-9***
0
-17**
11*
-5
8***

(4a) full-time
employment vs.
not in
employment
-9*
-2
-16***
3*
-40***
-18***
5
19***
9**
18***

(4b) part-time
employment vs.
not in
employment
'-14***
'-16***
'-22***
'-5***
2
9***
-17**
9
0
7*

-9**

13***

-10**

6**

18***

6

-2

10***

-3

0

9***

0

19578

12026

13266

Note: The dependent variable is the dichotomous variable “employed”. The coefficients of the independent variables are based on an
OLS regression on the employment rate of women between the ages of 15 and 64 years. All models include a constant. Models 2-6
also include control variables for age and educational attainment. *, **, *** denote significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% level. “Born in”
refers to the respective country of birth of the women. Reference group are the native-born women. In columns 3a/b and 4a/b, a
positive coefficient is associated with a higher probability to be in fulltime/part-time employment, the reference group being not in
employment.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

124.
There are few integration measures for immigrant women. Evidence of this is that according to
data from the Swiss labour force survey, only 15% of immigrant women from non-neighbouring countries
(i.e. countries with which Switzerland does not share a common language) have participated in language
training.
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Unfortunately, the study only covered immigrant families from the former Yugoslavia, Portugal and Italy.

44

DELSA/ELSA/WD/SEM(2012)2
125.
Indeed, for many immigrant women, access to mainstream services is limited. The measures
provided by the cantonal public employment services are mainly available to the beneficiaries of
unemployment insurance, which implies that the person has been previously employed in Switzerland.
Until 2011, cantonal employment services had the possibility to extend their services to other groups, but
this option has been curtailed under the recent revision of the unemployment insurance law.
Discrimination in the labour market
126.
The issue of discrimination against immigrants has received little attention in Switzerland thus
far. There is no specific legislation covering discrimination against immigrants and no institution is in
charge of bringing discrimination cases to a court (see OECD, 2008c).45 The overall framework for antidiscrimination is thus less developed than in other European OECD countries.46
127.
At the federal level, the Federal Commission against Racism (Commission fédérale contre le
racisme, CFR) provides advice for victims of discrimination, but may not bring cases to court or levy
sanctions on employers. There are “advisory offices” at the sub-federal level which provide advice
regarding discrimination by private persons. Seven of these (including the Federal Commission against
Racism) have joined their forces through a network. In 2010, the network treated only 23 cases of
discrimination in the labour market. The low number of cases may be linked with the fact that the issue of
sanctions regarding discrimination in hiring is unclear in the current legal setting.47
128.
Regarding discrimination by the authorities or public institutions, there is an “Office for the fight
against racism” within the Federal Department of the Interior. In contrast to the Federal Commission
against Racism, the Office has a small budget – about CHF 1 million – for financing projects to combat
discrimination within the Federal administration. In addition, at the cantonal and municipal level, there are
about a dozen of ombudsmen offices providing advice on discrimination.
129.
The lack of a strong institutional framework against discrimination holds in particular with regard
to the labour market, where contractual freedom prevails and nothing prevents a priori employers from
making their choices on the basis of criteria such as origin.48 This state of affairs, added to the fact that
historically immigrants have only had moderate difficulties in entering the labour market in Switzerland,
has meant that the issue of discrimination has attracted little public debate and media coverage. Even
today, the existence of systematic discrimination on the labour market is doubted by many actors of Swiss
society, and there are few policies aimed at combating labour market discrimination.49

45

However, there are some legal provisions that in principle allow workers to bring a discrimination case before the courts.
In addition, the Federal Commission against Racism and the Service for Combating Racism may offer guidance and
counseling to victims of discrimination. In addition, in some cantons, there are institutions which may provide support as
well. Finally, since 2002, EU nationals are protected against discrimination in the labour market through provisions in the
agreement on the freedom of movement between Switzerland and the EU.
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The OECD countries which are member of the European Union all have a basic framework against ethnic discrimination
on the basis of the EU anti-discrimination directive; for Norway, see Liebig (2009). For an overview of anti-discrimination
legislation in general, see OECD (2008c).
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For a comprehensive critical discussion of the current framework, see CFR (2009).
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Provided that they do not express their preferences, which could be deemed public discrimination under Art. 261bis of the
Criminal Code. However, it should be pointed out that discrimination on grounds of gender is punishable under a specific
law (Act on Equality), see Fibbi (2005).

49

The grounds of a judgement by the Federal Court in 2002 may be symptomatic of this situation. Following the request by
two girls – living with their Swiss mother divorced from their Albanian father – to be allowed to take their mother’s name,
the court refused unanimously and contested the fact that an Albanian name might be detrimental to their future
professional careers. The Court did not exclude the possibility that the Balkan-sounding name might sometimes be
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130.
As seen above, immigrants from lower-income countries are disadvantaged in the Swiss labour
market, even after accounting for a range of socio-demographic characteristics and an objective measure of
skills. Differences in labour market outcomes after controlling for such characteristics are often interpreted
as indirect measure of discrimination (de Coulon and Flückiger, 2000; Fibbi, Lerch and Wanner, 2006).
However, there is always the possibility that other factors which have not been explicitly taken into
account or which are not observed directly could explain such differences.
131.
The shortcomings in demonstrating the existence of discrimination are overcome in large-scale
experimental tests of hiring procedures carried out in a number of OECD countries in recent years. These
suggest the existence of significant discriminatory behaviour on the part of employers (see Simeone,
2005). The tests consist of the submission of applications for the same job from two (fictitious) candidates
differing essentially only in name. Since the qualifications need to be approximately the same for both
candidates, the testing concerns persons who received their highest level of attainment in the host country
and thus apply essentially to offspring of immigrants. A sufficient number of applications are sent to
exclude the effect of chance and, if the applicants of one origin group are rejected more often than others, it
can be concluded that there is discrimination. Such studies have demonstrated the prevalence of significant
discrimination in hiring in six of the nine countries under review thus far (Belgium, Denmark, France,
Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden).
132.
A study of this type was conducted in Switzerland in 2002 funded by the Swiss National Science
Foundation (Fibbi et al., 2004) using fictitious applications by young men with credentials from Swiss
educational institutions, all looking for their first permanent job. Four groups of immigrants were under
study – immigrants from Portugal in the French-speaking part of the country, immigrants from Turkey in
the German-speaking part, and immigrants from the former Yugoslavia in both parts.50 In the design of the
study, candidates who were invited to a job interview sent a refusal letter; often, the immigrant candidate
was only invited after the native candidate had refused the invitation. It is somewhat ambiguous whether or
not these cases of differential treatment should be treated as discrimination or not, since a causal link
between the time-lag between the sending of the invitation letters to the two candidates and the refusal of
the offer by the first candidate cannot be established. Table 8 summarises the results. It shows that
discrimination against immigrants in the hiring process appears to be quite wide-spread in Switzerland.
Immigrants from Turkey have to write three times as many applications as an otherwise equivalent native
Swiss to get invited to a job interview, and immigrants from the former Yugoslavia up to five times as
many.51 The significant difference in the two alternative measurements suggests that Switzerland’s tight
labour market may limit discrimination.
133.
More generally, it seems that discrimination against the largest group – i.e. immigrants from
former Yugoslavia – is most pronounced. Discrimination seems to be more pronounced in the Germanspeaking part of the country. The study also showed that the degree of discrimination does not seem to
vary with the size of the company nor the sector of activity, but there is a slightly greater tendency towards
discrimination when the job involves direct contact with customers.

disadvantageous for job applicants, but stated that “in the vast majority of cases, this influence has neither been proven nor
suspected” (Judgement 5C.163/2002 of 1.10.02).
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The place of birth in the fictitious application was Kosovo, and Albanian was stated as “mother tongue”.

51

The actual incidence of discrimination may be even higher, since the study excluded job offers which required Swiss
nationality or “Swiss-German mother tongue”.
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Table 8: Estimated number of applications to be sent by different immigrant groups in order to
receive an invitation to a job interview, relative to an otherwise equivalent native Swiss candidate
Upper limit

Lower limit

Portuguese in French-speaking part

2.1

no difference

Ex-Yugoslavian in French-speaking part

2.9

1.3

Turkish in German-speaking part
Ex-Yugoslavian in German-speaking part

3.3
4.8

1.4
2.5

Source: OECD Secretariat calculations on the basis of the data in Fibbi, Kaya and Piguet (2003).

134.
More generally, it can be assumed that there is much confusion in the minds of the public and
employers regarding the preference – enshrined in the law – given to the resident Swiss and foreign
population in the field of immigration policy (a person can only be admitted in the country for work if
there are no Swiss, EU, or settled applicants available), and the attitude to be adopted towards foreign
job-seekers who are already legally residing in Switzerland and legally have equal access to the labour
market. A periodic national opinion survey included a question on "do you think that priority on the labour
market should be given to Swiss citizens?" in 2001.52 It showed that a majority of Swiss supported the idea
of national preference in hiring (33% entirely and 27% partially) and that only 12% were strongly opposed
(Raymann, 2003).
135.
Indeed, it is not uncommon in job offers in private enterprises that “Swiss nationality” is
required.53 In contrast to other OECD countries (see, for example, OECD, 2008b; and OECD, 2008c), this
type of discrimination is at present generally not illegal in Switzerland.54
136.
In sum, there seems to be a good prima facie case for strengthening the anti-discrimination
framework in Switzerland. However, one should not expect too much from mere legal measures, even
when they involve strong enforcement and penalties. Even in OECD countries with a strong and
established anti-discrimination framework, such measures generally cover only the tip of the iceberg. To
overcome discrimination in hiring, it is important to bring the issue into the limelight. Other OECD
countries have also gone beyond formal antidiscrimination legislation to implement so-called “diversity
policies” (Box 3).
Box 3. Policies to promote diversity
In contrast to most other OECD countries, Switzerland has no comprehensive anti-discrimination legislation to
address the problem of discrimination in hiring. Even in countries where the anti-discrimination is strong, it has proved
difficult to detect or to demonstrate discrimination. In all countries, the number of complaints related to hiring
discrimination is small compared with the level of discriminatory behaviour that is revealed by testing studies in
numerous OECD countries, including Switzerland. The perceived lack of effectiveness of anti-discrimination legislation
and the persistence of other structural obstacles to the employment of immigrants and their children have prompted
governments to take more pro-active measures. A new policy line that has become prominent in many
OECD countries in recent years is known as diversity policy. Belgium, in particular, has become a frontrunner in this,
inspired by earlier Dutch policies of the 1990s. Diversity policies aim at achieving equal opportunities for
disadvantaged groups in the labour market (including immigrants and their children) by incentives and measures with
strong indirect targeting.
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This survey has not been repeated since then.
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In the German-speaking part of the country, “mother-tongue Swiss German” is also at times required.

54

However, EU nationals are somewhat protected against this type of discrimination since they may evoke the treaty on the
freedom of movement.
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Box 3. Policies to promote diversity (cont.)
Practices in Belgium (notably in Flanders) include, for example, the exclusive opening of certain job vacancies to
disadvantaged groups in the labour market for a limited period, and financial and administrative support for companies
who try to diversify their staff both in the hiring and promotion process. First results of an evaluation of this policy
indicate that it appears to have contributed to the recent improvements in labour market integration, in particular for the
children of immigrants (see Van der Voorde and de Bruijn, 2010).
Efforts in other OECD countries have been less far-reaching, but are also on the rise (see OECD, 2008b). In
France, for example, companies have the possibility to pass an audit as to whether or not hiring and promotion
practices are inherently discriminatory. If they pass the test and have demonstrably implemented additional actions to
promote diversity, they can obtain a diversity label (label diversité) from the authorities in charge of integration. In order
to receive the seal of approval, enterprises need to satisfy six criteria: a formal commitment by the enterprise to
diversity; an active role of the social partners within the enterprise; equitable human resource procedures;
communication by the enterprise on the question of diversity; concrete public measures in favour of diversity; and
procedures to evaluate actual practices. France, like a growing number of other OECD countries including Belgium,
the Netherlands and Germany, has also been promoting a “diversity charter” in which signatories commit themselves
to favour diversity through recruitment and career management, as a strategy for greater efficiency and progress and
to enhance their social relations. Without a precise follow-up of hirings and of career progress in signatory enterprises,
it is difficult to have a precise idea of how effective this sort of measure is. There is undoubtedly a self-selection of
already committed enterprises as signatories, although a formalisation of the process may have its usefulness in
disseminating norms throughout the enterprise. Another measure that has been tested in a number of OECD
countries, including France, Germany and Norway, are anonymous CVs, although the evidence regarding its
effectiveness has been rather mixed.
In Belgium, Norway and the Netherlands, there has been a strong effort to enhance diversity in the public sector.
The policies in place tackle the different points in the recruitment process where immigrants and their offspring are at a
structural disadvantage. This has included the broad-based introduction of anonymous CVs, the targeted promotion of
apprenticeship for young people with a migration background, internship opportunities to give them a first step into the
labour market, and special training to help them pass the recruitment tests.
In Switzerland, apart from a few small-scale projects at the cantonal level and some voluntary measures by
employers (see Schönenberger and Piguet, 2010), no such diversity policy tools have been implemented thus far.

137.
Overall, the area of discrimination seems to be one where there is ample scope and need for
improvement, both with respect to the legislative and institutional framework and regarding active
measures to raise awareness about the issue and to combat discrimination on the labour market.
Naturalisation and its impact
138.
Access to the host-country nationality is an important instrument of integration policy. OECD
(2011a) has shown that naturalisation tends to have a positive impact on immigrants’ labour market
outcomes through a number of channels. Among these are the removal of institutional barriers in the labour
market, notably regarding the public sector and higher-skilled employment. In addition, naturalisation
seems to function as a signalling device for the employer of better “integration potential”, which in turn
may be associated with higher productivity (for example, because of better language mastery or higher
motivation). For example, testing studies have shown that immigrants who have naturalised get more
frequently invited to a job interview than otherwise equivalent immigrant candidates who have not. The
degree to which naturalisation can exert a signalling function depends in part on whether or not it is
common to mention one’s nationality in the application process (if it is not required for the job itself,
which is rarely the case). In Switzerland, it is common to state one’s nationality in job applications which
suggests that this latter channel may be of considerable importance.
139.
The criteria for access to citizenship vary considerably across OECD countries and by many
standards, Switzerland has one of the most restrictive naturalisation frameworks in the OECD, reflecting
the view that it is a certification of successfully completed integration. For example, minimum residence
48
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requirements for ordinary naturalisation are twelve years in Switzerland, the longest in the OECD. Another
key specificity of the Swiss naturalisation system is the three-tiered nature of citizenship (see Box 4). As a
result, only slightly more than one third of all immigrants with more than ten years of residence in
Switzerland have Swiss citizenship, compared with the OECD average of more than 60%. Only
Luxembourg has a lower percentage of long-term residents who have not naturalised.
140.
As a result of the stringent naturalisation policy and longstanding immigration, more than 6% of
the native-born population do not have a Swiss passport. Indeed, among the OECD countries for which
comparable data on the nationality of the native-born offspring of immigrants are available, Switzerland
has the lowest percentage of those who have naturalised (see Figure 13).55
Box 4.

Access to Swiss nationality

Switzerland is among the OECD countries in which foreigners face particularly difficult conditions for
naturalisation. The residence requirement for the ordinary naturalisation procedure is twelve years, and thus
considerably higher than in other OECD countries where it is generally between five and eight years (see Guimezanes,
2011). Switzerland also adheres to the principle of ius sanguinis which implies that native-born children of foreigners
do not have automatic access to Swiss citizenship.
A unique feature of Swiss nationality is the fact that it is three-tiered. Swiss citizenship also implies having
cantonal and communal citizenship, and all three levels of government have their own requirements for naturalisation.
This implies that the Federation cannot enforce a naturalisation if cantonal or local authorities refuse it although the
formal requirements are met. The sub-federal requirements generally stipulate a certain minimum number of years of
residence in the respective canton and municipality which can be up to ten years. This tends to hamper professional
and geographical mobility.
In the past, several municipalities had public votes on naturalisation. This common practice ended in 2003, when
the Federal Court ruled that naturalisation is an administrative act. Refusals therefore have to be justified, which is not
possible in the case of public votings.
There have been a number of attempts to liberalise access to Swiss citizenship, notably for the offspring of
immigrants raised and educated in Switzerland, most recently in 2004. In spite of these failed fundamental reforms,
there have been a number of important modifications of the access to citizenship since 2004 which also liberalised
access to Swiss citizenship. The most important one was the 2006 reform that cantons and municipalities cannot
require naturalisation fees which exceed procedural costs. Prior to this, fees could amount in some municipalities to up
to several thousand Swiss Francs.
A fundamental reform of citizenship legislation is currently in preparation. Among the changes that are being
considered is a reduction of the residence requirement for the ordinary naturalisation procedure from twelve to eight
years and limits on cantonal and municipal residence requirements. If the reform passes, access to Swiss nationality
would still be more difficult than access to nationality in most other OECD countries, but Switzerland would be more in
line with practices in other OECD countries.
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However, there are same facilitations for children of immigrants. In particular, for the calculation of duration of
residence requirements, years of residence in Switzerland between the age of 10 and 20 are counted twice.
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Figure 13: Percentage of native-born children of immigrants from lower-income countries who have
the host-country nationality, aged 20-29 and not in education, around 2007
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Source: See Liebig and Von Haaren (2011).

141.
In any analysis, it is important to keep in mind that naturalised and non-naturalised immigrants
differ in many ways, because naturalisation is a selective process. Immigrants have to apply for
naturalisation, and they have to meet a number of criteria before they become naturalised. To study the
impact of naturalisation, longitudinal data are needed which compare the outcomes of immigrants over
time. There has been no such longitudinal study in Switzerland thus far.56 Steinhardt et al. (2010) use
cross-sectional data from the Swiss labour force survey to compare the labour market outcomes of
immigrants who have naturalised with those of immigrants who remained foreigners. Even after
controlling for a broad range of socio-demographic characteristics, the authors find that naturalised
immigrants have higher employment rates and wages than their non-naturalised peers, although they still
have less favourable labour market outcomes than the native Swiss.
142.
Liebig and Von Haaren (2011), again with cross-sectional data, compare the labour market
outcomes of naturalised and non-naturalised immigrants in 14 OECD countries. Naturalised immigrant
men in Switzerland have an almost ten percentage points higher probability to be in a high-skilled
occupation than their non-naturalised counterparts with otherwise similar observable characteristics (see
Table 9). The difference was particularly strong for immigrant men. Access to higher-skilled jobs is
associated to a larger degree with naturalisation in Switzerland than elsewhere, which may at least be
partly attributable to the fact that the naturalisation requirements hamper geographical mobility in
Switzerland for foreigners (see also Box 4.).
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Longitudinal studies have, however, been conducted for other OECD countries. These suggest that naturalisation tends
to improve labour market outcomes, in particular for the most disadvantaged immigrants. However, the extent to which
this is actually the case varies a lot across countries and migrant groups (see OECD, 2011a for a comprehensive
analysis of this issue).
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Table 9: Estimated higher probability of employment in a high-skilled occupation associated with
naturalisation, around 2007, aged 15-64
All immigrants

Austria

Men
5***

Immigrants from highincome countries

Immigrants from lowerincome countries

Women
(-1)

Men
9***

Women
-11***

Men
5***

Women
4**

(-4)

(-2)

(1)

8**

Belgium

(-4)

(-1)

Canada

1***

2***

Switzerland

9***

5**

8**

(2)

10***

7**

Germany

-2***

3**

-8***

4**

Denmark

3***
12***

4***
12***

11***
5***

(4)
(3)

(7)
5**

(1)
(1)

17**
11***

-19**
(-1)

12***

8**

13**

(0)

Spain

6*

(0)

(2)

(-5)

France

7***

3**

10***

(3)

Luxembourg

(1)

(-4)

(0)

(-6)

Netherlands

(0)

(-2)

(-2)

(-2)

Norway

(5)

-12***

(4)

(-8)

Sweden

(-1)

(1)

(2)

(5)

United Kingdom

(2)

(2)

(3)

(2)

United States
United States
(excl. irreg.)

(2)

5***

(1)

(4)

5**
2*

(2)
5***

(1)

4**

(1)

(4)

-1

4**

Note: The sample is restricted to employed individuals. The table shows the naturalisation coefficients in percentage points. The
dependent variable is the dichotomous variable “employed in a high-skilled occupation”. The regression includes control variables for
origin country, age and education.
Source and further Notes: see Liebig and Von Haaren (2011).

143.
Compared with their peers who remained foreigners, naturalised immigrants in Switzerland also
have a much higher probability to participate in on-the-job-training and to be employed in the public
sector.57 However, immigrants from lower-income countries remain largely underrepresented in the public
sector in Switzerland, even when they have naturalised (Liebig and Von Haaren, 2011).

57

In general, immigrants in Switzerland are largely underrepresented in the public sector (that is, the public administration
and the education system). While this is also the case in other OECD countries, the difference in the relative importance of
this sector among immigrants’ total employment compared with natives’ total employment is particularly large in
Switzerland (see Annex Figure 5). This is unfortunate since, by employing immigrants, the public sector acts as a role
model for the private sector. If in fact immigrants find employment in the public sector, this can also increase the visibility
of immigrants in daily life. Finally, employment of immigrants in the public sector can contribute to enhancing the
understanding the needs of immigrants and their children by public institutions. When immigrants are employed in certain
key occupations such as teaching, they can also serve as role models for others, notably offspring of immigrants.
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IV. THE LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION OF IMMIGRANTS’ OFFSPRING
How important are educational institutions?
144.
As seen in Section I, the overall picture of immigrant offspring’s labour market integration in
Switzerland is favourable both in international comparison and compared with the children of natives.
However, as has been pointed out already, this partly stems from the fact that two-thirds of the native-born
immigrant offspring aged 20-29 have parents from high-income countries of origin and these seem to face
no apparent difficulty integrating into the Swiss labour market. This is not the case for the native-born
children of parents from lower-income countries who, on average, have more difficulties. To identify
starting points for policy measures that aim to foster the labour market integration of this disadvantaged
group, it is worthwhile to take a step back and to examine their integration into the Swiss education
system, which in principle prepares them for labour market entry.
145.
In general, one would expect the labour market outcomes of immigrant offspring to be better in
countries where their educational outcomes are good. Taking differences in the reading performance of 15year olds as an indicator for the degree of integration, results from the 2009 OECD Programme for
International Student Assessment (PISA) show that immigrant offspring in Switzerland face larger gaps in
education outcomes vis-à-vis children of natives than in other OECD countries (see Table 10). Children of
immigrant parents have considerably lower reading scores than the children of natives, especially if they
have not been born in Switzerland, but migrated there as children. Particularly striking are the large gaps
between the young immigrants and the children of natives, which are almost twice as large as the OECD
average – in spite of the fact that the difference in parental schooling between young immigrants and
offspring of natives is not larger than the OECD average.
146.
Given these substantial differences in school performance, as measured by PISA, the rather low
overall differences in labour market outcomes of immigrant offspring come as a surprise. With longitudinal
data on the school-to-work transition process, the educational career and subsequent outcomes of
immigrant offspring can be examined more thoroughly, in comparison to that of the children of natives.
Such data are available for Switzerland in the form of the PISA/TREE panel survey which is the main data
source on which the following analysis is based. The PISA/TREE panel follows the participants of the
2000 PISA survey in Switzerland during the process of their school-to-work transition, with the last wave
having been conducted in 2010. Box 5 gives more detailed information on this unique dataset.

52

DELSA/ELSA/WD/SEM(2012)2
Table 10: PISA point differences in reading scores for the children of immigrants compared with
the children of natives, 2009

Unadjusted

Australia
Austria
Belgium
Canada
Denmark
France
Germany
Greece
Ireland
Italy
Luxembourg
Netherlands
New Zealand
Norway
Portugal
Spain
Sweden
SWITZERLAND
United Kingdom
United States
OECD

Adjusted

Native-born
children of
immigrants

Young
immigrants

Native-born
children of
immigrants

Young
immigrants

-16
55
65
5
56
55
54
33
-6
45
56
46
28
45
16
26
53
42
7
22
25

-3
98
71
8
79
77
61
69
36
81
47
44
6
60
36
62
91
58
41
21
33

-19
30
37
-4
32
24
31
20
4
23
22
21
10
31
9
20
31
21
11
0
7

-3
69
42
7
55
51
42
36
39
54
24
7
15
37
29
44
61
42
29
-5
14

Differences in the number of years
of highest parental schooling
compared with the children of
natives
Native-born
Young
children of
immigrants
immigrants
0.0
-1.2
-1.5
-0.4
-1.8
-1.8
-2.0
0.2
-0.2
-0.2
-3.4
-2.4
0.1
-0.7
1.1
-0.1
-0.7
-1.7
-0.3
-2.1
-1.5

0.5
-1.9
-1.1
0.6
-0.8
-1.4
-0.7
-0.6
0.9
0.0
-2.0
-2.3
0.8
-0.9
2.2
0.0
-1.8
-0.9
-0.3
-1.9
-0.9

Note: The figures show the points differences in the PISA 2009 scores for reading literacy between children of natives on the one
hand and (native- and foreign-born) children of immigrants on the other. “Young immigrants” are students who are foreign-born and
whose parents were also born in another country. “Native-born children of immigrants” refers to native-born students whose both
parents were born outside of Switzerland. “Unadjusted” refers to the points’ differences in the raw scores, “adjusted” to the differences
after controlling for the socio-economic background of students. The socio-economic background index was created on the basis of
the following variables: the International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI), the highest level of education of the
student’s parents, the index of family wealth, the index of home educational resources and the index of possessions related to
“classical culture” in the family home. OECD is the average of all countries for which full data are available. Negative values mean
that children of immigrants have better results than children of natives. Differences which are not statistically different from zero are in
italics.
Source: OECD, PISA database 2009.
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Box 5. The PISA/TREE Panel Survey
The PISA/TREE panel surveys the cohort which participated in the PISA 2000 study and finished compulsory
education in the same year. Those students in this cohort who accepted to participate were then sent a yearly survey
to follow their educational career as well as their labour market integration. The cohort is representative for Switzerland
and its language regions. The resulting dataset is rather rich and allows for a broad variety of analyses.
Survey year
Gross sample
Responses
out of which
Children of natives
Native-born children of immigrants,
high-income country
Native-born children of immigrants,
lower-income country
Young immigrants, high-income
country
Young immigrants lower-income
country
% responses of yearly gross sample
% responses of 2001 gross sample

2000
11 710

2001
6 343

2002
5 944

2003
5 609

2004
5 345

2005
5 060

2006
4 852

2007
4 659

6 343

5 528

5 206

4 877

4 679

4 506

4 133

3 979

77%

78%

79%

79%

79%

79%

79%

80%

10%

9%

9%

9%

9%

9%

9%

9%

6%

6%

6%

6%

6%

6%

6%

5%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

1%

3%

3%

3%

3%

3%

3%

3%

3%

54%

87%

88%

87%

88%

89%

85%

85%

82%

77%

74%

71%

65%

63%

Source: TREE.

The response rates until 2007 – the most recent year for which the data have been released - do allow for distinct
analysis of different groups of offspring of immigrants, but they, nevertheless, limit the extent to which detailed analysis
can be done in later years with respect to specific questions. Over the years, the content of the questionnaire varied.
While it mainly focused on upper secondary education over the first three waves, emphasis shifted to the transition into
the labour market or tertiary education over the last three years of available data.
The sample of 2000 is composed of individuals of different ages. The median as well as the average age was 15,
but the actual ages ranged from 13 to 18.

Educational outcomes of the children of immigrants in Switzerland
147.
Already in 2000, the PISA study detected a considerable performance gap for students with
immigrant parents at the end of lower-secondary schooling in Switzerland.58 The children of immigrants
from lower-income countries faced the largest disadvantages. In addition, outcomes varied greatly across
different groups of origin: While PISA reading scores were not significantly different from those of the
children of natives, among the children of immigrants (either foreign- or native-born) from Germany,
France, Austria and Belgium, young immigrants from the successor countries of the former Yugoslavia
had lower outcomes by almost 170 points.59
148.
Part of these differences in educational performance can be explained by differences in the
parental socio-economic background. Figure 14 displays the correlation between average PISA reading
scores and the average ISEI index of parental socio-economic status for different groups of immigrant
offspring, with the area of the bubbles indicating their relative group size (with the exception of the nativeborn).60
58

For more on the PISA 2000 Survey see, for example, OECD (2001).

59

Note, however, that many of these had spent only few years in the Swiss education system.

60

The ISEI refers to the maximum of the father’s and the mother’s ISEI score.
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Figure 14: Parental socio-economic background and PISA reading scores in 2000, by migration
background and country of origin
550

young immigrants
GER/FRA/AUT/BEL

530
NATIVE-BORN

PISA reading score 2000

510

NB children of immigrants
GER/FRA/AUT/BEL

490
470

NB children of immigrants
EX-YUGOSLAVIA

450

NB children of immigrants
SPA/ITA/POR

young immigrants
SPA/ITA/POR

430

NB children of immigrants
TURKEY

410
young Immigrants
TURKEY

390

young immigrants
EX-YUGOSLAVIA

370
350

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

Highest household score on the ISEI scale in 2000

Note: “NB children of immigrants” stands for “native-born children of immigrants”. The bubble for the “native-born” is the only one that
was not drawn at its correct relative size, since this group is so large that the respective bubble would dominate the whole picture.
The bubble can thus only be interpreted in terms of its position, but not its size.
Source: TREE.

149.
As Figure 14 illustrates, immigrant offspring from different origin countries tend to differ
significantly with respect to their parents’ social status. Offspring with parents from high-income countries
such as Germany, France, Austria and Belgium have an average socio-economic background that is
comparable to that of the children of natives – or, in the case of young immigrants, even more favourable.
Offspring with parents from Turkey and the successor countries of the former Yugoslavia, as well as from
the high-income countries Spain, Italy and Portugal, on the other hand, tend to come from families with a
lower socio-economic status. Although almost all immigrant offspring have, on average, lower education
outcomes in the PISA study, even when differences in socio-economic status are taken into account,
children of parents with a lower socio-economic status are at a greater disadvantage. For policy making, it
is of particular interest to understand how these differences, in correlation with migration background,
translate into educational and finally employment outcomes.
Early childhood education
150.
A quite effective way to tackle disadvantages stemming from an unfavourable socio-economic
background appears to be the enrolment of children in Early Childhood Education and Care Programmes
(ECEC).61 Measures targeting children around the age of three to four appear to be particularly successful
in this respect and they seem to be even more beneficial to the children of immigrants than for the children
of natives. A recent study from Germany found that participation in ECEC measures increased the chances
to attend the most challenging type of secondary education (École de maturité) by over 55% for the
children of immigrants, compared with 38% on average overall (Fritschie and Oesch, 2008). Likewise, a

61

Throughout this section, pre-school education will be used synonymously with early childhood education and care
(ECEC).
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French study has shown that participation in ECEC at the age of three has a positive effect on the education
outcomes of immigrant offspring (Caille, 2001).62
151.
In Switzerland, participation in ECEC measures has been low, especially for children younger
than four. Among the three-year olds, less than 10% participated in pre-school programmes, which is due
to the fact that most cantons offer ECEC only starting from the age of four, with the exception of Ticino.
Regarding the enrolment rate of four-year-olds, Switzerland also ranks lowest among all countries in the
comparison group. In 2008, only 40% of the four-year-olds participated in a formal ECEC facility (see
Figure 15). On average, children in Switzerland spend only 1.4 years in pre-school programmes, compared
with 2.3 years on average for the OECD.63 There are no separate figures available on the enrolment rates of
children with a migration background. Although there is no evidence that they are particularly
disadvantaged in this respect (see above), the percentage remains low.
Figure 15: Participation rates in formal care and pre-school for children aged 3 and 4 years,
selected OECD countries, 2008
4 years

3 years

100
80
60

40
20

0

Source: OECD Education Database.

152.
Although researchers largely agree on the beneficial impact of Early Childhood Education and
Care (ECEC) programmes on the cognitive development of children from disadvantaged backgrounds, this
has only recently emerged as a topic of public interest and policy attention in Switzerland.64 Caring for
young children at home has a long tradition in Switzerland and is still given priority over establishing a
comprehensive institutional approach in the public opinion.65 Indeed, language support projects
(“Step:wise”) for disadvantaged children aged 0-3 years in some German-speaking cantons provide
language training and assistance to mothers at home, thereby perpetuating the current system rather than
enhancing the structures for institutionalised ECEC.

62

For a more thorough overview of ECEC programs, institutions and their effects, see, for example, OECD (2006a).

63

Figures are derived from data in the OECD Education database and Eurostat (2008).

64

UNICEF published a report in 2008 that provides an overview of ECEC frameworks in 25 OECD countries. In a
benchmark ranking that includes ten standards of good practice in the field of ECEC, Switzerland is classified in the
bottom group, meeting only three out of ten benchmarks. At the time of the report in 2008, Switzerland provided regulated
and subsidised childcare facilities for less than 25% of the under-3-year old, had not established a national plan
highlighting the needs of disadvantaged children and did not meet the expenditure benchmark of 1% of GDP on childcare
services per year. In 2003, only two OECD countries under comparison, Ireland and Korea, spent fewer resources on early
childhood education and care (UNICEF, 2008).

65

For a more detailed discussion, see Schulte-Haller (2009).
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153.
A recent choice experiment that has been initiated and financed by the Swiss National Fund
revealed that the demand for pre-school programmes targeting children below the age of four is actually
much higher than the current supply in Switzerland. Over the course of this experiment, 600 families, 150
of which had a head of household with a foreign nationality, were presented with a set of different fictional
offers for ECEC facilities at different prices (derived from actual market prices) and were asked to
hypothetically choose their preferred means of child-care. Whereas 84% of the participants took care of
their small children at home in real life, only 44% opted to do so in the fictional thought experiment.
Moreover, the share of participants considering sending their child to a nursery school (30%) was three
times higher than the share of those who actually did so. Most notably, the study revealed that the supply
of nursery schools could only meet 40% of the demand at the time and suggested that this demand was
quite elastic with respect to prices and income levels (Swiss National Fund, 2005). This pattern of demand
was similar for families with and without a migration background.
154.
While an initiative has been launched to harmonise pre-schooling across cantons by making
participation obligatory starting from the age of four (as stipulated in the so-called “HarmoS Konkordat”),
there has been no comparable initiative for children aged three years, which is generally considered a
critical age for integration. Existing programmes for this age-group vary even more substantially across
cantons and even cities. There is a multitude of low-threshold programmes at the municipal and cantonal
level in Switzerland, especially in large cities such as Bern, Basel, Zürich and St. Gallen. Since 2001, for
instance, the federal government has provided funding for so-called “playgroups” (Spielgruppen) that
integrate elements of language training into their range of activities.66 Nevertheless, these measures lack a
common curriculum and co-ordinated effort and are barely institutionalised. Although many of these local
initiatives focus particularly on supporting migrant families and their children, the number of families
benefiting from them remains limited (see Schulte-Haller, 2009). In reaction to this fragmentation, the
Federal Commission for Migration called for a national action plan in 2009 in order to develop common
terms and goals of ECEC for children below the age of four and to incite the harmonisation of the diverse
offers across Switzerland. To date, no such plan has been implemented.
Upper secondary education
155.
Children usually enter primary school at the age of six or seven in Switzerland. They are in
comprehensive schooling until the end of obligatory education after nine years. After completion of the
9th grade, they are sorted into different tracks of upper-secondary education which is a decisive step in the
educational career. The type of upper-secondary schooling that is chosen at this point determines the
subsequent educational career. The so-called Écoles de maturité/Maturitätsschulen represent the most
prestigious track. Admission is selective and they provide a general education preparing for tertiary
education and lead to a university-entrance diploma at ISCED 3A level (Maturité/Matura). The second
option is vocational education and training (VET) that generally combines part-time schooling with
company-based apprenticeship training. Finally, students can opt for continued full-time schooling in
vocation-specific schools, which qualifies them for further schooling or entry into traineeships. This option
is, however, rarely used.
156.
Students who finish the selective track of an École de maturité tend to achieve rather positive
subsequent educational and employment outcomes. Of those participants in the TREE panel who obtained
the Maturité (or an equivalent qualification at the ISCED 3A level) within seven years after the end of
obligatory schooling, two out of three also attended tertiary education afterwards. Only 4% were NEET
(neither in employment nor in education or training).

66

From 2001 to 2007, resources were provided by the Federal Commission for Foreigners. Since 2008, these measures have
been funded by the Federal Office for Migration.
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157.
A more detailed analysis shows that the offspring of parents from lower-income countries are
much less likely to finish this track successfully compared with the children of natives (Table 11), while
native-born offspring of immigrants from high-income countries face no significant disadvantage. Parental
socio-economic background is a major driving factor accounting for differences in completion rates. When
accounting for both PISA scores, the differences disappear. When accounting in addition for parental
background, native-born children of immigrants from high-income countries, as well as young immigrants
from lower-income countries, are even more likely to obtain the Maturité than the offspring of natives.
This mainly concerns young women.
Table 11: Differences in probability in percentage points of successfully completing uppersecondary education that qualifies for university attendance, by gender (PISA 2000 cohort)
Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

All

Men

Women

All

Men Women

All

Men Women

Native-born children of immigrants,
high-income country

-4

-8

-2

14*

13

15

18*

14

24*

Native-born children of immigrants,
lower-income country

-24***

-25***

-11

-8

-14

6

2

-7

20

Young immigrants, high-income
country

-18**

-16

-20***

-5

-7

-3

-4

-8

4

Young immigrants, lower-income
country

-25***

-24***

-28***

11

5

22

21*

11

35

By own migration back ground

All immigrant offspring
Parents from high-income country

-6

-11

-1

7

1

13

9

-2

22*

Parents from lower-income country

-21***

-27***

-10

3

-11

25

12

-8

38*

x

x

x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x

x

x

Controls
PISA 2000 reading score
Socio-economic background
Mother's education

Note: The figures show the differences between the children of immigrants and the children of natives. They correspond to marginal
effects after a Probit estimation, calculated at the sample means of the respective variables. The reference group is the native-born. *,
**,*** denote significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% level, respectively. In the top four rows, respondents are grouped by their own
migration status as well as their parents’ countries of origin. The following two rows report the result for an analysis where
respondents are grouped by their parents’ countries of origin only.
Source: TREE.

158.
Given the overall under-representation of immigrant offspring in the more prestigious track of
upper-secondary education, particular attention must be paid to vocational education and training (VET)
because it is the pathway that is used by the majority of immigrant offspring in Switzerland. Indeed,
offspring with a foreign nationality account for 36% of students in VET programmes leading to
qualifications at the ISCED 3C level – which is almost twice as much as their share in the age group
overall (19%). The most prominent VET programme is apprenticeship, and having completed an
apprenticeship appears to be over-proportionally beneficial for the school-to-work transition of immigrant
offspring, especially if the parents have come from lower-income countries (see Table 12). It significantly
reduces their risk to be in NEET, both in absolute terms and relative to the native-born. This observation is
in line with similar findings from other OECD countries that employ dual VET systems, such as Austria,
Germany and the Netherlands (see OECD, 2007; OECD, 2008a; Krause and Liebig, 2011).
159.
Although immigrant offspring are already quite well represented in starting apprenticeship
training, their general probability to complete it remains below that of the children of natives (see
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Table 12). It is not entirely clear what explains the apparent higher drop-out of children of immigrants
from apprenticeship training.
Table 12: Difference in the probability of having completed an apprenticeship, children of
immigrants relative to children of Swiss-born parents by migration background,
2007 (PISA 2000 cohort)

Migration Background
Native-born children of immigrants from...
high-income country
lower-income country
Young immigrants from…
high-income country
lower-income country

All

Parents from high-income countries of
origin
Parents from lower-income countries of
origin

Model 1
Men Women

All

Model 2
Men Women

All

Model 3
Men Women

All

Model 4
Men Women

2
-4

-3
-7

7
5

1
-5

-3
-9*

4
3

-4
-11
-17*** -20***

3
1

-5
-10
-18*** -21***

2
0

-3
-1

-13*
-9**

26***
16***

-3
-3

-13**
-18***

27***
17***

-11* -19***
-21*** -25***

20*
-14**

-10* -18***
-23*** -30***

20*
-13**

-8*

11**

-8*

9

-14***

6

-14***

5

-8**

14**

-14**

14***

-21***

-11*

-25***

-10*

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Controls
Region

x

Socio-economic Status of parents
PISA reading score

x
x

Gender

x

x

x

x

x

x

Note: The figures show the differences between the children of immigrants and the children of natives. They correspond to marginal
effects after a Probit estimation, calculated at the sample means of the respective variables. The reference group is the native-born. *,
**,*** denote significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% level, respectively.
Source: TREE.

160.
In general, immigrant offspring have a higher tendency than the children of natives to leave the
school system without any sort of upper-secondary qualification (see Figure 16). Around 25% of offspring
with parents from lower-income countries who participated in the 2000 PISA study did not obtain any
upper-secondary degree within seven years after the end of obligatory schooling, whereas this applied to
only 10% of the children of natives. The share among the children of parents from high-income countries
amounted to about 15% for the native-born and 25% for young immigrants and was thus, likewise,
considerably higher than among the children of natives.
Figure 16: Share of persons without upper-secondary education, seven years after the end of
obligatory schooling (PISA 2000 cohort)
30
25

Parents from...

20
15

high-income country of origin

10

lower-income country of origin

5
0
Children of
native-born

Native-born children
of immigrants

Young immigrants

Source: TREE.

161.
These differences can be analysed accounting for previous school performance and parental
social background. In a regression analysis, the differences tend to become insignificant when both factors
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are taken into account.67 This partly explains the surprisingly unfavourable outcomes of offspring with
parents from high-income countries, since the parents from the major origin countries Spain, Portugal and
Italy have rather low socio-economic status on average (see Figure 14 above).
162.
A particularly important group for policy are children who find themselves neither in
employment nor in education or training (the so-called “NEET” group). Children of immigrants from
lower-income countries, even after accounting for their lower PISA results and attainment level, have a
much higher probability than children of natives to be in the NEET group seven years after the end of
obligatory schooling (Table 13). The differences are particularly strong for men and indeed, their lower
PISA results do not account for much of the disadvantage.
Table 13: Difference in the probability to be neither in education nor in employment (NEET),
seven years after the end of obligatory schooling (PISA 2000 cohort)

All

Model 1
Men Women All

Model 2
Men Women

All

Model 3
Men Women

All

Model 4
Men Women

Immigrant offspring with
parents from...
high-income country
lower-income country

2

14***

17*** 13***

1
20***

1

13***

13*** 12***

0
8**

apprenticeship

1

5

13*** 18***
1

-5***

-3*
9**
6***

Interaction apprenticeship
* lower-income country

1

4

27*** 36***
2*

-3

-5*** -5***

-3*
-7***
5***
-2***

Controls
PISA reading score
Language region

x

Gender

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

x

Note: The figures show the differences between the children of immigrants and the children of natives. They correspond to marginal
effects after Probit estimation, calculated at the sample means of the respective variables. The reference group is the native-born. *,
**,*** denote significance at the 1%, 5% and 10% level, respectively. “Apprenticeship” refers to having completed apprenticeship
training. The sample is restricted to children who obtained at least ISCED 3 level.
Source: TREE.

163.
Whereas only about 5% of children with native-born parents were neither in employment nor in
education seven years after the end of obligatory schooling, this applied to almost 20% of youth with
parents from lower-income countries, even for those who managed to obtain an upper-secondary
qualification (see Figure 17).

67

The results of the respective regression analysis are not reported here but are available from the Secretariat upon request.
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Figure 17: Share of youth in NEET seven years after the end of obligatory schooling,
by parental origin and educational attainment
Across all education levels
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Source: TREE.

164.
In summary, poorer school performance at the end of obligatory schooling and an unfavourable
socio-economic background lead to a perpetuation of disadvantages throughout upper-secondary education
for the children of immigrants from lower-income countries, which results in an over representation among
youth without an upper-secondary diploma and among NEET. Finding ways to better integrate the children
of immigrants during pre-schooling and the early years of compulsory education, and decreasing
performance differences such as those found by PISA before the end of obligatory schooling seems to be a
crucial element in preventing immigrant offspring from falling behind in their educational careers.68
School-to-work transition process and labour market outcomes
165.
During the school-to-work transition process, it is not only previous school performance that
matters, but also the transition process as such, that is, the duration of job search and the channels used to
find a first employment.
166.
Data from the TREE panel show that the native-born children of immigrants from high-income
countries pursue a transition process broadly similar to that of the children of Swiss-born parents (see
Figure 18). On average, they spend around the same number of years in the education system and have a
similar share of youth in employment seven years after the end of obligatory schooling (between 40 and
50%). Children of immigrants from lower-income countries, in turn, tend to leave the education system –
and to take up employment – earlier.

68

This implies that children of immigrants do not arrive late in their educational careers. Indeed, Switzerland tries to
incite early immigration by imposing that children above the age of twelve have to migrate to Switzerland within one
year. It is currently under discussion to further lower this age.
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Figure 18: Transition from education into employment, children of natives and native-born children
of immigrants (PISA 2000 cohort)
Children of natives - Education
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Source: TREE.

167.
When looking only at the individual employment situation of participants in the TREE panel two
years after the highest degree was obtained, there does not seem to be any difference in outcomes vis-à-vis
children of natives, not even for children of immigrants from lower-income countries.69 The majority of
those who had completed a degree two years earlier and were not in full-time education anymore had
participated in vocational training. Equipped with company-based apprenticeship training, they managed
the transition process rather well, which highlights the success of this pathway in ensuring employment for
children of immigrants. In this respect, personal networks as providers of such channels are one factor that
shapes school-to-work transition, beyond the mere quantity and quality of education.70
168.
Analysis based on data from the 2009 Swiss Labour force Survey (Enquête suisse sur la
population active, ESPA) which contains a special module on the school-to-work transition suggests that
formal channels of job search play a much greater role for native-born children of immigrants from lowerincome ocuntries than for any other group. The differences are even more pronounced among participants
in the TREE panel (see Figure 19). Here, immigrant offspring from lower-income countries appear
considerably less likely to have found their first job through an informal channel. Differences observed in
both the ESPA and the TREE survey data become, however, insignificant, once previous education is
accounted for.71 Thus, although the Labour Force Survey and the TREE panel suggest that there are
differences in the ways the children of immigrants from lower-income countries find their first jobs, these
differences appear to stem primarily from differences in education.

69

Students in the panel differ in their educational careers; they are going back and forth between education and employment.
Due to the sample size, it is impossible to control for all of these factors by using more complex statistical models. Instead
the analysis focuses on the employment situation for each respondent in the second year after the highest reported
educational degree in order to achieve a solid level of comparability. At this time, students who chose to continue with
tertiary education have, for the most part, entered the respective institutions and those who chose to enter the labour market
have had some time to adjust.

70

The reliability of survey responses regarding the degrees obtained and the dates of graduation are questionable and it is
therefore difficult to assess the overall representativeness of the result.

71

The corresponding regression tables can be made available on request. These results are to be taken with caution as sample
sizes are rather small.
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Figure 19: Channels through which 20-29 year olds found their first jobs, by migration background
(PISA 2000 cohort)
Children of native-born parents
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Note: Native-born immigrant offpring and young immigrants are grouped together due to restrictions in the sample size. “Formal”
refers to the use of the employment office or private employment agency; “informal” refers to personal networks; “direct” refers to
applications to employers without intermediation of a third agent.
Source: TREE.

169.
In addition to networks, other factors may hamper the school-to-work transition of children of
immigrants such as discrimination (see above) and lack of knowledge about labour market functioning. All
of these could lead to a longer duration of job search. In this case, the children of immigrants could be
expected to take more time than the children of natives to find employment after having obtained their
highest degree. This actually seems to be the case, as participants in the TREE panel whose parents came
from lower-income countries needed on average almost twice as long to find a first job and this difference
remains relatively robust, even after controlling for education and PISA scores.72
170.
Turning to the employment of the 20-29 year olds who are not currently in full-time education,
native-born children of immigrants from high-income countries seem to be integrating rather well into the
Swiss labour market, having even slightly better outcomes than children of the native-born (see Table 14).
More than 90% of the 20-29 year olds have successfully made their way into employment. Unemployment
is slightly lower than for the children of natives. The picture is different for native-born offspring of
parents from lower-income countries, in particular for young men. They have substantially lower
employment and higher unemployment rates. Both figures differ by 15 to 20 percentage points from the
rates observed for the children of natives. For women, in turn, only small disadvantages are observed.
Table 14: Employment-population ratios and unemployment rates by migration background and
gender, aged 20-29, not in education, 2009

Children of native-born
Native-born children of immigrants with parents from….
high-income country
lower-income country

Employment rate
Men
Women
89
87
4
-16

5
-2

Unemployment
Men
Women
7
7
-1
18

-2
4

Note: The figures for the children of immigrants display the percentage-points difference relative to the children of native-born. A
negative figure for the employment rate means that children of immigrants have a lower employment rate than the children of natives.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

72

These results should be interpreted with caution: Not only are the samples small, but there is also a problem with sample
selectivity. It could, for instance, be assumed that individuals who searched longer simply did not enter the labour market
at all. Persons in tertiary education could be more likely to have had shorter search times and immigrant offspring are
under-represented in this group. Such a bias could lead to an overestimation of the difference. Note also that the duration of
job search is rather short in Switzerland: it is on average only about three months for the children of natives.
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171.
As seen above, the much less favourable employment outcomes of male native-born immigrant
offspring with parents from lower-income countries cannot be fully explained by their higher risk of not
completing upper-secondary education. Even among those who had attained a qualification at upper
secondary level or higher within seven years after the end of obligatory schooling, children with parents
from lower-income countries of origin were still much more likely to be neither in education nor
employment (see Table 13 above).
Policy intervention to support immigrant offspring’s school-to-work transition
172.
Given the precarious employment prospects of youth without an upper-secondary degree in
Switzerland and the overrepresentation of immigrant offspring in this group, policy intervention that helps
to master the step from lower- to upper-secondary education appears to be of particular importance.
Indeed, Switzerland maintains a broad framework to support youth in this transition process. The
framework has been overhauled by the OFFT since 2002, to better account for the needs of youth having
particular difficulties to integrate into regular apprenticeships. In all of these, children of immigrants are
among the target groups.
173.
The federal government and the cantons have committed to raising the share of 25- year-olds
holding an upper-secondary degree from 90% in 2004 to 95% by 2015. To this end, most cantons are
currently in the process of developing a case management programme that is funded by the OFFT with
CHF 35.5 million until 2015. The cantons are expected to establish case management bodies to better coordinate already existing measures of career guidance. Moreover, case managers are to identify youth with
particular difficulties when they are still in lower-secondary education and to assure that they obtain an
upper secondary qualification. Although no data on participant characteristics is available yet, immigrant
offspring can be expected to be strongly represented in the target group which is defined as youth
confronting “multiple problems” during the transition into upper-secondary education.73
174.
In the course of the recent overhaul of Swiss regulations for vocational education and training,
the cantons have been engaged in establishing a low-threshold alternative to regular three-to-four-year
apprenticeships (see OECD, 2009). These apprenticeship programmes take only two years and lead to a
certificate that qualifies for lesser-skilled occupations. For apprentices at the risk of dropping out of this
measure, individual counselling is available that is partly funded from federal resources. In exceptional
cases, it is also possible to extent the duration of apprenticeships.
175.
Finally, the OFFT also funds so-called transformational measures that are implemented by the
Cantons to bridge the transition from lower-secondary education into vocational training for youth who
could not find an apprenticeship right after the end of obligatory schooling. The programmes usually take
up to one year and either focus on school-based general education or on practical training that involves an
internship (pré-apprentissage). Within this framework, special language and integration courses are
offered to young immigrants with substantial language deficits. All these measures aim to prepare for a
transition into regular apprenticeships.
176.
Apart from the support framework provided by the OFFT, there are also measures of active
labour market policy available to youth, financed by the unemployment insurance. However, young
immigrants who completed part of their education abroad may not be eligible for the whole range of
ALMP measures.74 The unemployment insurance, however, makes an exception for youth who have spent
73

Across cantons there is some variety in the definition of these “multiple problems” (see OFFT, 2010b). As the programme
is still in its initial phase, there has not yet been any rigorous evaluation of its success or the group of participants. An
evaluation of the project development and implementation has been conducted by Landert (2011).

74

In Switzerland, eligibility requires twelve months of contribution within two years previous to unemployment. Youth who
register as unemployed after having dropped out of the education system are exempted only if they have been a resident in
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at least their final year of schooling in the Swiss education system and allows them to take part in the
Motivation Semester programme (Box 6).75 Nevertheless, the cantons are required to contribute 50% to the
costs of these “exceptional participants” and the latter do not receive any unemployment support during
programme participation. They may thus be tempted to take up (low-skilled) jobs to earn some money
quickly rather than invest into a better education, which increases their risk to become NEET thereafter.
The above analysis suggests that this seems to be a rather widespread phenomenon among children of
immigrants from a disadvantaged background.
Box 6. The Motivation Semester
The Motivation Semesters are a Swiss active labour market programme, running since 1994. They are targeted
at young persons (aged 15-25 years) who have finished or left school and are unemployed, either because they have
not found a place in the apprenticeship system, have abandoned an apprenticeship or have no career plans
whatsoever. While the programme is not designed specifically for immigrants, many of those meeting the criteria for
participation are children of immigrants.
The Motivation Semester aims to fill in gaps in formal training, to restore confidence and to prepare participants
for regular employment. This may include language training. The focus is less on technical skills – such as operating
machinery – than on softer skills such as punctuality, attention to quality and the ability to work in a team. The
programmes are designed to run six months on a full-time basis (40 hours a week), although they may be extended.
While apprenticeships generally start in August, enrolment in the Motivation Semester can occur throughout the year.
Participants who are eligible to receive unemployment benefits continue to receive them during the Motivation
Semester, while those who do not fulfill the eligibility criteria do not receive financial support during the measure.
In 2011, there are 70 such programmes across Switzerland (49 in German-speaking Switzerland, 18 in Frenchspeaking Switzerland, and 3 in Ticino). Roughly 2 000 persons (i.e., almost 2.5% of a youth cohort) participate each
year and expenses per participant amounted to almost 40 000 Swiss Francs in 2009, making the measure rather
76
costly. The Motivation Semesters are financed by the unemployment insurance. They are tendered to third-sector
organisations – generally training organisations or social enterprises. The success of the Motivation Semester relies
partly on the relationship of trust between the training institute and local employers. Individual casework is involved to
place and support each student in the internships which are meant to lead to an apprenticeship. The structure of each
Motivation Semester varies, as does the individual training and placement offered to participants.
In Thun (in the Canton of Bern), for instance, a foundation has been running a Motivation Semester since 2003.
Participants are referred by the public employment service – generally those with a poor educational background – if
they have no prior work experience. Out of 53 places and 100 participants (due to the six-month duration) annually,
about half are children of immigrants. The programme consists of two days of schoolwork, covering language,
mathematics, social studies, sports and general knowledge. The other three days are spent in a PVC fabric cutting
workshop. Students are pushed to start an internship of 2-6 months with a company as soon as possible. After
completion of the internship, companies are requested to take on the intern as an apprentice. In Thun, about 60% of
participants end up in an apprenticeship, 15% are rejected, and 25% drop out of the programme.
The Motivation Semester thus represents a significant investment and seems to prevent unemployed youth from
falling out of the system. It reflects the need for individual support during coursework and the internship. The success
rates for the programmes vary, depending on the local economic situation and the characteristics of the youth involved,
but on average, around two-thirds of participants start an apprenticeship or another type of further education after the
end of the programme (Duell et al., 2010). The measure thus appears to be rather effective in this respect.

Switzerland for a period of ten years. This reflects the objective of promoting early family migration, but also has the effect
of excluding young immigrants who have arrived at the end of primary schooling or thereafter.
75

While the Motivation Semester targets unemployed youth in general, many cantons run additional pre-motivation
semesters targeting beneficiaries of social assistance who have substantial language and integration problems and who are
not yet ready or eligible to participate in the regular Motivation Semester (Spycher et al,. 2007).

76

Like other measures in the realm of active labour market policy, the motivation semester springs from article 59d of the
Unemployment Insurance Law. The Motivation Semester is meant, however, to lead to an apprenticeship rather than job
placement.
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177.
In summary, the good overall performance of the children of immigrants in the past has masked
significant problems faced by the children of immigrants from lower-income countries, and the number of
these is growing rapidly. There are a number of well-designed programmes in place, but too little attention
is paid to early intervention which is crucial for education outcomes and the school-to-work transition
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Summary and recommendations
Switzerland has a
large share of
immigrants, and the
overall picture for
labour market
integration is
favourable.

About 27% of Switzerland’s population is foreign-born, which is – together with
Luxembourg and Australia – one of the largest shares in the OECD. On the
aggregate, the key labour market integration indicators for immigrants are quite
favourable in international comparison. Both immigrant men and women in
Switzerland have among the highest employment rates in the OECD, and this holds
also for the native-born offspring of immigrants. Nevertheless, and in spite of the
low overall unemployment rate in Switzerland, unemployment for some immigrant
groups is non-negligible.

This reflects both
relatively full
employment in
Switzerland and the
fact that most
immigrants have
come from
neighbouring
countries.

The broadly favourable integration picture compared with other OECD countries
seems to be essentially due to two factors. First, overall labour market conditions in
Switzerland are good. Second, in contrast to most other OECD countries, the bulk of
migration – both in the past and recently – has been from high-income countries, in
particular from the neighbouring countries of Germany and Italy which are the two
most important origin countries. Within the group of the lower-income countries of
origin, the former Yugoslavia and its successor countries account for almost half of
all immigrants, with Turkey accounting for an additional 12%. The bulk of
migration has been for work and subsequent family migration, whereas humanitarian
migrants – who tend to have particular difficulties in integrating into the labour
market in all countries – accounted for a smaller part than elsewhere. However, this
latter group is non-negligible in terms of numbers, and indeed Switzerland has been
one of the main destination countries for asylum seekers in the OECD over the past
two decades.

There are many
recent migrants from
the EU, and these are
generally well
integrated into the
Swiss labour market.

Since 2002, when it gradually introduced freedom of movement with the EU
member countries, Switzerland experienced a large influx of immigrants from the
EU. Today, more than five percent of the Swiss resident population at working age
consists of recent arrivals, defined as immigrants with less than five years of
residence. Within this group, there is considerable diversity in the sociodemographic composition of the flows across origin countries, and immigrants from
Portugal in particular also face high unemployment. Generally, however, recent
migrants from the enlarged EU have highly favourable labour market outcomes. In
particular, they are on average more often found in jobs which match their formal
qualification level than the native-born, which suggests that their skills match well
with labour demand.

There are some signs
of a worsening of the
labour market
situation of
immigrant women
from lower-income
countries, and this
should be watched
closely.

One group for which labour market outcomes are not only unfavourable but have
also deteriorated in recent years are immigrant women from lower-income countries,
in particular recent arrivals. This is a worrying development which requires careful
monitoring. Indeed, immigrant women tend to be out of the focus of integration
efforts, as they are often out of the labour market and not benefit-dependent. For this
group, the recent reduction in the co-financing (through the unemployment
insurance) of active labour market policy measures for persons not receiving
unemployment aid could well have the effect of a further reduction in the already
limited provision of integration measures – unless social assistance steps in. In
contrast to humanitarian migrants, family migrants generally do not receive standard
integration support after arrival, although they may obtain some support regarding
basic language training. In contrast, in other OECD countries, introduction measures
are increasingly made available to all new arrivals, and/or activities by non-

67

DELSA/ELSA/WD/SEM(2012)2
governmental organisations compensate for the lack of mainstream offers. Both of
these are less prominent in scale and scope in Switzerland. Since a better integration
of immigrant women from lower-income countries in the Swiss labour market can
also have important spill-over effects to their children, extending integration
measures to them is worthy of serious and urgent consideration.
The poor outcomes of
recent humanitarian
migrants call for
more structured
integration measures.

One group which has much lower labour market outcomes currently than in the past
and which also has poor outcomes in international comparison are recently-arrived
humanitarian migrants. The reasons for this are not entirely clear. In any case, this is
a group which needs targeted integration measures, and other OECD countries have
implemented structured integration programmes for this group. These last for up to
three years and seem to have met with some success. The better outcomes of recent
humanitarian arrivals in countries like Denmark and Norway with structured
programmes targeted at labour market integration suggest that much could be gained
if Switzerland were to follow such an approach.

Cantons’ incentives
for the rapid labour
market integration of
humanitarian
migrants need to be
strengthened…

Although social assistance is a sub-federal competence, it is funded by the
Confederation to the cantons for refugees during the first five years of residence. For
the large and growing group of the provisionally admitted, the Confederation pays
during the first seven years before persons in this group come under
cantonal/communal responsibility. In addition, provisionally admitted persons
receive less than the regular social assistance, and it appears that this has sometimes
been accompanied with less effort to integrate this group. This implies that cantons
have little incentive to integrate humanitarian migrants into the labour market during
the first five to seven years. But if immigrants are not adequately prepared by then,
they find it extremely difficult to enter the labour market successfully and empirical
evidence from other OECD countries suggests that early labour market entry is a
crucial determinant for integration in the long term. Incentives for rapid labour
market integration of humanitarian migrants thus need to be strengthened.

…and remaining
legal obstacles for
labour market access
removed.

Since 2008, provisionally admitted humanitarian migrants have access to the labour
market without a labour market test. However, and in contrast to other migrant
groups, they still need a work permit which they generally obtain if they manage to
find an employer willing to hire them. Abolishing the requirement of a separate
work permission procedure would thus serve to reduce red tape and facilitate labour
market integration. In any case, employers should be better informed about the
possibilities to hire these migrants.

The framework for
integration is
relatively complex
and opaque…

As federal action in the domain of integration has been very limited until recently,
most integration measures were implemented at the cantonal and municipal levels,
reflecting the principle of subsidarity. While this has contributed to a flexible
approach to integration, it has also led to strongly differing levels of service
provision between cantons. While this is true for many policies in Switzerland, and
indeed also concerns many services for non-immigrants, for humanitarian migrants
this raises questions of horizontal equity since they cannot freely choose their canton
of residence and have limited mobility within Switzerland.

…and this is mainly
due to the fact that
access to integration
services depends on

The rather complex and opaque nature of the Swiss integration framework is perhaps
its single most important shortcoming. It is mainly due to the fact that access to
integration services depends on a great variety of factors – the canton of residence,
the type of permit and the duration of residence, receipt (or not) of social insurance
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many factors.

payments and the pillar of social insurance (unemployment, invalidity or social
assistance) under which the migrant eventually falls.

The unequal level of
service provision
across cantons calls
for more policy coordination.

The apparently unequal levels of integration service provision across cantons and the
fact that some groups of migrants are not eligible for mainstream services call for
more policy co-ordination, both within and across cantons. Common minimum
standards should be implemented to make sure that immigrants receive measures
according to their needs, independent of their location in Switzerland, of their permit
type and of the type and degree of benefit/insurance payment which they may
receive or not. In addition, exchanges of good practices between cantons and
municipalities should be strengthened.

Wage subsidies seem
to be a particularly
effective integration
measure for
immigrants, but they
rarely benefit from
them.

For such an exchange to make sense, an evaluation of what works and what does not
is a precondition, which implies that research and evaluation have to be built into
new programmes. Indeed, in spite of a well-developed overall evaluation culture in
Switzerland, there has been little specific evaluation of labour market policy
regarding immigrants and their children. This reflects mainstreaming of integration
policies, but neglects that the effect of active labour market policy on immigrants
may differ from that on the native-born. One rather solid result of past evaluations –
both in Switzerland and in other OECD countries – has been that wage subsidies are
particularly beneficial for immigrants. Yet, they rarely benefit from this measure in
Switzerland.

As better data are
now available,
tackling the research
deficit should be part
of a coherent
integration policy.

The lack of specific programme evaluation regarding immigrants also holds for
research on integration more generally, which is surprising given the significant and
longstanding presence of immigrants and their children in Switzerland. The lack of
quantitative research has been partly due to a lack of data. As more and better
datasets - including longitudinal ones - are now gradually becoming available,
tackling the deficit in research and programme evaluation regarding the labour
market integration of immigrants and their children should be an important element
for a better informed and targeted policy making.

Language training
needs to be stepped
up, with a clearer
focus on the labour
market.

There is international evidence that language training can facilitate the integration of
immigrants. It is difficult to assess language training in Switzerland, since most of it
is provided by a range of different services at the cantonal level, with little
interaction between them. The limited information which is available on language
training suggests that this is less frequently provided than in other OECD countries
and is not associated with good labour market outcomes for those who have
followed it. The reasons for this merit closer scrutiny and corresponding policy
action should be taken. In any case, there seems to be a case for both increasing
coverage of language training and for more targeted job- or vocation-specific
language training. In order to standardise language training throughout Switzerland,
a common framework for language training should be considered.

Naturalisation should
be facilitated, as this
promotes immigrants’
integration.

Switzerland has one of the most restrictive naturalisation policies in the OECD,
reflecting the view that naturalisation is a certification of a successfully completed
integration process rather than an instrument to promote it. Yet, empirical evidence
suggests that naturalisation is associated with better labour market outcomes for
immigrants and their children in Switzerland, in particular for immigrants from
lower-income countries regarding access to higher-skilled jobs and the public sector.
These findings and further longitudinal evidence from other OECD countries
suggest that much could be gained from facilitating access to Swiss nationality. In
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any case, there are costs involved in maintaining the current restrictions and
awareness about this and about the benefits of obtaining Swiss citizenship for those
migrants who are eligible for it should be raised.
To promote mobility,
cantonal and
municipal residence
requirements should
be reviewed.

In addition to the federal duration-of-residence requirement of twelve years for the
ordinary naturalisation procedure, there are cantonal and municipal residence
requirements. These make acquisition of nationality more difficult and can be a
disincentive to migrants’ mobility within Switzerland. A reform of the Swiss
naturalisation law is in preparation which should remove some of the most
significant shortcomings, namely through an overall harmonisation of duration-ofresidence criteria at cantonal and municipal levels and a reduction of the Federal
residence requirement to eight years. However, even if the planned reform goes
through, the Swiss system would still remain restrictive in international comparison,
in particular for the many native-born children of immigrants of whom currently
only few have Swiss nationality.

Integration measures
need to account better
for the skills of
immigrants.

Most available integration measures are targeted at lesser-skilled employment. The
incidence of “overqualification”, that is, of migrants working in jobs below their
formal education levels, is high for migrants who have obtained their degrees in
lower-income countries, and this also seems to hold after controlling for objective
skills measures.

The transparency of
the assessment and
recognition of foreign
credentials has to be
improved, and all
professions need to be
covered.

The assessment and recognition of foreign qualifications seems to be one of the
weak points of the Swiss system. Although the fees involved are low and the process
is rather quick, the system lacks transparency, and knowledge about it is limited
even among integration service providers. In addition, for a number of occupations it
is currently not possible at all to obtain assessment and recognition of foreign
qualifications and work experience, and these gaps in the system should be fixed.
Improving the assessment and recognition system is important, since the vast
majority of immigrants with degrees have obtained these abroad. The process
outcome seems to be accepted on the labour market, since immigrants who have
obtained formal recognition have better labour market outcomes. However, few
immigrants with tertiary degrees from non-EEA countries actually seek assessment
and recognition. It is unclear if this is because they are not aware of the offer or
whether they are discouraged from applying because they are unlikely to obtain
recognition.

The creation of a onestop-shop for all
assessment and
recognition requests
would help in this
respect.

The Federal Office for Professional Education and Technology already accepts
“preliminary applications” for recognition in all domains and levels and provides
information on the competent bodies. A further step would be the creation of a onestop-shop which formally accepts all applications and hands over those outside of its
domain to the competent authorities rather than returning them back to the applicant
with advice as to which office he or she needs to apply to. This would be an
important move towards enhancing transparency. In addition, the finding that
recognition helps in getting good jobs should be made more widely known to
immigrants.
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Bridging offers and
mentorship for skilled
migrants should be
implemented more
broadly, in cooperation with
employers.

There are few bridging courses for immigrants and the focus on rapid labour market
integration for both refugees and the unemployed in general conflicts with bridging
offers. Access in particular to highly-skilled employment is often provided through
networks, of which immigrants have less. Here, mentorship programmes seem to be
an effective tool, but their scale and scope is limited to date. Immigrants would also
seem to benefit disproportionally from a wider provision of accreditation of prior
learning (APL), which is now gradually developing in Switzerland. Care should be
taken that the APL measures which are currently being developed will actually reach
immigrants and meet their needs. Such tools should be provided more broadly, in cooperation with employers.

There is a high
incidence of
discrimination in
Switzerland, and
awareness of this
should be raised.

Testing studies have pointed to a high incidence of discrimination in hiring. They
suggest that to get invited to a job interview, children of immigrants educated in
Switzerland may have to submit up to five times as many applications as children of
natives with otherwise identical CVs. The relatively low incidence of unemployment
among immigrant offspring suggests that the latter compensate for this
discrimination by submitting more applications. The high degree of discrimination is
also partly masked by overall good labour market conditions; and in the public
debate, there is little concern about the possibility of discrimination in hiring.
Nevertheless, children of immigrants need twice as long to find a job as natives with
the same educational outcomes. It is thus important to raise awareness of this issue.

The legal and
institutional
framework for antidiscrimination lags
greatly behind that in
other OECD
countries…

The legal and institutional framework against discrimination lags greatly behind that
of most other OECD countries, and nationality-based discrimination is currently not
illegal, except for immigrants from the EU. In addition, the counselling and advice
structures are currently less well equipped than in other countries, and they may only
provide legal advice but cannot take legal action. As a result, the number of cases
that they treat is negligible compared to the level of discrimination revealed in
testing studies.

…and strengthening
the framework should
be complemented with
other measures.

It is thus important that both the legal and the institutional framework against
discrimination be strengthened, and then be made more widely known to
immigrants. Such a reform could be complemented by more pro-active diversity
measures aimed at the diversification of recruitment channels by employers, which
are currently lacking in Switzerland. The public sector, where immigrants are
underrepresented, also needs to be involved in this. Diversity tools such as
anonymous CVs, diversity labels and diversity consultants have recently been
implemented in a number of OECD countries.

The apprenticeship
system appears to be
working well for the
children of
immigrants, but their
low completion rates
merit further
attention.

The OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has shown
that at the age of 15, children of immigrants have much lower educational outcomes
in Switzerland than children of natives, and the differences are larger than in many
other OECD countries. Longitudinal analysis suggest that the school and training
system manages to provide these children of immigrants still with relatively good
qualifications at a later stage, and the apprenticeship system seems to be working
particularly well for them. However, the children of immigrants are less likely to
complete an apprenticeship. The reasons for this should be investigated further, and
subsequent remedial action taken.
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Children of loweducated immigrants
seem to have more
integration difficulties
now than previous
cohorts of immigrant
offspring, and
tackling this should
become a priority for
policy.

Although the school-to-work mechanism works well for most children of
immigrants, there are some signs that more recent cohorts of children of immigrants
have more difficulties now than previous ones, and the many children of immigrants
born abroad also have less favourable outcomes. This particularly concerns children
of immigrants with parents from lower-income countries, who find themselves often
neither in employment nor in education or training a few years after having left
school. As children of immigrants from lower-income countries are now entering the
labour market in large numbers, it is important that improving their outcomes
becomes a priority for policy.

All young immigrants
need to get equal
access to active
labour market policy
measures for youth.

There is an extensive framework in place to smoothen the school-to-work

Early childhood
education and care
needs to be improved,
with a focus on
disfavoured children
of immigrants.

One area which seems to entail particular benefits for the children of immigrants is
pre-primary education, as research from a number of OECD countries suggests.
However, pre-school education is currently greatly underdeveloped in Switzerland,
in particular at the ages of three and four which are a critical first stage for
integration. A wider and better targeted provision of pre-school education at these
ages, along with early language support measures, would seem to entail important
benefits. Beneficiaries would not only be the children of immigrants themselves, but
also their mothers whose employment is much more strongly linked with
childbearing than for native mothers.

transition process for youth in need of support. However, regarding most active
labour market policy measures, youth are often only eligible if they have resided in
Switzerland for at least ten years. In addition, such immigrant children benefiting
from exempted programmes, notably the so-called “Motivation Semester”, do not
receive unemployment benefits – unlike native children – and may thus be tempted
to enter the labour market directly and then take up low-skilled employment instead.
They then run the risk of being NEET (neither in employment nor in education or
training) at a later stage, and the incidence of NEET is indeed high for this group. A
first step in tackling this important challenge would be to ensure that all immigrant
children have the same incentives to participate as native children.
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Summary of the main policy recommendations
A) Strengthen the overall framework for integration



Develop common minimum standards for integration measures that apply across all cantons.



Facilitate the exchange of good practices between cantons and municipalities.






Ensure that all immigrants in need of integration support have adequate access to it independent of their
type of permit and of the type and scale of benefit receipt, including in particular immigrant women.
Provide language training to all immigrants in need of this, adjusted to their skills and qualifications.
Facilitate access to Swiss nationality, and reduce in particular cantonal and municipal residence
requirements, to facilitate the geographical mobility of migrants.
Raise awareness about the benefits which acquiring Swiss nationality entails for the better integration of
immigrants and their children.

B) Promote early labour market integration of humanitarian migrants






Strengthen the cantons’ incentives for the rapid labour market integration of humanitarian migrants during
the first five years of residence.
Implement a structured integration programme for all newly-arrived humanitarian migrants (i.e., persons
whose claim is recognised or who are on temporary protection), based on each individual’s needs, with a
clear focus on labour market integration.
Better inform employers about the labour market access of persons with temporary protection status.

C) Make better use of the skills of migrants






Make sure that the current focus on lesser-skilled employment for humanitarian migrants does not come at
the detriment of making the best use of their skills.
Make the available offers for the assessment and recognition of foreign qualifications better known to
immigrants and raise awareness about the benefits which recognition conveys.
Extend bridging courses and other support programmes to help immigrants with credentials from abroad to
get into higher-skilled employment.
Consider the careful extension of temporary wage subsidies for immigrants.

D) Put more effort into the early integration of the children of immigrants





Enhance pre-school education and pay specific attention to increasing the participation of children of
immigrants from disadvantaged background at the early ages of three and four.
Strengthen language training for the children of immigrants, in particular at early ages.
Investigate the reasons for the apparently low completion rates of apprenticeship by children of immigrants
and take remedial action.
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E) Establish a strong framework for anti-discrimination



Outlaw discrimination in hiring based on Swiss nationality.



Raise awareness about the issue of discrimination among employers and the society in general.



Consider the introduction of more pro-active measures to tackle discrimination.
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GLOSSARY
ALL

Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey

ALMP

Active Labour Market Policy

APL

Accreditation of Prior Learning

CFE

Commission fédérale des étrangers
Eidgenössische Ausländerkommission, EKA
(Federal Commission for Foreigners)

CFM

Commission fédérale pour les questions de migration
Eidgenössische Kommission für Migration, EKM
(Federal Migration Commission )

CFR

Commission fédérale contre le racisme
Eidgenössische Kommission gegen Rassismus, EKR
(Federal Commission against Racism)

CRUS

Conférence des Recteurs des Universités Suisses
Rektorenkonferenz der Schweizer Universitäten
(Rectors’ Conference of Swiss Universities)

DFE

Département fédéral de l'économie
Eidgenössisches Volkswirtschaftsdepartement, EVD
(Federal Department of Economic Affairs)

DIOC

OECD Database on Immigrants and Expatriates in OECD Countries

EEA

European Economic Area

ECEC

Early Childhood Education and Care

EFTA

European Free Trade Association

ENIC

European Network of National Information Centers on Academic Recognition and
Mobility

ESPA

Enquête suisse sur la population active
Schweizerische Arbeitskräfteerhebung, SAKE
(Swiss Labour Force Survey)

EU-SILC

EU Survey of Income and Living Conditions

ISCED

International Standard Classification of Education

ISEI

International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status

NEET

Neither in Employment nor in Education or Training
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NGO

Non-Governmental Organisation

ODM

Office fédéral des migrations
Das Bundesamt für Migration, BFM
(Federal Office for Migration)

OFFT

Office fédéral de la formation professionnelle et de la technologie
Bundesamt für Berufsbildung und Technologie, BBT
(Federal Office for Professional Training and Technology)

OFIAMT

Office fédéral de l'industrie des arts et métiers et du travail
Bundesamt für Industrie, Gewerbe und Arbeit, BIGA
(Federal Office for Economic Development and Labour)

OIE

Ordonnance du 24 octobre 2007 sur l’intégration des étrangers
Verordnung über die Integration von Ausländerinnen und Ausländern, VIntA
(Ordinance on the Integration of Foreigners)

ORP

Offices régionaux de placement
Regionale Arbeitsvermittlungszentren, RAV
(Local Employment Offices)

PES

Public Employment Service

PET

Professional Education and Training

PISA

OECD Programme for International Student Assessment

PSM

Panel suisse de ménages
Schweizer Haushalt-Panel, SHP
(Swiss Household Panel)

SECO

Secrétariat d'Etat à l'économie
Staatssekretariat für Wirtschaft
(State Secretariat for Economic Affairs)

SESAM

Protection sociale et marché du travail (Enquête)
Soziale Sicherheit und Arbeitsmarkt, SESAM (Erhebung)
(Social protection and labour market (Survey))

SYMIC

Système d'information central sur la migration, SYMIC
Zentrales Migrations-Informationssystem, ZEMIS
(Central Information Service on Migration)

TREE

Transition from Education to Employment

UAS

Universities of Applied Sciences

UNHCR

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

VET

Vocational Education and Training
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ANNEX
Annex Figure 1: Distribution of the gross hourly wage for the full-time employed in Switzerland,
aged 15-64 and not in education, 2009
(median hourly wage of the total employed population=100)
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Note: The figures on the x-axis indicate the middle of each respective interval (e.g. 100= 90%-110% of the hourly median wage).
Source: Data from the Swiss Labour Force Survey linked with administrative data on wages (SESAM).
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Annex Figure 2: Main origin countries of the current migrant population, 2008
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Brasil
Sri Lanka
India
Netherlands

7%
4%
4%
3%
2%
0%
0%

21%

Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.
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Annex Figure 3: Immigrant population by region and main migrant groups, as a percentage of total
population, 2009
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Note: The classification of the regions is as follows:
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

Region

Cantons

Lake Geneva region
Espace Mittelland
Northwestern Switzerland
Zurich
Eastern Switzerland

Vaud, Valais, Geneva
Berne, Fribourg, Solothurn, Neuchâtel, Jura
Basel-City, Basel-Country, Aargau
Zurich
Glarus, Schaffhausen, Appenzell Ausserrhoden, Appenzell
Innerrhoden, St. Gallen, Grisons, Thurgau

Central Switzerland
Ticino

Lucerne, Uri, Schwyz, Obwalden, Nidwalden, Zug
Ticino
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Annex Figure 4: Distribution of immigrants from the former Yugoslavia by year of arrival and region
of residence, 15-64, 2009
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Note: For the classification of the regions, see Note to Annex Figure 3.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office.

Annex Figure 5: Employment of foreign-born in the public sector in selected OECD countries, 15-64
years old, 2006/2007
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Annex Table 1: Wages of recent arrivals by origin compared with the native-born, by gender,
aged 15-64, 2008
Median Gross hourly wages
men
women

All
All recent arrivals from the EU-27

38

39

34

- from Germany
- from Italy
- from Portugal
-other

41
32
26
45

44
32
28
49

39
30
24
34

All recently arrived migrants
All migrants
Native-born

36
35
40

38

32

43

32

Note: Only full-time employees who have been in employment over the last 12 months "without longer interruption".
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office, SESAM.

(1) raw
difference

Men
(2) controlling for work
experience, education,
region

(3) (2) plus occupation,
region

(1) raw
difference

All recent arrivals from the EU-27
- from Germany
- from Italy
- from Portugal
-other
EU27 >5 years

5.7***
-7.8**
-18.6***
29.6***
2.9***

4.3**
2.4
1.3
22.1***
2.4**

3.7**
2.2
3.6**
21.2***
2.8**

8.3***
0.1
-8.6***
6.5***
3.7***

5.0***
2.0
0
2.6
0.2

4.5***
1.7
2.1
2.9
1.0

Non-EU-27 recent arrivals
Non-EU-27 >5 years

3.3
-10.7***

8.2***
-5.6**

9.8***
-3.0

-1.0
-6.1***

0.1
-5.4***

1.6
-3.8***

48.0

22.5

17.9

32.9

18.0

11.7

constant

Women
(2) controlling for
work experience,
education, region

(3) (2) plus occupation,
region

Note: The dependent variable is the hourly wage, which has been derived from the total gross salary of the respondents of the last 12
months using the average working hours per year in Switzerland (1926 hours according to the Federal Statistical Office). Only people
who stated that they have been employed without "longer interruption" during this period are included. Migrants from the USA,
Canada, Japan, Korea, Australia and New Zealand as well as respondents who earned 0€ or more than 1000€ per hour were
excluded. Reference group are the native-born. *, **,*** significant at the 1 %, 5 % and 10 % level, respectively.
Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office, SESAM.
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Annex Table 2: Labour market outcomes of highly-educated population in selected OECD
countries, aged 15-64, 2008/2009
Percentage of persons aged 15-64 working in…
Highly-skilled
employment

Medium-skilled Low-skilled
Unemployment
employment employment

Inactive

Austria
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

70
55
65
40

17
16
14
20

(1)
(5)
...
(11)

(2)
(4)
...
...

10
19
17
23

native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

65
51
60
41

18
19
17
20

1
3
…
5

3
8
5
12

13
19
17
21

native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

76
57
68
39

11
16
(12)
(25)

(1)
...
...
...

3
(8)
...
...

9
14
(12)
...

native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

64
51
59
49

16
15
11
17

1
3
…
4

4
8
(7)
8

14
22
21
22

71
54
...
...

17
20
...
...

1
5
...
...

3
7
...
...

14
14
...
...

77
58
69
52

10
15
13
16

1
(3)
...
(3)

2
4
...
(5)

10
19
12
23

80
61
73
49

9
18
…
25

...
...
...
...

1
…
…
…

8
14
…
17

79
52
67
41

9
20
16
22

1
4
…
6

3
9
(5)
13

8
15
10
18

65
58
65
55

18
19
15
21

2
3
3
2

4
5
5
6

12
15
12
17

72
69
76
53

18
14
12
18

1
(1)
...
(3)

2
4
3
7

7
12
10
18

United States
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

53
49
53
48

26
25
23
26

3
4
3
5

3
4
3
4

15
18
18
17

OECD average (1)
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

70
56
65
47

15
18
15
21

1
4
3
4

3
6
4
8

11
16
15
20

Belgium

Denmark

France

Germany
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income
Netherlands
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income
Norway
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income
Sweden
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income
United Kingdom
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income
Switzerland
native-born
foreign-born
foreign-born, high-income
foreign-born, lower-income

Note: The OECD average refers to the average of the countries included in this table and for whom data are available.
Source: European Community Labour Force Survey 2009 and Current Population Survey March Supplement 2009 for the United
States.
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Annex Table 3: Employment and unemployment rates of migrants from the former Yugoslavia,
by gender and arrival, aged 15-64, 2009

Arrival

total

Employment rates [%]
before 92 92 and later

total

Unemployment rates [%]
before 92 92 and later

Men
Women

73.1
55.3

75.8
59.1

71.3
53.6

8.1
10.7

5.8
8.1

9.7
11.9

Total

64.3

68.7

61.9

9.2

6.7

10.7

Source: Swiss Labour Force Survey, Swiss Federal Statistical Office,
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