National Needs Assessment Report
- Denmark -

NEW ACTIONS FOR MIGRANT WOMEN:
National Needs Assessment Report DENMARK

Contents
1.
2.
3.

Introduction: Immigrant women in Denmark ................................................................................................................................. 3

Immigrants in Denmark today ........................................................................................................................................................................ 3
Immigrant women ................................................................................................................................................................................................ 3
The employment status of immigrant women inDenmark ....................................................................................................... 5
Resources and barriers to employment among keygroups of immigrant women.......................................................... 9

Language skills ....................................................................................................................................................................................................... 9

Education level .....................................................................................................................................................................................................10

Job experience, knowledge of and confidence for job-seeking .......................................................................................................10
Physical and mental health .............................................................................................................................................................................12
4.

Family situation ...................................................................................................................................................................................................13
What is working? Best practice examples fromDenmark ........................................................................................................15

Family-supported immigrants – projects in 20 Municipalities .............................................................................15

Newly arrived refugee women – projects in 9 Municipalities ............................................................................... 16

What works? Voices of Somali Women ........................................................................................................................... 17

Other recommendations – what works?......................................................................................................................... 18

Appendix ......................................................................................................................................................................................................................19

Relevant stakeholders .......................................................................................................................................................................................19

1. Introduction: Immigrant women in Denmark

Denmark until the 1960s was a relatively homogeneous society with a very small ethnic-minority population and
low levels of immigration1. However, migration from Turkey, Pakistan and Yugoslavia driven by demands for
labour in the 1960s was combined with refugee flows from countries such as Spain, Portugal and Greece in the
early 1970s, changing the country into a more multi-ethnic society. With the oil crisis of 1973, immigration of
guest workers was halted. With the exception of family migration and some immigration for specialist workers
and study, the primary group of immigrants in the 1980s and 90s became asylum seekers. In the 1980s, refugees
arrived in Denmark from the Middle East and after the civil war in Somalia. In addition to Kurds from Iraq, the
largest refugee flow in the 1990s came to Western Europe from the former Yugoslavia. In 1998, a new
‘integration law’ included an introductory allowance whereby refugees and immigrants received lower social
benefits than Danes. Several tightening measures were introduced, and in 2002 the rules regarding family
reunification were tightened even further, including the introduction of the so-called 24-year rule (Both parties
of a marriage must be over 24 years of age).
Today, discussions of immigrant integration in Denmark refer to two groups. The first group is refugees or family
migrants, who have obtained a residence permit in the last three years. They are covered by an integration
programme (lasting one to five years) that includes targeted language and labour market efforts. The second
group is more extensive and contains residents who have been in the country for a long time as refugees,
immigrants, or family unified. Some of these residents are in jobs or education, while others are on social
benefits or supported by their spouse.

Immigrants in Denmark today

By the last quarter of 2019 there were 620,000 immigrants in Denmark. 64 percent of the immigrant are born
outside of the EU-28 countries which corresponds to 400,000 immigrants. The largest immigrant group in
Denmark is Polish with 42,000 (6.8 percent) immigrants. The largest non-EU immigrant groups in Denmark are
Syrian (5.7 percent), Turkish (5.3 percent), and Iraqi (3.5 percent).

Immigrant women

There are 311,500 immigrant women in Denmark. 66 percent are non-EU-28 born which corresponds to
207,000 women. Most of the immigrant women in Denmark are from Poland with 19,500 immigrant women (6.3
percent of immigrant women). Among the non-EU-28 countries, the three countries with most immigrant
women are Turkey (5.1 percent of immigrant women), Syria (5.0 percent of immigrant women), and Thailand
(3.3 percent of immigrant women). Most of the immigrant women live in the Capital Region of Denmark (46
percent of immigrant women). 60 percent of Turkish immigrant women live in the capital region of Denmark
whereas both Syrian and Thai immigrant women are more equally distributed over the five geographical regions
of Denmark. Common for the three nationalities are that fewest live in the North Denmark Region.

1

Aarhus University, Department of Culture and Society: https://danmarkshistorien.dk/leksikon-ogkilder/vis/materiale/indvandring-til-danmark-efter-1945/

Figure 1: Immigrant women in Denmark by country of birth, percent of total immigrants in the country

Source: Statistics Denmark, FOLK1C

The three largest groups of immigrant women in Denmark is characterized by very different motives for coming
to Denmark. People from Turkey immigrated to Denmark in the 1960ies with the purpose of working or family
reunification. 82 percent of all immigrant women from Turkey has been in Denmark for 15 years or more (Figure
2). Immigrant women from Thailand has emigrated due to family reunification and Thai women has had a steady
inflow over the last 20 years. Immigrants from Syria is in Denmark are refugees coming to Denmark within the
last 5 years.
Figure 2: Immigrant women living in Denmark aged 25-64 years, by period of residence and country of origin in 2018. In percent.
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In recent years, there has been a strong focus on women from immigrant backgrounds and their association to
the labour market. The municipalities have the task of getting women into jobs, and the integration efforts of
municipalities aim at enabling the individual to enter the labour market as well as participate on equal terms as
all other citizens of the Danish society. In 2019, the Ministry of Immigration and Integration reserved special
funds for women from immigrant backgrounds in order to strengthen their association to the labour market.
Danish municipalities could apply for the special funds which will be used in the coming years to combat the
below-mentioned challenges of this target group:
●
●
●
●

Work identity
Knowledge of the norms and values of Danish society
Lack of knowledge of the expectations of the Danish labour market
Women's self-experienced health challenges

2. The employment status of immigrant women in
Denmark

In Denmark, the average employment rate among working-age women (25 years – 64 years) is 75 percent as of
2018, as shown in Figure 3. This is about 8 percentage points lower than men within the same age group. While
this employment rate among women in Denmark is quite high from an international perspective, it varies
considerably among women depending on country of birth. While the employment rate among women born in
Denmark is 78 percent, while only 54 percent of immigrant women from non-EU28 countries are employed. This
indicates a significant gap in the employments rates. Within the three largest national-origin groups of
immigrant women from non-EU28 countries in Denmark, one can further identify significant gaps. At 73 percent,
the employment rate among women from Thailand is above the average for non-EU28. However, the
employment rates among Turkish and Syrian women are far lower: 45 percent of women from Turkey and only
16 percent of women from Syria are employed.
Figure 3: Employment rates of women living in Denmark aged 25-64 years, by country of origin in 2018.
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The variation in employment rates by country of origin indicates that immigrant women from non-EU28
countries are falling behind the native women - especially Syrian women are currently facing deficits. Thai
women on the other hand has a high employment rate above 70 percent. Figure 4 shows that the employment
rate of women has been close to constant with a small increase over the last 10 years, except from immigrant
women from Syria, among whom the employment rate drops from 24 percent in 2010 to 9 percent in 2016.
From 2016, the downward trend is turned to an upward slope, from 9 percent in 2016 to 16 percent in 2018.

Figure 4: The development in employment rates of women living in Denmark aged 25-64 years, by country of origin from 20102018. In percent.
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Long-term unemployment is of particular concern for policymakers insofar as once people have been
unemployed for a considerable period of time, it is generally more difficult for them to be assimilated back into
the workforce. In the following, we consider the long-term employment (defined here as 12 months or more) as
a percentage of the total unemployment for Danish native women and non-EU28 immigrant women. 33 percent
of unemployed women from non-EU28 countries are characterized as ‘long-term unemployed,’ in contrast with
23 percent of native-Danish women.
Figure 5: Duration of unemployment of unemployed Danish women and non-EU28 immigrant women aged 25-64 years in 2018
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Source: Eurostat

Examining how the employment rate varies with education (see Figure 6 below), we find that the gap between
native born women and non-EU28 immigrant women is independent of educational attainment level. For nonEU28 immigrant women there is a gap of around 15 percentage points independent of the education attainment
level. Thus, we identify the same pattern for both native women and non-EU28 immigrant women, where the
employment rate increases the higher educational attainment level the women have. Furthermore, we find that
the most significant increase in employment rate occurs/arises between women with lower secondary education
or less and women with upper- and post-secondary education. Among non-EU28 immigrant women within these
educational groups the employment rate increases with more than 20 percentage point. In addition, the
employment rate for non-EU28 immigrants is 7.1 percentage point higher for women with tertiary education
compared to women with upper- and post-secondary education. Based on this, we find that women including
non-EU28 immigrants are better integrated to the Danish labour market when their educational attainment level
is above the lower secondary education.

Figure 6: Employment rates of women living in Denmark aged 25-64 years, by country of origin and education attainment level
in 2018
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Source: Eurostat

We find it interesting to examine how women’s period of residence permit influences the employment rates
among non-EU28 immigrants (most of the Syrian women have arrived within the last five years, thus this could
be a part of the explanation of their remarkable employment deficits).
Generally, in all the immigrant groups the employment rates are lowest within the first year of residence and
highest after a period of 10 to 15 years. The rates are notable higher for immigrant women with a period of
residence of 10 to 15 years compared to a period of 15 years and more.

Only 3 percent of the Syrian immigrant women were employed within the first year of residence, whereas 35
percent were employed after a period of 10 to 15 years. Among the immigrant women from Thailand the
proportion of employed increases with more than 50 percent after a period of 1 to 5 years of residence permit in
comparison to period of under 1 year. Thai women with a period of residence between 5 to 15 years have the
highest employment rates on 82 percent. The women from Turkey have the lowest variation in employment
rates varying from 37 percent after a period of under 1 year to 56 percent after 10 to 15 years of residence
permit.

Figure 7: Employment rates of immigrant women living in Denmark aged 25-64 years, by country of origin and period of
residence permit in 2018. In percent.
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Among non-EU28 immigrant women in Denmark, the women facing the largest gaps in terms of entry to the
Danish labour market are refugees and family migrants from Syria, women with low educational levels, and
women with residence permits issued less than 1 year ago.

A 2018 study by Statistics Denmark shows that, comparing groups of immigrant women by country of origin, the
employment rates among immigrant women from Syria, Somalia, Iraq and Lebanon are the lowest. The lowest
group is immigrant women from Syria with an employment rate of 23 percent. In 2018, the Rockwool
Foundation's Research Unit2 conducted a study of vocational training among refugees and family unified. 45
percent of the refugee women had no vocational training from their home country, and 81 percent of the same
group do not complete vocational training in Denmark. A larger part of the immigrant women group receives
social benefits compared to women of Danish origin.3 47 percent of immigrant women from non-Western
countries have employment compared to 74 percent of ethnic Danish women who have employment (25-64year-olds, 2nd quarter 2018).

2

https://www.rockwoolfonden.dk/artikler/flygtninge-og-familiesammenfoerte-der-uddanner-sig-idanmark-opnaar-bedre-arbejdsmarkedstilknytning/
3
Uim: Good experience with active job efforts for immigrant women (2018)

The longer the women are in Denmark without a job, the harder it will be for them to get a job, is also in the
experience of Razan Haugaard4. She points out that there are three general groups of immigrant women:
1.
2.
3.

●

“When these women come to Denmark, they have a belief in and a hope for a better life, education and
work - but they do not know how to acquire this. They stay in this country, get pregnant, go on maternity
leave and after this, they plan to join the labour market. At this point, for several of the woman, their
right to Danish language school has expired – and they move on to group 2 in the next section:
These women cannot speak Danish and have no work experience but still hope for a job or education. A
temporary internship is provided by the municipality, however without proper work experience and
language skills, they do not get offered a permanent position. This defeat is mentally challenging – and
they move on to group 3 in the next section:
These women have no self-esteem or self-confidence, cannot speak Danish, and are without education
and job. In order to get the demanding system off their backs, the woman use their illnesses as identity.
Mental illness becomes physical illness. They lose faith in their lives but maintain success as a caregiver
for the family. The children are educated, and the family can have hot dinner every day. The woman has
identity as a housewife”.

4

Razan Haugaard, lecturer, integration expert and co-author on the book: ”Det er kvinder som mig,

de kalder ofre” ["It is women like me they call victims"], telephone interview on the 18th of February

2020.

3. Resources and barriers to employment among key
groups of immigrant women

Having observed significant employment gaps between Danish-born women and immigrant women, with
especially large deficits among women from non-Western countries such as Syria and Turkey, we turn to
examine which resources and barriers influence immigrant women’s possibilities to enter the labour market.
Using existing reports and data, this chapter highlights five factors that are meaningful for many immigrant
women’s employment in Denmark: language skills, education level, job experience and knowledge of the Danish
work culture, physical and mental health, and family situation.

Language skills

As Danish is not a commonly learned language in other countries, virtually all new immigrants arrive in the
country with little or no spoken or written Danish skills. While knowledge of English can facilitate employment
in some job fields, knowledge of Danish is identified by many actors involved in employment-education projects
as one of the most important factors for success,5 Danish language skills are needed for performing the majority
of available jobs, as well as for building a broader social network and engaging socially at a workplace.
Somali women are pointing language skills out as an important factor6. A group of Somali women believe that
their language skills should not be an obstacle to them. Other Somali women say their language skills are
deficient and they point to this as one of the reasons why they can't get a job. Some women find that language
skills are used as an excuse for some other matters that colleagues at a workplace may be unhappy with.

According to a job centre employee, the women have obvious resources because they know other languages and
other perspectives that could benefit a company7. Though, it’s the job centre employee experiences that the
womens’ biggest barriers are lack of networking as well as language challenges:
"The Danish language is important. If the women have been unemployed for a year, it is often
due to their lack of Danish language skills. Often, the language is used as a justification for the
job rejections – but in reality there could be a different reason behind the rejection. It could be
because of woman's education from her home country does not match the Danish education
system, so it can be difficult for an employer to know what the person’s skills are. And in those
cases, internships and wage subsidies are a good alternative."

But for Pernille Kiær from the company De Forenede Dampvakerier8 the language skills are not the most
important. She comments on important resources for the women to start working:

"First step is that the company needs manpower. Second step is that the women must show
motivation, willpower, and commitment. Learning Danish and acquiring the skills to work in the
production will automatically follow. The women also need to be assertive and say no to start a
task if they do not know all they need to know to solve the task yet – they need more
confidence”.

5

LG Insight, 2017. “Evaluering af "Projekt 500": Ledige familie- og ægtefælleforsørgede nydanskere i arbejdsstyrken”
[Evaluation of ’Project 500’: Getting unemployed family- and spouse-supported new Danes into the workforce].
https://integrationsnet.dk/media/3672638/evaluering_projekt-500_lg-insight.pdf.

6

Væksthusets forskningscenter, 2018. “Somaliske kvinders fortællinger om arbejde og ledighed”. http://vaeksthusetsforskningscenter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Somaliske-kvinders-fortaellinger-om-arbejde-og-ledighed_WEB.pdf
7
Employee at Copenhagen Municipality (Job centre), interview on the 20th of February, 2020
8
Pernille Kiær, CSR Manager, DFD – De Forenede Dampvaskerier A/S, telephone interview on the 18th of February 2020

Education level

The previous chapter showed that differences in employment rates between Danish-born women and immigrant
women from outside the EU-28 hold among those with short, medium-length, and higher educations, but that the
overall rates are much lower among those with higher education. Immigrant women from non-EU28-countries
have, on average, shorter educations than their Danish-born counterparts, thus the effects of education are a
powerful driver of the employment gap.
In Denmark 16 percent of the native female population in their prime working age (25 – 64 years) are in this
categorization. Among immigrant women from non-EU28 countries, this is the case for 26 percent. Thus, nonEU28 immigrant women are less educated than native Danish women, which we identify as a barrier in order to
entry the Danish labour market.
Figure 8: Educational attainment level of women living in Denmark aged 25-64 years, by country of origin in 2018
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In addition, one recent Danish study finds that educations completed within Denmark have a much more positive
influence on employment than educations brought from non-Western immigrants’ country of origin9. This means
that immigrant women with educations from non-Western countries are at a disadvantage on the Danish labour
market as compared to others with Danish educations; at the same time, it indicates that completing formal
education in Denmark can be an important stepstone for immigrant women to the labour market.

Job experience, knowledge of and confidence for job-seeking

Most unemployed immigrant women have very little or no experience working in Denmark, which constitutes a
meaningful barrier to their entry into the job market.10 Aside from the lack of experience, which itself hurts jobseekers chances when they apply for jobs, existing reports highlight that many of these women also lack
knowledge of how to find job opportunities and how to apply for jobs. According to data from the Danish
‘Employment Indicator Project’ (BIP), which tracked nearly 3707 unemployed people with immigrant
background to identify useful indicators for tracking progress towards the job market, immigrant women from
non-Western countries have a lower level of confidence that their abilities can be used in a workplace, and lower
9

Jacob Nielsen Arendt, 2018. “Sammenhængen mellem beskæftigelse og uddannelse for ikke-vestlige flygtninge og
familiesammenførte” [The relation between employment and education for non-Western refugees and family
migrants]. Rockwoll Foundation, Working paper 54.

10

LG Insight, 2017. “Evaluering af "Projekt 500" (see above); and Væksthusets Forskningscenter, 2018. “Ikke-vestlige
indvandrere. Karakteristika, jobparathed og aktive indsatser.” http://vaeksthusets-forskningscenter.dk/wpcontent/uploads/2018/11/Ikke-vestlige-indvandrere_karakteristika-jobparathed-og-aktive-indsatser.pdf.

levels of knowledge about what to do to get a job, than ethnic Danes and 'non-Western' men do.11 On the other
hand, results from the same project suggest that the immigrant women in the study seek more jobs than ethnic
Danish women and seem to have stronger personal networks than their unemployed ethnic-Danish
counterparts.
A common theme in several of the existing reports is lack of knowledge. According to Pernille Kiær12:

“The women lack knowledge – and the companies lack knowledge. There are many aspects that
the company may not be prepared for if they are not used to working and dealing with this
target group”

In Pernille Kiær’s perspective, when the women quit their job, the barriers and challenges are for example not
being allowed to bring their mobile phone into the production hall or being asked to take off their wedding ring
(for hygienic reasons) – or if they are not allowed to cover themselves all the way down to their hand while
working.

Pernille Kiær tells about a project collaboration between DFD and the municipality of Frederiksberg where a
group of women started at DFD in internships at the same time. The women commuted together to work and
supported each other throughout the process, especially in the beginning it was good for them to have the
security of the group. Knowledge and the feeling of safety is needed:

"Women who have recently been referred to internships with us are primarily women who have
been in Denmark for many years. They have never had a job, not even in their homeland. And
they now have to learn how to go to work (…) The practical aspect of starting work is a big issue
for these women. They have never used public transportation before. They do not know of the
importance of showing up for work on time. They are unsure if it is even possible to meet in
early when they also need to deliver their children to daycare, school, etc. And they are
surprised that you have to bring your own lunch to work.”

Since 2003, KVINFO's mentoring network has used voluntary mentoring and networking with the aim of opening
doors to Danish society and the labor market for women with immigrant / refugee backgrounds13. Immigrant
women are participating to increase network, greater knowledge of Danes and knowledge of Danish society and
the labor market.

According to an employee at the Job Centre of Copenhagen14, many women arrive to Denmark as family reunified
and with an education from their home country. These women feel a loss of work identity:
"When the women come to Denmark, they have to start over with a new language and find a
new job. If they are unemployed for more than a year, they start rethinking their situation and
look for jobs in areas outside of their education – where they are overqualified”.

11
12

13

Ibid.

Pernille Kiær, CSR Manager (See above)

Lotte Bloksgaard, 2010 (FREIA Aalborg Universitet). ” Integration, mentoring & networking. Erfaringer fra KVINFO’s
mentornetværk for indvandrer- og flygtningekvinder i Danmark”
14
Employee at Copenhagen Municipality (Job centre), interview on the 20th of February, 2020

According to an analysis of challenges and potentials for integration of immigrant women15, it’s about seeing the
womens skills from home as valuable in Denmark16. For example, they have become accustomed to managing a
large household, and this is actually the overview that is demanded in many industries in Denmark.
It is in the experience of Razan Haugaard17 that if you ask the women about their skills, they answer ’none’:

"Even though the womens’ homes are clean and neat and their children thrive, they do
everything they can to thwart the efforts of the municipality because they are afraid of defeat
(…) It is important that the woman can see the purpose of going to work. Change is easier when
you know there is a purpose. And – everyone will be recognized, acknowledged and praised for
her efforts".

Physical and mental health

Existing studies identify health issues, in particular, as challenges to immigrant women entering into the job
market to the same extent as native-born women.18 According to publicly registered data on self-perceived
health, women of ethnic-Danish origin are more disposed to perceive their health status as “good” or “very good”
in comparison to women from non-EU28 countries. Opposite, women from non-EU28 countries do generally
more often perceive their health as “bad” and “very bad” compared to native Danish women (see Figure 9
below).
Figure 9: Self-perceived health of women living in Denmark aged 25-54, by country of origin in 2016*
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Health issues are known to disproportionately affect refugees, who many experience continued effects of trauma
experienced in their home country or experience fleeing to Denmark. As indicated in Figure 10 below, the
majority of Syrian women in Denmark gained residency through asylum or family reunification to refugees – this
group is therefore likely to be vulnerable to particular health challenges.
Figure 10: Residence permit types among the three largest national-background groups of immigrant women* migrated to
Denmark in the period 2009-2018, by country of origin; percentages of each national-origin background group with each type of
residence permit.
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Cevea, 2019. ”Bryd barriererne - Udfordringer og potentialer for integration af kvinder med etnisk
minoritetsbaggrund på det danske arbejdsmarked”. https://cevea.dk/debat/29-arbejdsmarked/2128-rapport-oglosningskatalog-bryd-barriererne
16
Cevea, 2019. (See above)
17

Razan Haugaard, lecturer, integration expert and co-author on the book: ”Det er kvinder som mig, de kalder ofre” ("It
is women like me they call victims"), telephone interview on the 18th of February 2020
18
Thomas Liebig & Kristian Rose Tronstad (OECD), 2018. “Triple Disadvantage? A first overview of the integration of
refugee women.” OECD Social, Employment and Migration Working Paper no. 216. https://www.oecdilibrary.org/employment/triple-disadvantage_3f3a9612-en.
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Existing studies also indicate that many employment-oriented projects targeting immigrant women in Denmark
must confront the challenge that many women from non-Western backgrounds experience.
In general, existing resources based on experiences from the Nordic countries indicate the importance of
dialogue and guidance on health promotion and disease understanding19. Through guidance of the women,
attention should be paid to the understanding of illness and the approach to health in Denmark, and how this
affects employers' expectations about attendance and prevention of absence.

According to Razan Haugaard,20 the women’s common feature is - regardless of nationality – their lack of
knowledge of society, no control over their own lives, socially isolated – they feel left out and have trauma from
their family, background and/or personal defeat. She points out the following barriers to illness:

"It is important to allow for an adjustment period for women who have just started a
job/internship. They are often in unskilled jobs and get sore muscles because they use other
muscles than what they are used to - and maybe also get swollen legs. The women may get a
headache because they receive a lot of new knowledge. The first two weeks in a new
job/internship are scary for the women – and several women call in sick. No one has told them
that it is a difficult time starting a new job, and that they need time to adjust to their body being
used in a different way”.

Family situation

Further, many immigrant women’s employment situations are influenced by their family situation, namely their
roles as mothers and wives. Among refugees in particular, many women have children in the years following
their arrival in the country, posing a challenge to language learning and early entry into the labour market.21 In
addition, many immigrant women have a background in cultures where women carry the primary responsibility
for childcare and work in the home. For this reason, support from women’s spouses or personal networks for
employment-related programs has been found to be essential to their potential success in entering the labour
market. 22

Nordic knowledge also indicates that women are less present in the labor market because of, among other things,
responsibility for the family, repeated pregnancies and cultural expectations of their role in the home. There
must be a focus on gender roles, family values and women's obligations in the home and work-oriented efforts
19

Nordisk Ministerråd, 2019. “Veje til beskæftigelse for flygtninge-og indvandrerkvinder: En guide baseret på den
aktuelt bedste viden fra de nordiske lande”. https://www.norden.org/en/node/36566
20
Razan Haugaard (see above).
21
22

Tronstad, 2018 (see above).

LG Insight, 2017. “Evaluering af "Projekt 500" (see above).

should be flexible. It is also important to involve the spouse, the family and the wider network to ensure the
necessary support for the women to work.

According to the analysis of challenges and potentials for integration of immigrant women23, the belief that it can
actually succeed plays a crucial role. This requires work to increase self-confidence in general in the women
themselves.
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Cevea, 2019. (See above)

4.What is working? Best practice examples from
Denmark

Based on existing reports, evaluations and interviews with 4 relevant stakeholders we have chosen several
examples of best practice to present below. There are several commonalities in the best practice examples we
have now got knowledge of: knowledge is an important element combined with various concrete tools to enter
the labor market.
Family-supported immigrants – projects in 20 Municipalities

From 2012 to 2015, about 20 municipalities received support from a pool from the Ministry of Integration of
around EUR 50 million. The municipalities have worked hard to get more spousal dependents in ordinary
employment, business internships or jobs with wage subsidies. The target group is immigrants from a nonWestern background, who because of linguistic and social challenges and little work experience, are far from the
labor market. About one third of the project was primarily targeted to women (mainly family reunification), and
the majority came from Asia24 . 61 percent of the spouse-dependent women in Denmark have no registered
education, and 81 percent of them have no vocational Danish education.
All the projects focus on the following challenges for integration into the labor market among participants: lack
of language skills, lack of knowledge about the Danish labor market, lack of knowledge about job search, lack of
knowledge about educational opportunities and/or lack of networks among employees.

Recommendations for action:
●

●
●
●

●

Individual guidance and group-based teaching focusing on clarifying skills and experiences, how these
skills/experiences can be used in the Danish labor market, and how individuals can get into jobs or
training – including help to prepare CV
Attention to professional qualification in the form of Danish education and short job-oriented courses or
training
Attention to the need for social, health and/or family interventions, including leisure activities and
volunteer-work
Sustain for contact with relevant companies. Increased geographical and professional mobility and
increased active use of network for job application. Use of business internship with focus on obtaining
ordinary paid hours as soon as possible
Retention effort. Lasting links with the labor market may require benefits.

According to a project manager, "the target group has a great motivation for the project to become selfemployed, become role models for their children, have a permanent residence permit, get at network and earn
their own money”.
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COWI and DISCUSS, Outreach and employment-oriented efforts for spouse-provided immigrants.
Target group analysis and evaluation of previous projects, 2011-2017: https://uim.dk/filer/nyheder2018/slutevaluering-af-opsogende-og-beskaeftigelsesrettet-indsats-for-aegtefaelleforsorgedeindvandrere-perioden-2011-2017.pdf

“Project 500” is one of the above projects – a collaboration with Aarhus, Frederiksberg, Lyngby-Taarbæk,
Holstebro, Hjørring and Rødovre Municipalities, CABI and Integrationsnet25. The group of 500 project
participants was mixed in terms of national origin - the largest groups among the nearly 300 participants were
from Thailand and Turkey, otherwise, most participants came from other non-Western countries. A minority
came from Western countries, including Romania and Poland. The evaluation indicates that:
●

●

●
●

Personal relationships have a positive impact on the results of employment-oriented projects, so it is
recommended to appoint specific persons who have primary responsibility for the relation and initiative
in relation to each individual participant
The project observed interest among some participants in establishing their own small business therefore it may be particularly relevant for immigrant women outside the labor market to offer training
and mentoring specifically relating to entrepreneurship
Best outcomes are achieved when those running the project have direct contact to businesses (potential
employers of the target group)
The program evaluation identifies a great need for basic advice about the Danish labor market including
job functions, sectors and types of employers, and avenues to get a job.

Newly arrived refugee women – projects in 9 Municipalities
The Danish Agency for International Recruitment and Integration (SIRI) has selected nine municipalities that are
successful in getting newly arrived women into employment for a qualitative study of the municipalities'
efforts26. The municipalities are: Bornholm, Frederiksberg, Frederikshavn/Læsø, Kalundborg, Kolding,
Copenhagen, Middelfart, Tårnby-Dragør and Aabenraa.
The target group is newly arrived refugee women as well as women who have come to Denmark due to family
reunification. The most common characteristic of both groups of women, was that they all had been in Denmark
for a period of two years since their arrival, and still had no employment.

One of the methods that were used was to make these women aware that they have competencies, even if they
work in the private sphere (as housewives). They should be made aware that they can both do their housework
and raise children, and that they still have skills that can be used in a specific workplace in Denmark. Creating
this awareness made these women more confident in themselves, and this was a steppingstone to getting a job in
Denmark. Creating this kind of awareness also removes the barriers women may have had regarding their low
levels of education, family roles, cultural influences and have not worked in the public sphere of the countries
where they come from.
See quotes below from various Municipalities, that suggest the best approach to get newly arrived refugee
women, as well as women who have come to Denmark to reunite with refugee families living in Denmark, into
employment (gathered by SIRI):

“We don’t promise companies more than what we can deliver. We don’t advertise that the target groups/individuals
can perform beyond their capacities and if a company says they can’t take them in or they can’t continue their
internships there, we stop the internship right away”. Leader, Middelfart Municipality.
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LG Insight: Evaluation of "Project 500": Vacant family and spouses supported new Danes in the workforce
(2017). https://integrationsnet.dk/media/3672638/evaluering_projekt-500_lg-insight.pdf
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Danish Agency for International Recruitment and Integration: How the best municipalities get refugee
women in jobs: Mapping the employment efforts of nine municipalities targeted newcomers and female
family reunification for refugees (2018), https://www.integrationsviden.dk/beskaeftigelse/1.-aktivindsats/sadan-far-de-bedste-kommuner-flygtningekvinder-i-beskaeftigelse

“The women have often health issues which the doctors don’t always agree with, for example one is not sick because
one is pregnant. In this respect it is important to have a dialogue with the women about this. We tell the women that
they should go for an internship and inform that pregnancy is not a barrier”. Leader, Middelfart Municipality.
“It is important to be direct when communicating with women and set up a fixed framework for women and for
men. The very humane approach does not work”. Leader, Middelfart Municipality.
“We talk to the men and women that they have come to a country whereby women are included on equal terms in
the work market as men. We talk to them about how one can structure their day in connection with taking care of
children. We inform the men that it could also be a good idea that they also pick up the children and so on but we
don’t negotiate with them”. Leader, Taarnby Municipality.
SIRI pinpoints the following approaches in order to get the target group into employment:
●
●

A motivating conversation – find out what motivates the target group. For example, you can emphasize
on the economic advantages of being on the work market instead of focusing on the nature of the job
itself (cleaning job)
Childcare and the Danish system – it’s important to understand the cultural background the women
have with them. For example, a woman could be responsible for childcare and can only see herself in the
private sphere. Here it is important to challenge that perception and instead emphasize that both men
and women are responsible for childcare in conversations with both men and women. This can be done
by talking to the family about the use of institutions (schools and kindergartens) and the importance of
both parents being on the labor market

Recommendations when collaborating with companies:
●
●
●

Clear expectation alignment between the target group and the company is of ultimate importance
because then they both know what to expect of each other
Close follow up of the target group during their internship at the company
Use of mentors – a mentor can assist the target group and the company can contribute to the target
group being able to stay at the workplace.
Typically, the women have many resources that they are not aware of which can be transferred
to job-oriented resources – and this needs more focus.: "How are the skills that the women have
as project managers at home be transferred to the workplace?" asks Pernille Kiær, CSR
Manager, DFD – De Forenede Dampvaskerier A/S.

What works? Voices of Somali Women
A 2018 research project27 has highlighted the reasons why most Somali women in Denmark in the 30-59 age
group are outside the labor market from the women's own perspective. It is therefore the women's own
narratives, their experiences and views highlighted in this project combined with research studies in this area as
well as existing actions towards newly arrived refugees in the other Nordic countries. In total, 50 women have
participated in the study.
Most Somali women in Denmark aged 30-59 are outside the labor market – three out of four were in 2017 on
public support (Statistics Denmark, 2018). Common to the women is that they all came to Denmark in
connection with the civil was in Somalia, and most of them live in the city’s housing association.
27

Growth House research center: Somali women's tales of work and unemployment (2018).
http://vaeksthusets-forskningscenter.dk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Somaliske-kvinders-fortaellingerom-arbejde-og-ledighed_WEB.pdf

Basically, these women want to be met at eye level with an approach characterized by recognition and respect,
where curiosity is listened to and looked at each woman's unique situation. In addition, women recommend the
following:
●
●
●

●
●
●

Holistic efforts based on women's challenges and resources rather than unilateral efforts where
practitioners are the prominent effort
Efforts considering the family situation of women and at the same time helping women with disease and
trauma coping.
Practitioners who support women's own personal resources, interests and wishes, as well as that the
practitioners have job prospects. Women are demanding practitioners with clear purposes, clear vote of
expectations and with the prospect of jobs afterwards and involving women's interests and objectives.
In this context, the women want case workers to be better at pushing employers in relation to
recruitment
Better hedging and recognition of women's skills and resources
Actions involving civil society and the Somali women's associations, as there are many resources in
these associations in relation to the dissemination of unique knowledge and experience
Initiatives and actions that help create diversity in the Danish labor market so that Somali women do not
experience discrimination

Concerning Internships and companies’ role in integration, Pernille Kiær, CSR Manager, DFD – De Forenede
Dampvaskerier A/S, says:

"It is important that the managers consider tasks or functions for which the company needs
manpower, not full-time positions, because a refugee working full time is problematic.
Internships is a good tool because the women get the opportunity to test and train in a Danish
workplace before maybe being employed”.

Regarding the role of the companies, Razan Haugaard, lecturer, integration expert and co-author of the book:
”Det er kvinder som mig, de kalder ofre” ("It is women like me they call victims") said:

"It is important that the women are met by demands by the companies, however not too many
demands. Some companies with women in internships view this solely as part of their CSR
strategy and make no demands towards the women. The women become nothing else but
decorations. Other companies view women as resources and forget that they have never been a
part of the labor market. They may put a woman on an evening shift however this is not
possible for her because she is also attending language school and looking after her children and
family in the evening (..) It is important that the woman can see the purpose of going to work.
Change is easier when you know there is a purpose. And – everyone will be recognized,
acknowledged and praised for her efforts".

Other recommendations – what works?
Mentorship programs can help women develop networks to native-born people, which immigrant and especially
refugee women often lack28.
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Thomas Liebig & Kristian Rose Tronstad - Wikipedia (OECD): Triple Disadvantage? A first overview of the
integration of refugee women (2018), https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/employment/tripledisadvantage_3f3a9612-en

Pernille Kiær, CSR Manager, DFD – De Forenede Dampvaskerier A/S, talks about a project collaboration between
DFD and the municipality of Frederiksberg where a group of women started at DFD in internships at the same
time. The women commuted together to work and supported each other throughout the process, especially in
the beginning it was good for them to have the security of the group.

Razan Haugaard, lecturer, integration expert and co-author on the book: ”Det er kvinder som mig, de kalder ofre”
("It is women like me they call victims") has success using the community as a method and working with women
in groups:
"I use the women’s resources and help them believe in themselves, helping the individual
woman to see her resources: Does she have children? Who cooks at home? Who cleans? The
women must develop and receive a lot of knowledge so that they can navigate in a workplace
and in society. The individual woman must learn social and informal rules at work. When she
has finished her own tasks, she must learn to offer others assistance. The social competences
are often more important than the professional competences".

In addition, according to Razan Haugaard, it is important that those who work with these women are open about
difficult issues such as social control:
"If the women refuse to work with alcohol. Or they refuse to clean at a single man’s house. This
is because she is afraid of what others might think of her. And in these cases, fellowship with
other women are essential. Find 10 women and run them through the same course where they
get an opportunity to talk WITH each other and not ABOUT each other. Talk openly about social
control and let them share their own experiences. The women know about social control and
how it effects themselves and their children – and they do not wish to expose others to the
same".

According to a job center employee from Copenhagen Municipality, there are several good ways to support
women’s path to employment:

"Internships and wage subsidies are good tools to gaining experience, training Danish language
skills, navigating in a workplace, networking, and expanding the CV. Volunteering is also a good
tool. This helps to break down barriers, networking, acquire new skills, and train the Danish
language – in combination with language school. Adding volunteering on the CV is positive and
can also be used strategically in relation to what type of job you want".

Appendix

Relevant stakeholders
Stakeholders interview:
●
●
●
●

Pernille Kiær, CSR Manager, DFD – De Forenede Dampvaskerier A/S, telephone interview on the 18th of
February 2020
Razan Haugaard, lecturer, integration expert and co-author on the book: ”Det er kvinder som mig, de
kalder ofre” ("It is women like me they call victims"), telephone interview on the 18th of February 2020
Employee at Copenhagen Municipality (Job center), interview on the 20th of February, 2020
Employee at UIM – The Ministry of Immigration and Integration, telephone conversation on the 17th of
February 2020
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