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List of Acronyms 
CSOs Civil Society Organisations 
MRAs Migrants, Refugees, and Asylum seekers 

1. SIRIUS in the UK: the challenge of integration  
The aim of this report is to present the key findings of Sirius in the UK as they emerged across 
the 3 year long research and to capitalize on these considerations to understand the changes 
due to the impact of the covid-19 crisis on MRAs labour market integration. 
Our previous analysis of the UK context presents a very challenging environment for the 
integration of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers above all in the process of integration 
into the labour market. In terms of newcomers’ quantitative dimensions, in the period 2014-
2016, in the UK, marked by Brexit as the key political event of the period, a decreasing inflow 
and increasing outflow of EU migrants were recorded, while Non-EU migration remained 
steady. Existing immigration policies focus upon attracting primarily high-skilled migrants, thus 
reducing the accessibility to the UK labour market for those who do not have highly specialised 
skills or are not filling high earning roles. Other policies do not take into consideration the 
specific needs of different groups within the categories of migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers, and thus fail to meet the specific and diverse needs that these groups have for their 
integration into the UK labour market to be successful.  
When thinking about the barriers and enablers newcomers meet in the UK we should not 
depart from a consideration of the legal frameworks and rights which govern the accessibility 
and integration to the labour market. In fact, the legal status of migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers deeply intertwined the different dimension of their vulnerabilities (Federico and 
Baglioni, 2021). 
The different legal status of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers affect also their eligibility 
for a range of services deemed to favour their gaining formal, decent, employment such as 
having their skills and education recognized, accessing vocational training or language 
courses. The recognition of educational and professional qualifications and competences is 
one of the crucial issues that migrants, refugees and asylum seekers face in Europe. In the 
UK only qualifications from selected countries of origin are recognised.  
In UK a wide range of policy and laws have been developed to govern migration in the last 
two decades. Limits on the right to access national labour markets have been at the heart of 
these policies and laws (Geddes and Scholten, 2016). In the UK, non-EU migrants can have 
access to the job market only if they receive a skilled job offer by one of the recognised and 
licenced sponsors. The sponsors must offer a salary higher than a specific threshold and the 
job should be included in a specific Shortage Occupation list. Different legal frameworks for 
accessing work are available for refugees and beneficiaries of subsidiary protection. De jure 
these categories of immigrants can work as nationals do. However, this often does not mean 
that, de facto, they do access national labour markets, as they may experience other forms of 
constraint as language barriers, spatial barriers, and qualifications and skills barriers (Federico 
and Baglioni, 2021). Asylum applicants instead have a very restricted access to the job market 
they can only apply for jobs specified under Tier 2 the Shortage Occupation list after one year 
from the submission of the application for international protection (still, if the application has 
not been processed yet and the delay is not due to the applicant) (Calo et al., 2021). 
Undocumented migrants do not have the right to access the job market. It is important to link 
this framework to that of policies also to understand and contextualize the interviewees' point 
of view on the effects of the covid-19 discussed later.  
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In addition to the analysis of the legal and policy frameworks, Sirius has also studied the ‘meso 
level’ aspect of integration by considering, among others, the role of unions and employers’ 
organisations as well as the more general social dialogue on the matter. We found that the 
social partners are engaged in initiatives that can have clear benefits for those newly arriving 
in the country, with efforts from trade unions to combat xenophobia in the workplace and the 
community, dedicated initiatives from some employer representative organisations and social 
partners to help migrants and refugees either find employment in sectors where there are 
shortages or embark on entrepreneurship which was often accompanied by a recognition of 
the need for a holistic approach to integration that understood the importance of addressing 
issues that can be crucial determining factors for successful integration such as affordable 
housing, childcare and public transport (Baglioni 2020).  
However, efforts of social partners in UK often lack cross-sectoral initiatives that act in 
coordination to directly address the needs of migrant and refugee workers. What this 
represents is a gap in the architecture of labour market integration for migrants and asylum 
seekers in the UK and perhaps an opportunity for social partners to recognise on the specific 
issue of labour market integration they are well positioned to build upon their existing 
knowledge in this area to act in concert and engage policymakers at different levels of 
governance to help realise the potential that migrants and refugees can offer. 
Still at the meso level of analysis we can find the important role of CSOs that are the main 
(and for asylum seekers perhaps the only) providers of integration support services and 
training education services. CSOs provide a space where people with different pathways of 
migration can widen their network and obtain some experience of the UK labour market, 
experience that is perceived as being of high importance to potential employers. 
The austerity measures throughout the last decade have particularly affected CSOs which 
work with MRAs, reducing the availability of services (and specifically those in the field of 
employability) for migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. This derives from a national 
environment which, as we said earlier, acts as a barrier for the integration of MRAs into the 
UK job market. Migration has also become a politically contentious issue, reducing further the 
willingness of the UK Government to fund organisations working in this field. 
Although the concept of co-production has been a mantra in the last few years in the UK 
context of third sector-public sector relations, this is not mirrored in the field of integration of 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers into the labour market. Almost all of the organisations 
we interviewed advocated for an improvement of policy through different instruments, there is 
the perception of a lack of visibility and recognition by policy makers, which seem to mobilise 
the involvement of CSOs as a tick-box exercise rather than a valuable and informative 
contribution (Numerato, Čada, and Hoření 2019).  
Finally, migrants, refugees and asylum seekers suggested that CSOs could have a role in 
providing information about how the UK job market works, sharing first level information or 
welcome packs in which all the main organisations dealing with integration into the job market 
are listed and that highlights the peculiarity and specificity of the UK context. They also 
suggested that CSOs could further help to increase the work experience opportunities of 
MRAs through an increasing number of volunteering schemes. In addition, they could also 
provide a greater emphasis on emotional support for MRAs which could help to develop and 
widen the social networks of people and reduce isolation. 
It is precisely the micro and individual dimension that indicates the heterogeneity and 
complexity of the effects of these months of covid crisis during which the concerns have been 
many and different depending on the starting situation.   
Indeed, the report WP6 on “Individual Barriers and Enablers” was useful to understand the 
effects of the pandemic, providing a detailed analysis of the needs of migrants and 
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refugees/asylum seekers, their perceptions of the host societies and what they consider to be 
barriers and enablers to potential avenues for integration. 
At the micro level, lack of knowledge of the UK labour market, the difficulties of speaking 
English  and lack of understanding of UK employment rights were often  described as affecting 
the integration of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. English proficiency and knowledge 
of UK labour market were also pointed as fundamental variables to access employability by 
our respondents. In particular English language was pointed as necessary also to achieve the 
needed confidence to deal with a different labour context. Although language proficiency alone 
does not gurantee employment. 
In fact, social capital, as bridging and bonding among communities, was seen most probably 
as the most critical enabler to access employability. Almost all of our respondents had to start 
from scratch to build their network, a network which did include third country nationals but also 
local people which could help to access employability. Volunteering was often marked as the 
primary mechanism for migrants, refugees and asylum seekers to develop personal 
connections outside their communities. Volunteering often represented a turning point in the 
life of our respondents because it generated the first access to UK work experiences and it 
helped to develop the network that it was fundamental to access the labour market.  
Finally, while stakeholders mainly focused upon trauma as a barrier to accessing integration, 
our respondents highlighted that the resilience generated by trauma acted as a propellant of 
integration, favouring positive labour outcomes. Therefore, although vulnerabilities and trauma 
were indeed barriers, the learning process that came out of addressing vulnerabilities and 
trauma helped to achieve a more favourable labour integration path. 
Some of our respondents pointed out that there should be more support available to 
understand the UK context before arriving and it is important to take in account that during the 
Covid-19 crisis such a support decreased.  

2. Covid-19 effects on migrants, asylum seekers and refugees 
We conducted several  interviews (n=85) during the all Sirius project which had provided us 
the framework upon which we develop also our analysis in the following sections. In 
September-October 2020 we chose 3 people (managers of third sector organisations and 
public sector representatives), from those previously interviewed, to focus on how Covid-19 
effect different dimension of vulnerabilities of migrant, asylum seekers and refugees. 
Interviews complemented by media and scientific literature discussing early findings of the 
Covid-19 effect on labour migration. 
In the UK, according to our interviewees and most recent literature, the main effects of Covid-
19 for migrants, refugees and asylum seekers were much evident with reference to the job 
market. The differences in terms of vulnerabilities and employability between British citizens 
and migrants, and among migrants with different legal statuses, have become even more 
salient. The pandemic has had an effect on the working life of migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers through its impact on the overall labour market structure, on the public services 
available to support employment, and on the well-being and health of individuals.  
First, concerning the labour market, although difficulties in finding and retaining jobs increased 
for all residents, Covid-19 hit particularly bad at those sectors in which migrants are 
traditionally employed. For example, the leisure and hospitality sector, along with a large share 
of activities in the services and retail were forced to close during the pandemic. But while 
regular migrants and refugees as British citizens could access the furlough scheme provided 
by the government, migrants with irregular jobs, including asylum seekers and undocumented 
migrants, could not benefit from it and therefore lost completely their income. An evidence that 
a more precarious legal migrant status reflected into a more precarious employment protection 
status.  
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Moreover, many companies decided not to reopen their doors after the pandemic peak, 
creating further problematic situations: migrants and refugees (without indefinite leave to 
remain permit, which is the legal status of migration endowed with the larger set of rights and 
entitlements) did not only lost their income without having access to unemployment benefits, 
but in a true vicious circle, once deprived of work which secured them a reason to stay legally 
in the country, their ‘precarious’ legal status became even more precarious. Local authorities 
and civil society organisations have advocated for further flexibility to be introduced in 
migration legislation to mitigate the effects of such a situation and to provide the opportunity 
for migrants to work in essential jobs not included in the Tier 2 Shortage list, but the central 
government has refused allowing any flexibility in terms of broadening access to essential jobs 
not included in that list. According to one of our interviewees, Brexit played a role in this firm 
governmental attitude of not to concede flexibility, to discourage potential EU citizens living in 
the UK without a settled status (equivalent of indefinite leave to remain) from considering 
overstaying even in case of loss of jobs and related benefits should the pandemic over last 
Brexit official beginning in January 2021.  
On the other side, migrants became often recognised in the media as key workers, essentials 
and important to sustain the productivity, education and health of the country. Campaigns such 
as “You clap for me now” were launched to remind that the large majority of key workers were 
from Black and Minority Ethnic communities (Fasani and Mazza 2020). This process of 
involving migrants (and refugees) in key workers employment did not come without a 
consequence. An additional vulnerability, a personal health-related one, was added to the life 
of migrants that decided to endanger their health to maintain employment in the health care, 
retail or delivery services. However, policy makers did not really address the increasing health 
risks incurred by simply keeping working in first-line jobs (neither for migrants nor for natives). 
Furthermore, Covid-19 have badly impacted on all the services provided to facilitate 
integration of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers in the labour market which have been 
discussed as fundamental by all our research participants such as vocational training or 
language classes. As suggested by one of Interviewees, third sector organisations and local 
councils had to rethink their services to continue to address the needs, in particular the basic 
ones, of their service users:  
 “Before the coronavirus we organised several English courses or support in preparing for job 
interviews or to prepare a resume, we had a community garden and we organised numerous 
cultural events, the building was more or less crowded from Monday to Friday. Since the 
beginning of the lockdown in March, the building has been closed and we have started 
emergency activities such as the distribution of food or the distribution of telephone cards or 
internet access, in the second period in late May-June we began to experiment online 
activities”. 
During the period March-June 2020, the lack of integration services and specifically English 
classes had a strong repercussion on newcomers not only in terms of language skills but also 
in terms of lack of social capital and network which are fundamental for finding a job. Our 
interviewees have mentioned that social isolation forced by the suspension of integration 
services such as language classes have had a particularly negative impact on the younger 
cohorts of migrants which used classes also to build a network of social acquaintances so 
relevant for feeling of inclusion and community belonging.  
Another specificity is represented by people who have just arrived before Covid-19 who have 
paid a lot for isolation and on all dimensions of integration due to the impossibility of accessing 
places of aggregation or orientation such as some association centers that provide the first 
coordinates to navigate the new environment. The barriers and obstacles for some have in 
fact become insurmountable also due to the difficulty of having access to language learning 
as a basic element in the self-determination process. As reflected by one of our interviewees: 
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 “Before the coronavirus we organized several English courses or support in preparing for job 
interviews or to prepare a CV, we had a community garden and we organized numerous 
cultural events, the building was more or less crowded from Monday to Friday. Since March 
since the lockdown began, the building has been closed and we have started emergency 
activities such as the distribution of food or distribution of telephone cards or internet access, 
in the second period at the end of May-June we have started experimenting online activities”. 
Still reflecting on the pandemic effect on individuals, our interviewees pointed to the 
vulnerability that has to do with the further insecurity generated by the reduction or even loss 
of all job opportunities. An indirect effect of the loss of job has been the changing of power 
relationship inside families. Although the closure of school according to another interviewee 
has increased for example the burden of care on women which has strengthened the 
gendered inequality of family duties tasks, it has been “the loss of employment for men (in a 
clear male breadwinner model) that has deeply affected not only the economic situation of the 
family as well as the mental health and well-being balance putting a further strain on migrant 
men”.  
Migrants, refugees and asylum seekers mental health and well-being have also been affected 
according to our interviewees by the public debate pointing to them as people more exposed 
to Covid-19 due to their role of frontline workers and also for their being ‘foreigners’, which 
increased anxiety and isolation. The internalisation and acceptance of labelling of presumed 
conditions of fragility sharpens vulnerability (Goffman, 2018). However, to conclude on a more 
positive note according to some interviewees, the pandemic has had a positive effect on the 
resilience of the individuals to the point of pushing many towards the search for an 
improvement in their conditions. One of our interviewees underlined several times how in the 
general "negative" picture, many, individually, have improved their resilience: "increasing 
difficulties can push or has pushed further to" try to improve one's conditions”. 
 
 

3. The necessary policies within health crisis in UK 
The health emergency situation provoked by the Covid-19 pandemic has provided further 
visibility to the migration and work vulnerability nexus. If the stratification of rights (and 
therefore of social security benefits) associated with the different legal categories of the 
‘migrant status’ has a negative impact on migrants’ life in ordinary times, their physical and 
mental health dramatically worsen when a pandemic like the one we are experiencing hits. 
Firstly, because they are affected like all other workers by the economic downturn, hence 
losing their job or having their chances of employment dramatically curtailed. Secondly, 
because they can access unemployment benefits or income/social services support in a 
measure ranging from nothing to the one equal to what is offered to citizens, according to the 
legal status (or lack of) conferred upon them on arrival. Thirdly, because if they are new in the 
country, their chances of being socially or economically integrated are jeopardized for not 
having the opportunity to use a variety of public or private integration services, or to have to 
use them in a non-conventional format (e.g. online delivery of language classes). Fourthly, 
due to the strong segmentation of European labour markets, migrants occupy jobs and work 
in sectors that resulted more risk-exposing than others, such as personal and health care, 
agriculture and food production and retail, but also parcels distribution and transport. In these 
jobs social distancing, home working, or safety protective measures were either a non-option 
or difficult to be safely implemented. And this applies also to the UK. 
In the course of our previous research on the UK, immigration policies were widely considered 
the most critical issue at the macro level for the integration of migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers in the labour market by a range of stakeholders, including  devolved government, 
local authorities, third sector organisations and social partners. Immigration policies have been 
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described as very restrictive, bureaucratic and expensive both for migrants and employers 
(Anderson, 2010). Immigration policies have also been often criticised for their misalignment 
with the UK labour market needs and their restrictions for migrants, refugees and asylum 
seekers (Bloch et al., 2015). The UK ban on working for asylum seekers has been identified 
as the most significant example of the UK restrictive migration and labour market policies. 
In a context of crisis of this magnitude, a first indication of policy should concern the 
organisations that in some way have taken on the responsibility of the absence of organic 
policies and support for the individual and structural vulnerabilities of the human beings. These 
organizations should be supported with long-term planning with a necessary re-direction of 
resources. The refocusing on the territories and on the local units of the associations would 
also have the sense of a research and detection of the new needs that emerge. The speed 
and adaptation of the activities and working methods of many third sector organizations should 
go hand in hand with a long and constant analysis of how this period has really changed 
people's daily lives in order to further understand which  policies are much needed. 
Policy implementers at the local level and third sector organisations, already before the health 
crisis, identify the main barriers of integration into the labour market through the prism of how 
policies and services are implemented and funded, and in doing so point to policy makers as 
being primarily responsible, directly or indirectly, for obstructing labour market integration. 
Completely different discourses are instead promoted by the UK Government which in its 
documents often emphasises the negative effects of migration and the importance of 
controlling the numbers as well as the characteristics of people arriving in the UK (for more 
information see the Sirius UK WP3 Report). Policy makers mainly conceptualise barriers in 
the integration in the labour market through the prism of the responsibilities of migrants such 
as having a low level of English language skills, a scarce knowledge of the UK job market and 
a limited understanding of the UK culture. Thus, in their suggested remedies, they mainly 
advocate the improvement of existing services (such as job centres but also language 
courses) to address the micro-level barrier which mainly depends upon the agency of 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers. These considerations developed in the previous 
phase of the research help us to understand which are the main points about the effect of 
Covid-19 in MRAs conditions and the role of policies and the third sector. In general, the 
dynamic dialectic between local authorities and government should refocus to the advantage 
of further local support because local authorities are closer and potentially further sensitive to 
the detection of new needs and new difficulties. The moment would suggest the need for 
greater flexibility in the inclusion criteria of the working world or rights in general and it would 
seem on the contrary that the central government responses are proving ineffective in 
stemming the crisis of entire sections of the society affected by the pandemic. 
Our interviews show that in the UK in the wake of the debate on individual skills and the 
enhancement of skills as a basis for integration through the labour market, the pandemic 
affects dramatically training and guidance for job placement. In this direction, the importance 
of local institutions and third sector organizations as actors mitigating the pandemic effect is 
to be highlighted, and therefore the third sector along with local authorities should be 
supported in a wider strategy of full societal and labour market inclusion of the most vulnerable 
groups. 
Evaluating the social and economic effects of the Covid-19 health crisis that has arisen in an 
unexpected and overwhelming way if, on the one hand, it is as difficult as it is inevitable, on 
the other hand it allows to feel even more urgently the need for the voice and experience of 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers to be better heard and accounted for in the context of 
British society. 
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