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between regional context and labour market integration
among refugees in Sweden
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ABSTRACT
Migrant integration is an issue at the forefront of political debates in
many immigrant-receiving countries. Within academia, a rich body
of neighbourhood effects literature examines the significance of
the residential environment for the socioeconomic integration of
international migrants. Another strand of research explores the
associations between immigrants’ initial region of residence and
their subsequent socioeconomic integration. Existing research
focuses on a single dimension of geographical context and on the
neighbourhood scale. Using Swedish longitudinal register data,
we estimate discrete-time event history models to assess how
regional and neighbourhood contexts influence refugees’ entry
into employment. Our study includes all refugees who arrived in
Sweden between 2000 and 2009, distinguishing between three
categories of refugees: refugees with assigned housing, refugees
with self-arranged housing and quota refugees. Our results reveal
a clear pattern where the most advantageous regions for finding
a first employment are those at the extremes of the population
density distribution: the Stockholm region and small city/rural
regions. Refugees residing in Malmö have the lowest probability
of entering the labour market. Our study also reiterates existing
concerns regarding the negative effects of ethnic segregation at
the neighbourhood level on labour market participation.
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Introduction

Migrant integration is an issue at the forefront of political and academic debates in many
immigrant-receiving countries. It has become particularly prominent in Sweden, as the
country recently experienced a high influx of refugees, mainly coming from conflict-
affected areas in Syria and Afghanistan. A record was reached in 2015 when 160,000 indi-
viduals applied for asylum.

Within academia, the significance of the residential environment for the socioeconomic
integration of international migrants is analysed in a rich body of neighbourhood effects
literature. In the Swedish context, some studies have found that residence in deprived

© 2019 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

CONTACT Louisa Vogiazides louisa.vogiazides@humangeo.su.se

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

JOURNAL OF ETHNIC AND MIGRATION STUDIES
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369183X.2019.1588717

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/1369183X.2019.1588717&domain=pdf
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-7878-0911
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-2685-9238
mailto:louisa.vogiazides@humangeo.su.se
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://www.tandfonline.com


neighbourhoods hampers immigrants’ employment and income prospects (Musterd et al.
2008; Wimark, Haandrikman and Nielsen 2019), while other studies highlight the positive
effects of immigrant concentration (Edin, Fredriksson, and Åslund 2003; Andersson and
Hammarstedt 2015). A parallel strain of research explores the associations between immi-
grants’ initial place of residence and their subsequent socioeconomic integration. Studies
that analyse the effects of residential context usually focus on neighbourhoods, small geo-
graphical areas typically corresponding to census tracts. The regional level, however,
deserves more attention, especially in relation to labour market participation. Regions
are indeed larger geographical units that tend to coincide with local labour market
areas, which makes them more suitable for the analysis of labour market dynamics. More-
over, existing research tends to focus on a single dimension of geographical context, such
as immigration density or labour market conditions. Thus, there is a need for further
research that jointly investigates multiple dimensions of migrants’ geographical context.

The aim of this study is to explore the relationship between residential context and the
transition into first employment in the case of refugees who arrived in Sweden during the
2000s. Using rich Swedish longitudinal register data, we follow refugees over a nine-year
period. First, we describe differences in timing to first employment for various groups in
our study population. Second, we estimate discrete-time event history models in order to
assess how residential context influences refugees’ entry into employment.

The paper contributes to the existing literature through its focus on multiple dimen-
sions of the regional context, including population density and labour market conditions.
It also employs an innovative method to measure the neighbourhood context based on
individual-centred neighbourhoods (Östh, Malmberg, and Andersson 2014). Understand-
ing the relationship between refugees’ residential context and their employment prospects
is highly relevant to current policy debates in Sweden. In recent years, concerns over high
levels of residential segregation and overcrowding among newly arrived migrants have
prompted new criticisms against the asylum seekers’ freedom to settle where they want.
A special committee (Mottagandeutredningen) was appointed by the government to
develop proposals for reforming refugee reception. The committee’s report, published
in March 2018, suggests the re-introduction of restrictions to the freedom of asylum
seekers to arrange for their own accommodation in municipalities with socioeconomically
disadvantaged neighbourhoods (SOU 2018, 41).

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: After a short outline of the labour
market situation of refugees in Sweden, the theoretical and empirical background on the
relationship between residential context and migrant integration is presented; in Data and
Methods, we describe our data material and introduce the method of event history analy-
sis; the Results section reports descriptive and regression results; and we conclude with a
discussion of our findings, policy considerations, and directions for further research.

Refugees in the Swedish labour market

After having been a country of emigration in the 19th and early 20th centuries, Sweden
became a country of immigration after World War II. Initially, refugees arriving to
Sweden came from neighbouring countries, mainly from Finland. From the 1970s
onwards, inflows have consisted of non-European political refugees from the Middle East,
Latin America and the Horn of Africa. The Balkan wars in the 1990s caused a new
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inflow of refugees from the former Yugoslavia. The war in Iraq in 2003 and the ongoing
conflicts in Syria and Afghanistan have also led to large inflows from these countries.

Sweden is renowned for its extensive welfare system and its support for migrant inte-
gration programmes. Historically, Swedish integration policy has been defined by its
adherence to principles of diversity and multiculturalism (Wiesbrock 2011). In recent
years, integration policy has increasingly focused on socioeconomic inclusion. Newly
arrived migrants are eligible for an ‘establishment plan’ with the Employment Service,
which includes Swedish language classes, basic information on the Swedish society and
activities to facilitate labour market integration.

Despite Sweden’s support for integration policy, migrants in Sweden have considerably
lower labour market participation than natives. In 2017, the employment gap between
migrants and natives amounted to 13.6%, which was among the highest in OECD
countries (OECD 2018a, 2018b). Refugees are in a particularly vulnerable position.
Only 70% of male refugees and 65% of female refugees are gainfully employed ten
years after their arrival (Irastorza and Bevelander 2017). There are also differences by
region of origin, with individuals from Iraq and the Horn of Africa being less likely to
be employed (Bevelander 2011; Irastorza and Bevelander 2017).

Migrants are also overrepresented in low-skilled jobs (Bevelander and Irastorza 2014).
The manufacturing sector has traditionally been a major employment avenue for migrants
in Sweden. Therefore, the gradual delocalisation of low-skilled manufacturing jobs after
the 1970s has had a particularly large impact for migrants: while a third of male refugees
were employed within the manufacturing sector in the late 1990s, only 5% did so in 2015
(Ruist 2018, 46). Two economic sectors have largely compensated for the job losses due to
deindustrialisation: healthcare and food service activities. In 2015, as much as 60% of
newly arrived refugee women were employed in the healthcare sector, often as nurses
and care assistants (Ibid: 47; Åslund, Forslund, and Liljeberg 2017).

Residential context and migrant integration

Theoretical background

In recent years, a wide range of American and European studies have been published on
the significance of the residential context for an individual’s socioeconomic career path, in
domains such as education, employment, income and health. A seminal work within the
neighbourhood effects literature is the book The Truly Disadvantaged by William Julius
Wilson (1987), which advances the view that residence in high poverty and ethnic min-
ority neighbourhoods has detrimental consequences. Several theoretical arguments on
the negative association between residential segregation and socioeconomic outcomes
can be put forward. One theoretical argument centres on the stigmatisation of deprived
and immigrant-dense neighbourhoods. It suggests that employers may be reluctant to
hire individuals residing in neighbourhoods with a negative reputation. In that sense, resi-
dential segregation leads to, or reinforces, labour market discrimination (Schierup and
Ålund 2011; Molina 1997).

Other arguments focus on socialisation processes. The concentration of immigrants in
ethnic and high poverty areas is hypothesised to produce unfavourable social networks,
hampering employment opportunities (Massey and Fong 1990; South, Crowder, and
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Chavez 2005). Moreover, individuals in deprived neighbourhoods tend to be excluded
from other, more favourable social networks involving the native population. Such con-
tacts could offer useful support for entering into and progressing in the labour market
(Portes 1998). In line with this argument, some theorists suggest that residing in rural
areas may facilitate immigrants’ integration because smaller societies provide more oppor-
tunities for interacting with the native population (Waters and Jiménez 2005; Hugo and
Morén-Alegret 2008). In contrast, others highlight the positive role of co-ethnic residential
concentration for integration. From that perspective, the ethnic social networks and ties
existing within ethnic neighbourhoods can constitute a source of information, labour
and capital for the members of that ethnic community (Musterd et al. 2008).

Finally, contextual effects are also discussed in the light of labour market characteristics.
Regions affected by deindustrialisation and unemployment can constitute a hinderance to
migrants’ labour market participation. In contrast, economically strong regions can act as
‘escalator regions,’ facilitating socioeconomic integration (Portes and Zhou 1993; Glick
Schiller and Çaglar 2009; Van Ham et al. 2012). Large, internationally connected cities
likely fall into the latter category. In The Global City, Saskia Sassen (1991) suggests that
cities such as London, New York and Tokyo, have witnessed the ‘tertiarisation’ of their
economies, characterised by a surge of both top- and bottom-end service jobs. Those
cities depend on the availability of low-paid/low-skilled migrant workers to service
highly educated and highly paid employees, in sectors such as catering and cleaning.

In the light of these theoretical arguments, we derive the following hypotheses:

. Hypothesis 1: Refugees residing in Stockholm are more likely to find a first employment
(due to the city’s strong service-oriented economy and global competitiveness).

. Hypothesis 2: Refugees residing in rural regions are more likely to find a first employ-
ment (due to better opportunities for socialisation with natives).

. Hypothesis 3: Refugees residing in regions with high unemployment are less likely to
find a first employment.

. Hypothesis 4a: Refugees residing in neighbourhoods with a high concentration of non-
Western migrants are less likely to find a first employment (due to stigmatisation and
‘negative socialisation’ processes).

. Hypothesis 4b: Refugees residing in immigrant-dense neighbourhoods are more likely
to find a first employment (due to the benefits of immigrant concentration).

Empirical evidence in Sweden

In the case of Sweden, the neighbourhood effects literature provides rather mixed results.
Some studies find that residence in immigrant-dense and deprived neighbourhoods nega-
tively affects immigrants’ employment and income situation (Musterd et al. 2008; Hedberg
and Tammaru 2013; Wimark, Haandrikman and Nielsen 2019) as well as their education
level (Grönqvist 2006). Andersson, Musterd, and Galster (2018) found that initial settle-
ment in a neighbourhood with a high proportion of co-ethnics had a negative effect on
employment for refugee women, but not for men. Other studies highlight positive
effects of immigrant concentration. Edin, Fredriksson, and Åslund (2003) found that
living in neighbourhoods with a high concentration of members of one’s ethnic group
improved labour market outcomes for low-skilled refugees. Andersson and Hammarstedt
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(2015) also found that ethnic enclaves enhanced self-employment propensities of Middle
Eastern migrants in Sweden.

Regarding the role of the regional context for refugees’ socioeconomic outcomes, there
are a number of studies examining the Swedish case. Research on refugees subject to the
1985–1994 refugee settlement policy—the ‘Sweden-wide strategy’1—generally suggests
that dispersal had a detrimental effect on integration. Most refugees were indeed placed
in small municipalities that had a housing surplus but limited work opportunities.
Åslund and Rooth (2007, 440) claimed that residence in high unemployment areas
upon refugees’ arrival had negative effects on their earnings and employment for at
least ten years after immigration. Other studies found similar results (e.g. Åslund, Östh,
and Zenou 2010; Edin, Fredriksson, and Åslund 2004).

Research on more recently arrived refugee cohorts gives a complex picture. A number
of studies showed that refugees residing in Stockholm had relatively higher odds of being
employed while those in Malmö had the lowest odds (Bevelander and Lundh 2007; Beve-
lander 2011; Ruist 2018; Hedberg and Tammaru 20132). Digging deeper into the charac-
teristics of local labour markets, Bevelander and Lundh (2007) also found that refugees
had higher employment prospects in municipalities with a larger presence of manufactur-
ing and private service jobs, as well as in municipalities with a lower average of education
and skills level.

When it comes to population density, Statistics Sweden (2016) found that refugees from
the 2006–10 cohort3 had a higher probability of being gainfully employed five years after
immigration if they had remained either in a metropolitan region or a region without a
major city. Andersson (2016) examined employment prospects among refugees from
Iran, Iraq and Somalia who arrived between 1995 and 2004. The study analysed how
initial settlement in different Swedish regions relates to the odds of being gainfully
employed five years after arrival. Interestingly, Andersson found that regions associated
with a greater likelihood of employment for refugees vary in terms of their population
density and geographical location.

Our article brings a number of contributions to the existing scientific literature. On the
one hand, our use of the region as the main unit of analysis is more suitable for the study of
labour market dynamics. The combination of the regional context and the unique individ-
ual-centred neighbourhood variable allows us to simultaneously study the interplay
between two scales of geographical context and labour market outcomes. Doing so for
the whole population of refugees who arrived in Sweden in the 2000s over an extended
period is another contribution of this study. Lastly, the event-history framework provides
an appropriate methodological tool that makes full use of the time-varying longitudinal
character of our dataset.

Data and methods

Study population

This paper is based on a compilation of Swedish administrative registers managed by Stat-
istics Sweden, which contain longitudinal, annually updated and individual level data. The
data include a wide range of variables, such as demographic, socioeconomic and residen-
tial characteristics.4
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Our dataset consisted of refugees who immigrated to Sweden between 2000 and 2009
and were between 18 and 59 years old when they arrived in the country (N = 61,699). Indi-
viduals were followed over a nine-year period. We distinguished between three categories
of refugees: refugees with assigned housing, refugees with self-arranged housing, and
quota refugees. Since 1995, asylum seekers who are granted a residence permit can
either be assigned to a municipality by the Swedish authorities (‘Kommunanvisad’) or
arrange for their own housing (‘Egenbosatt’). To be entitled to assistance with their settle-
ment into a municipality, the refugees must have previously resided in an accommodation
provided by the Swedish Migration Agency during their asylum procedure (‘Anläggnings-
boende’ - ABO).5 Refugees who arrange for their own housing (‘Egenbosatt’) usually settle
in metropolitan regions, while those with assigned housing tend to be placed in smaller
municipalities (Statistics Sweden 2016, 48, 67). The third group of refugees—quota refu-
gees—were resettled from refugee camps and did not arrive to Sweden by their own
means. Therefore, they did not apply for asylum at the Swedish Migration Agency, but
rather were directly assigned to a municipality. The distinction between these three cat-
egories is relevant to our study of the relationship between residential context and refu-
gees’ employment. As refugees who are assigned housing have limited influence in the
selection of the municipality where they settle, they are, in principle, less likely to be
self-selected, compared to refugees with self-arranged housing, regarding the effect of
the residential context on employment.6 There are also reasons to believe that these two
categories of refugees have unobserved differential characteristics that are relevant to
labour market inclusion. Indeed, the ability to arrange for their own housing suggests
that this group may have higher levels of economic capital and social contacts, valuable
assets in the job-seeking process. This claim was confirmed by empirical evidence
(National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 2015, 87–88). Finally, previous
research has also shown that quota refugees have worse employment prospects compared
to other refugees (Bevelander 2011; Ruist 2018).

Table 1 presents the characteristics of the study population, measured at the year of
arrival in Sweden. Nearly two thirds of the refugees arrived during the second half of the
2000s. Half of the refugees (53%) arranged for their own accommodation, a third (35%)
were assigned housing by the authorities, and 12% were quota refugees. The main
regions of origin are the Middle East and North Africa, with as much as 75% of men and
63% of women originating from these regions. Iraq is by far the most common country
of origin among refugees who arrived in Sweden during the 2000s. Former Yugoslavians
make up the second largest group for the 2000–04 cohort, followed by Afghanis. Regarding
the cohort that arrived in the second half on the decade, Somalis are the second largest
group, followed by refugees from Central Asia. Around 43% of refugees in the study initially
settled in a metropolitan region (Stockholm, Gothenburg or Malmö) and about a third
settled in a large city region. Among metropolitan regions, Stockholm is the most
common region of first settlement, hosting 24% of all refugees upon arrival.

Analytical strategy

In this study, we applied discrete-time event history analysis to model refugees’ event of
finding a first employment in Sweden. First, we created survival functions to describe
the occurrence and timing of this event for different refugee groups. Second, we estimated
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discrete-time event history models based on a person-year dataset to explore the effect of
residential context on the likelihood of finding a first employment. We estimated separate
models for men and women, as is commonly done. As outlined above, we also differen-
tiated between three categories of refugees—those with self-arranged housing, those
with assigned housing, and quota refugees—for six models in total. The effects of the inde-
pendent variables are reported as average marginal effects. In this way, we circumvent the
problem of comparing odds ratios across different groups. See Mood (2010) for a discus-
sion in the context of logistic regression.

In Swedish administrative registers, individuals’ employment situation is registered
every year in November. A person was considered at risk of becoming employed in a
given year if she had never been employed or owned a business in November the preceding
year. Thus, refugees entered the risk set the year following their immigration year. Indi-
viduals were right-censored (i.e. taken out of the risk set) if they had not found an

Table 1. Characteristics of refugee population (between 18 and 59 years-old), measured at year of
arrival in Sweden.

Men Women Total

N 36,915 24,784 61,699
Refugee category
Assigned housing 33.2 37 34.7
Self-arranged housing 56.3 48.6 53.2
Quota refugees 10.5 14.4 12.1
Total 100 100 100

Arrival Cohort
2000–2004 35.3 33.9 34.8
2005–2009 64.7 66.1 65.2
Total 100 100 100

Region of origin
Europe 13.3 22.7 17.1
America 1.1 2.1 1.6
Middle East and North Africa 74.8 63.1 70
Other Africa 2.9 4 3.3
Other Asia and Oceania 7.6 7.5 7.6
Stateless and unknown 0.3 0.5 0.4
Total 100 100 100

Age at immigration (mean) 33.2 33.5 33.3
Partnership status
Single 70 58.1 65.1
In partnership 30 41.9 34.9
Total 100 100 100

Children in the household
No 71.4 41.9 59
Yes 28.6 59.1 41
Total 100 100 100

Level of education
Primary 17.2 15.5 16.5
Upper secondary 14.9 13.8 14.5
University 19.1 14 17
Unknown 48.8 56.7 52
Total 100 100 100

Type of region of settlement
Stockholm 24.6 23.6 24.2
Gothenburg 9.2 8.9 9.1
Malmö 10.9 9.1 10.2
Large city region 35.9 37.7 36.6
Small city/rural region 19.4 20.7 20
Total 100 100 100
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employment by the end of the nine-year follow-up period, or if they emigrated or died at
some point during the follow-up period.

An advantage of discrete-time models is that they allow for time-varying covariates
(Allison 2010). In our analysis, the main independent variables were the time-varying vari-
ables on the regional and neighbourhood contexts. The models include two variables of the
regional context: Type of region (based on population density and economic structure) and
Regional unemployment. Regions correspond to local Labour Market Areas (LMAs), which
are annually constructed by Statistics Sweden based on commuting zones. We used a single
LMA classification per refugee cohort: the 2008 classification for the 2000–04 cohort and the
2013 classification for the 2005–09 cohort.7 The variable Type of region consists of five cat-
egories that describe the level of population density and the economic structure: 1. Stock-
holm; 2. Gothenburg; 3. Malmö; 4. large city regions; and 5. regions lacking a large city
(hereafter ‘small city/rural regions’). This grouping was based on the 2017 classification of
municipalities by the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SKL). We
chose to consider Sweden’s three metropolitan regions separately due to their different econ-
omic situations and political roles. Indeed, while Stockholm is Sweden’s administrative and
financial centre, Gothenburg and especially Malmö have been coping with deindustrialisa-
tion processes. The time-varying variableHigh regional unemployment was measured by the
region-level average of annual municipal unemployment rates. Regions above the third
quartile of the distribution were considered to have high unemployment.

In addition to the regional context variables, a neighbourhood context variable con-
trolled for the proportion of non-Western migrants among the person’s 500 closest neigh-
bours.8 This variable was constructed as an individual-centred neighbourhood and
calculated with the software EquiPop. Individual-centred neighbourhoods bypass the
so-called ‘Modifiable Areal Unit Problem,’ a source of statistical bias affecting any geo-
graphical analysis based on arbitrarily defined aggregations of geographical areas (Östh,
Malmberg, and Andersson 2014).

The model also controlled for other variables. The time-constant variables were Arrival
cohort, Region of birth and Age at immigration. The remaining variables were time-
varying. The variable Years in Sweden accounted for the number of years since immigra-
tion. We also controlled for individuals’ partnership status9, their level of education, and
whether they had children living in their household. The dummy variable Mobility status
indicated whether the person still resided in the region of initial settlement. To ensure that
changes in the time-varying independent variables had chronological precedence to the
event of interest (finding a first employment), they were lagged, meaning that the risk
of finding a first employment during a given year was modelled as dependent on the
value of the independent variables the preceding year.

In addition to the independent and control variables, we constructed some additional
contextual variables on the regional labour market context. In our dataset, these variables
were highly correlated with Type of region (our main independent variable), leading to
multicollinearity, and thus have been excluded from the regression models described in
our results. Instead, we used these variables descriptively to deepen our understanding
of the labour-market situation in different types of regions and to illuminate the interpret-
ation of differentials in model coefficients across regional contexts. Occupational skill level
classifies regions based on the average skill level of the individuals working in the region
during a given year. We distinguished three skill categories, including: 1. blue-collar
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workers; 2. white-collar workers; and 3. managers. The average skill was then weighted by
the number of individuals in each category. (See Bevelander and Lundh (2007) for a
similar classification.) We also constructed variables counting the relative size of three
Economic sectors in the region, including: manufacturing and mining, private services,
and the public sector. Finally, we calculated the relative size of the refugee population
in the region among residents aged 16 and above.

Limitations

Some researchers have pointed out possible empirical gaps in the neighbourhood effects lit-
erature, chiefly the overlook of selective sorting into neighbourhoods/regions or the fact that
mobility patterns vary across social and ethnic groups (Hedman and van Ham 2011). For
instance, people settling in deprived neighbourhoods tend to have a lower socioeconomic
background than those settling in more affluent neighbourhoods and are more likely to
be foreign-born (Andersson and Bråmå 2004). Additionally, migrants who are most motiv-
ated to advance in employment careers may choose to settle in the regions providing the
most advantageous opportunities (Åslund 2005). These selection mechanisms are not inde-
pendent of the employment outcome under study. Thus, selection bias is an issue we should
be aware of and address. From a modelling standpoint, estimating the likelihood of getting
the first employment at a single time point increases selection issues. We attempted to miti-
gate this by taking time into account, using event history analysis to estimate the probability
of obtaining a first employment based on time-varying covariates, both at the individual and
at the contextual level. This, however, does not eliminate the possibility of a sorting into
regions and neighbourhoods occurring upon first settlement.10

Results

Timing to first employment

In a first step, we plotted Kaplan-Meier survival function curves to describe the timing to
the event of refugees’ getting their first employment, grouped by gender and birth region.
The survival functions in Figures 1 and 2 show the proportion of refugees that have not
entered the labour market, by years of residence in Sweden. It is important to note that
the survival functions describe the proportion of refugees who have not found a first
job by a certain point in time, and not the proportion who are not employed at that
point in time. An initial observation is that refugee women take a longer time to enter
the labour market than refugee men. For instance, it takes around five years for women
to reach a first employment rate of 70%, whereas men reach that proportion after only
four years. Part of this difference is likely due to women spending longer periods on par-
ental leave. Beside gender differences, Figure 2 shows clear differences in the rate and
timing of obtaining a first employment by birth region. The timing of transition into
first employment is shorter for refugees from America and Other Africa. In contrast, refu-
gees from the Middle East and North Africa and from the rest of Asia and Oceania enter
the labour market more slowly. However, the differences between regions of origin are
rather small and the confidence intervals are partly overlapping. We will later see
whether these differences remain in the regression analysis.
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Geographical distribution of the refugee population

Given that the present study focuses on the relationship between geographical context and
entry into employment, it is important to examine the distribution of the refugee popu-
lation across geographical contexts. Table 2 summarises the distribution of the three
refugee categories—those with self-arranged housing, those with assigned housing and
quota refugees—by type of region and mobility status (averaged over the observation
period). As mentioned above, refugees with assigned housing are often placed in small
localities while refugees who arrange for their own housing tend to settle in metropolitan
regions. Accordingly, 64% of the refugees with self-arranged housing in our study resided
in a metropolitan region at some point in time, while this is only the case for 19% of those
with assigned housing and quota refugees. The latter categories are overrepresented in
large cities and rural regions. They also stand out by their higher levels of inter-regional
mobility. Indeed, a quarter of refugees with assigned housing have moved across
regions during the follow-up period. This is only the case for 8% of the refugees with
self-arranged housing. These patterns can imply that, for assigned refugees, relocation
constitutes a readjustment to satisfying their preferences in terms of region. Finally, refu-
gees who arranged for their own housing also have a higher proportion of non-Western
neighbours. This is consistent with the fact that they more often reside in metropolitan
regions, which include neighbourhoods with a high immigrant concentration.

Residential context and first employment

The results of the discrete-time event history models are displayed in Table 3. We report
average marginal effects and their standard errors.

A first important observation relates to the clear differences in the probabilities of
finding a first employment between types of regions. For all categories of refugees,

Figure 1. Transition into first employment, by years in Sweden and gender (Kaplan-Meier survival func-
tions, 95% confidence intervals).
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Stockholm is associated with the highest probability of finding a job and Malmö with the
lowest. For example, controlling for everything else, male refugees with self-arranged
housing in Malmö have on average a 7.5% lower probability than their counterparts in
Stockholm. The type of region associated with the second highest likelihood of finding
a first job among men are small city/rural areas. This is also the case for women who
arranged for their own housing.

The finding that Stockholm is associated with the highest employment prospects for
refugees is consistent with previous research (e.g. Bevelander 2011; Andersson 2016;
Ruist 2018) and supports Hypothesis 1. The positive effect of small city/rural regions

Figure 2. Transition into first employment, by years in Sweden and region of birth (Kaplan-Meier sur-
vival functions, 95% confidence intervals).
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confirms Hypothesis 2, which assumes better opportunities for socialisation with natives
in those regions. However, in order to better interpret differences in employment probabil-
ities between regions, it is useful to examine a number of labour market-related character-
istics of the five region types: the predominance of different economic sectors
(manufacturing and mining, private services, and the public sector), the average occu-
pational skill level and the relative size of the refugee population. As mentioned in the
Data and Methods section, these variables were not included in the models because
they are highly correlated with the variable Type of region.11 Figure 3 depicts the relative
size of three main economic sectors by type of region over the period of 2005–15. Stock-
holm has by far the largest proportion of private services jobs and the smallest proportion
of manufacturing jobs.

This is an indication of the region’s service-oriented, post-industrial economy and its
global competitiveness, as theorised by Sassen (1991). The large size of the private service
sector in Stockholm is certainly an important factor behind the region’s higher employment
opportunities. Indeed, the private service sector includes jobs requiring low qualifications,
such as cleaning and food services, which are typical entry-level jobs for immigrants in
Sweden (Åslund, Forslund, and Liljeberg 2017). The private service sector has a similar rela-
tive size in Gothenburg andMalmö, but the manufacturing sector has declinedmore sharply
in Malmö since 2005. Given that industry has historically been a major sector of employ-
ment for migrants in Sweden, its sharp decline in Malmö may be a factor behind their
poor labour market performance in that region. Likewise, the fact that the relative size of
the manufacturing sector is largest in small city/rural regions could partly explain refugees’
relatively better employment prospects in those regions, especially for men. Figure 4 illus-
trates the average skill level of the working population by type of region during the
period of 2005–15.12 It clearly shows that a region’s average occupational skill level increases
with its population density. As migrants tend to be overrepresented in low-skilled occu-
pations (Bevelander and Irastorza 2014), the lower skill level in rural areas may be a
reason why these regions are positively associated with employment.

Table 2. Distribution of refugee categories by type of region and mobility status (average over
observation period).

Refugees with
assigned housing

Refugees with self-
arranged housing

Quota
refugees Total

Type of region
Stockholm 11.1 36.3 11.3 24.4
Gothenburg 6.8 13.6 4.7 10.1
Malmö 9.7 14.8 3.1 11.5
Large city region 48.9 28.2 46.4 37.7
Small city/rural region 23.5 7.1 34.5 16.3
Total (%) 100 100 100 100

High regional unemployment
No 91.4 96.2 80.4 92.5
Yes 8.6 3.8 19.6 7.5
Total (%) 100 100 100 100

Proportion of non-Western individuals among
500 nearest neighbours (mean)

17.5 27.6 15.4 22.6

Mobility status
Stayer 75.2 91.5 78.8 84.3
Inter-regional mover 24.8 8.5 21.2 15.7
Total (%) 100 100 100 100
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Table 3. Results from discrete-time survival models on entry into first employment among refugees,
2001–15 (average marginal effects in percentage points).

Men Women

Assigned
housing

Self-arranged
housing Quota

Assigned
housing

Self-arranged
housing Quota

Years in Sweden 0.3***
(0.1)

−0.0
(0.1)

1.0***
(0.1)

0.7***
(0.0)

0.6***
(0.0)

0.9***
(0.1)

Refugee cohort
2000-2004 (ref.)
2005–2009 0.9**

(0.3)
3.1***
(0.2)

2.6***
(0.5)

0.8**
(0.0)

1.2***
(0.2)

1.7***
(0.4)

Demographic attributes
Age at immigration −0.6***

(0.0)
−0.7***
(0.0)

−0.4***
(0.0)

−0.2***
(0.0)

−0.3***
(0.0)

−0.2***
(0.0)

Partnership status
Single (ref.)
Partner 3.0***

(0.5)
2.7***
(0.4)

4.5***
(0.7)

0.6*
(0.3)

0.6**
(0.2)

1.8***
(0.4)

Children in household
No (ref.)
Yes 1.7**

(0.5)
0.5
(0.4)

−1.4*
(0.7)

0.3
(0.3)

−1.1***
(0.2)

−0.8
(0.4)

World region of birth
Europe (ref.)
America 0.3

(3.8)
5.4**
(2.0)

4.7**
(1.4)

0.9
(2.4)

4.2**
(1.2)

4.8***
(0.9)

Middle East & North Africa
−4.4***
(0.4)

−6.8***
(0.5)

−1.3
(0.9)

−4.5***
(0.3)

−5.3***
(0.4)

−0.2
(0.6)

Rest of Africa −4.2***
(0.7)

−2.7
(1.5)

1.7
(1.2)

−0.5
(0.6)

−0.5
(1.2)

3.0**
(0.9)

Rest of Asia & Oceania −2.9***
(0.7)

−3.7***
(0.7)

−0.0
(1.0)

−4.6***
(0.6)

−4.7***
(0.6)

0.6
(0.7)

Stateless of unknown 15.0**
(5.7)

−0.1
(4.4)

15.2***
(2.9)

5.1
(3.3)

0.5
(5.5)

21.6***
(2.9)

Education
Primary (ref.)
Upper secondary 5.2***

(0.4)
3.5***
(0.3)

3.4***
(0.6)

6.0***
(0.3)

5.5***
(0.3)

3.7***
(0.5)

University 5.4***
(0.4)

4.3***
(0.3)

2.6***
(0.7)

5.9***
(0.4)

5.7***
(0.3)

5.1***
(0.6)

Unknown −6.8***
(0.4)

−6.7***
(0.3)

−8.1***
(0.6)

−4.7***
(0.3)

−3.3***
(0.2)

−4.3***
(0.4)

Type of region
Stockholm (ref.)
Gothenburg −4.4***

(0.8)
−6.1***
(0.4)

−0.9
(1.4)

−2.4***
(0.6)

−3.5***
(0.3)

−0.9
(1.0)

Malmö −7.2***
(07)

−7.5***
(0.3)

−6.3***
(1.4)

−4.0***
(0.6)

−5.1***
(0.3)

−4.5***
(1.0)

Large city region −4.8***
(0.6)

−4.5***
(0.3)

−3.9***
(0.9)

−3.1***
(0.5)

−2.8***
(0.3)

−1.8**
(0.7)

Small city/rural region −4.3***
(0.6)

−3.4***
(0.5)

−2.8**
(1.0)

−3.0***
(0.5)

−1.8***
(0.5)

−2.1**
(0.7)

High regional unemployment
No (ref.)
Yes 0.6

(0.6)
1.2
(0.6)

0.8
(0.6)

1.3*
(0.5)

0.2
(0.6)

0.6
(0.5)

Neighbourhood context
Proportion of non-Western
migrants among 500 closest
neighbours

−5.3***
(1.2)

−3.9***
(0.8)

−0.4
(2.1)

−2.7**
(1.0)

−5.1***
(0.7)

−3.4*
(1.6)

(Continued )
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The poor labour market outcomes in Malmö are likely related to general economic
developments in the region. In conjunction with its deindustrialisation, Malmö has
suffered from high unemployment and a growing social polarisation (Holgersen and
Baeten 2017). The proportion of individuals living in relative poverty amounted to 21%
in Skåne County in 2010 compared to 13% in Stockholm County (Niedomysl, Östh,
and Amcoff 2015, 24). Finally, high refugee concentration can also be part of the expla-
nation. Indeed, as shown in Figure 5, Malmö consistently has the highest proportion of
refugees in its population. A plausible assumption is that a large refugee population is

Table 3. Continued.
Men Women

Assigned
housing

Self-arranged
housing Quota

Assigned
housing

Self-arranged
housing Quota

Mobility status
Stayer (ref.)
Inter-regional mover −0.6

(0.3)
−0.01**
(0.4)

−0.2
(0.6)

−1.1***
(0.3)

0.3
(0.4)

−0.6
(0.4)

Nagelkerke R² 0.07 0.08 0.08 0.08 0.09 0.09
Number of observations 56,591 97,011 20,004 53,473 72,526 21,975

***p < 0.001; **p < 0.01; *p < 0.05.

Figure 3. Relative size of main economic sectors by type of region, 2005–15.
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associated with increased competition for the same job types, restraining employment pos-
sibilities. It may, therefore, be more difficult for refugees to find employment in Malmö
due to higher competition for low-skilled jobs among refugees and other immigrants
(Ruist 2018, 56).

The results of the dummy variable on high regional unemployment were not statisti-
cally significant in five out of the six models. The exception was women with assigned
housing for whom high unemployment regions are surprisingly associated with a
higher probability of finding employment. Thus, we did not find evidence for Hypothesis
3, which assumes that residence in high unemployment regions decreases the chances of
becoming employed. It is worth noting that our models control for the Type of region.13

The effect of regional unemployment is therefore partially captured by the Type of
region variable, so the unemployment variable measures the effect of regional unemploy-
ment on top of the population density effect and economic structure; it is this effect that

Figure 4. Average skill level of working population by type of region, 2005–15.

Figure 5. Relative size of refugee population by type of region, 2005–15.
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turns out not to be statistically significant. The positive effect of high unemployment
regions for female refugees with assigned housing is unexpected. Maybe these women
find employment in sectors that suffer from labour force shortage even within high unem-
ployment regions. Healthcare could be such a sector, as its demand is spread all over the
country, irrespective of the economic conjuncture.

The neighbourhood-level variable in our models assesses the effect of proximity to non-
Western migrants on refugees’ employment likelihood. With the exception of male quota
refugees, we find statistically significant negative effects of residential proximity to non-
Western migrants. For men with self-arranged housing, controlling for everything else,
a marginal increase in the proportion of non-Western migrants among the 500 nearest
neighbours implies a 5.1% lower probability of becoming employed. The results
support Hypothesis 4a on the negative consequences of immigrant concentration and con-
tradict Hypothesis 4b on its positive effects.

With selection considerations in mind, it can be argued that Stockholm has the highest
employment probability because it attracts refugees with more motivation to work and
who have higher skills. Similarly, those who decide to settle in Malmö may do so for
social reasons—to be close to family and friends—rather than employment reasons
(Ruist 2018). As a result, Malmö may be the most obvious destination for refugees with
lower qualifications and lower job-seeking capacities.

Selection considerations are also important for the interpretation of Mobility status
(whether the person has left her first region of settlement in Sweden). We find that
inter-regional mobility has a statistically significant and negative effect on the employment
prospects for two groups of refugees: men with self-arranged housing and women with
assigned housing. A plausible interpretation is that these two categories of refugees
would undergo inter-regional mobility for different reasons. Men with self-arranged
housing may have taken into consideration employment prospects in the selection of
municipality of first settlement. It is also likely that their choice was motivated by the pres-
ence of family or friends already established in the municipality. These social connections
can constitute valuable resources in the job-seeking process through the sharing of knowl-
edge about job opportunities and the local labour market. Members of this group who left
their initial region of residence would have to ‘start from scratch’ in their region of desti-
nation. For female refugees with assigned housing, a reasonable assumption is that reloca-
tion is motivated by social rather than by employment considerations.14

Overall, the patterns of the regional variables are essentially similar for the different
refugee categories: Stockholm is consistently the most advantageous region, followed by
small city/rural regions, while Malmö is the least advantageous. However, we also
found that the effect of certain regions was less negative for the most atypical refugee
groups in those regions. Indeed, refugees with assigned housing in Gothenburg, and
especially females, have a higher probability of finding a first job compared to the most
dominant group of refugees with self-arranged housing. Similarly, residence in a small
city/rural region is more positively associated with employment for refugees with self-
arranged housing, who are the least common group. A possible interpretation is that refu-
gees who actively choose to settle outside a large city possess social or cultural resources
facilitating their labour market integration. It may also be the case that refugees with self-
arranged housing in Gothenburg settle in that region for reasons that are not labour
market related.
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Lastly, our models also controlled for several sociodemographic variables known to
influence migrants’ transition into employment. We found that refugees’ chances of
getting a job increase with their level of education. Moreover, the older the person is
upon arrival in Sweden, the lower their probability of finding a job. Single individuals
are also less likely to become employed, while the effect of being a parent differs
between refugee groups. As in previous research, motherhood decreases employment
probability for female refugees with self-arranged housing. The effect of fatherhood, sur-
prisingly, differs between categories of male refugees: it has a positive effect for those with
assigned housing and a negative effect for quota refugees (although only significant at the
5% level). The most recent refugee cohort (2005–09) has consistently higher probabilities
of obtaining a first employment than the earlier cohort (2000–04). Our analysis also
showed considerable differences by region of birth. Refugees from the Middle East and
North Africa have a lower probability of finding a first job than refugees from Europe.
The differences in the probabilities between refugee groups even after controlling for
differences in sociodemographic and contextual characteristics suggest the presence of
labour market discrimination against certain ethnic groups.15 Finally, as expected, the
probabilities increase over the amount of time spent in Sweden.16

Conclusions

In this study, we explored the interplay between refugees’ regional and neighbourhood
context and their employment situation using discrete-time event history analysis. A
central finding from our analyses is that Stockholm is the most advantageous region in
terms of labour market prospects, while Malmö is the least advantageous. This is consist-
ent with previous research (e.g. Bevelander 2011; Andersson 2016; Ruist 2018). Based on a
closer look at the labour market evolution over the last decades, we argue that the different
economic developments in the two metropolitan regions have a strong impact on refugees’
labour market outcomes. While Stockholm has experienced economic growth since the
1990s, Malmö has suffered from rising unemployment in conjunction with deindustriali-
sation (Holgersen and Baeten 2017). Stockholm can be considered a post-industrial ‘global
city’ that offers employment opportunities for low-skilled migrants working in the service
sector (Sassen 1991). On the other hand, Malmö has been less successful in restructuring
to a post-industrial economy. Moreover, Malmö has a large refugee population, partly due
to its location as a point of entry for refugees coming by land, leading to chain migration.
Poorer economic prospects and increased competition for low-skilled jobs are likely
factors behind the worse employment outcomes for refugees in the region.

Another important result is that small city/rural regions are the second most advan-
tageous regions when it comes to finding employment for most refugees. As some theorists
suggest (Waters and Jiménez 2005; Hugo and Morén-Alegret 2008), this could be
explained by accrued opportunities for socialisation with native-born residents in those
regions, which can be beneficial to refugees in their job-seeking process. Labour market
advantages for refugees in rural areas were highlighted by Statistics Sweden (2016) in
the case of refugees from the 1990–94 and the 2006–10 cohort. A qualitative study by
the National Board of Housing, Building and Planning (2015) also stressed the positive
effects of rural living for social inclusion. It concluded that refugees who settled in rural
municipalities on their own initiative had higher possibilities for social interaction with
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the majority population, not least in schools. To sum up, our results show a complex
pattern where the two types of regions with the highest probability of finding a first
employment are those at the extremes of the population density distribution.

Finally, our study shows that a higher proximity to non-Western migrants decreases
the probability of obtaining a first employment. This result gives support to arguments
pointing at processes of ‘negative socialisation’ and stigmatisation at play in immigrant-
dense neighbourhoods. It should be pointed out that our analysis differs from previous
neighbourhood effects studies about refugee (or migrant) employment in Sweden. First,
while many studies solely analysed the effect of migrants’ residential context upon
arrival in Sweden (sometimes called ‘port of entry’) (e.g. Edin, Fredriksson, and Åslund
2004; Åslund and Rooth 2007; Åslund, Östh, and Zenou 2010; Andersson, Musterd,
and Galster 2018; Wimark, Haandrikman, and Nielsen 2019), the use of event history
analysis allowed us to follow refugees’ residential context over a longer period, incorpor-
ating changes in residential context in our analyses. A second innovative aspect is that we
used individual-centred neighbourhoods instead of predefined administrative areas to
investigate contextual effects on employment. Yet, the previous Swedish studies employing
that method (e.g. Musterd et al. 2008; Wimark, Haandrikman, and Nielsen 2019) focused
on the broader immigrant population and not specifically on refugees. Third, we measured
neighbourhood context based on the proportion of non-Western neighbours. Other
studies have analysed other neighbourhood characteristics, such as level of deprivation
(e.g. Wimark, Haandrikman and Nielsen 2019) or proportion of co-nationals, e.g.
(Andersson, Musterd, and Galster 2018). The latter interestingly found negative effects
of proximity to co-nationals on employment for women but not for men.

Our results hint at possible policy implications. A government-appointed committee
recently proposed the re-introduction of restrictions to the freedom of asylum seekers
to arrange for their own accommodation in municipalities with socio-economically disad-
vantaged neighbourhoods (SOU 2018, 41). This policy proposal seeks to prevent social
exclusion and overcrowding among refugees and achieve a more even distribution of
refugee reception across municipalities. Based on our analyses, we believe this policy
can reduce the concentration of asylum seekers in ethnically and socioeconomically seg-
regated neighbourhoods. However, it is essential that refugee settlement policy also takes
into consideration refugees’ labour market prospects. Based on our results, the possibility
for new refugees to settle in certain disadvantaged neighbourhoods in Malmö should
indeed be the subject of a closer examination. On the other hand, preventing asylum
seekers from settling in Stockholm may undermine their labour market incorporation.
In addition, the positive association between rural regions and employment (controlling
for high regional unemployment) suggests that settlement in smaller, but strong labour
markets could be beneficial for refugees’ integration. Finally, the poor labour market pro-
spects of refugees in Malmö call for particular policy attention in this region.

One point for further research concerns alternative measures of residential context and
labour market integration. At the neighbourhood level, one could analyse the proportion
of co-nationals among an individual’s closest neighbours and even the proportion of co-
nationals with certain education and employment characteristics (as in Andersson,
Musterd, and Galster’s (2018) work). Given the prominence of socialisation-related argu-
ments in the literature on contextual effects, one could also classify neighbourhoods and
regions based on their level of social capital. An example using Swedish municipalities
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can be found in a recent study by Östh et al. (2018). In addition to the transition into first
employment, it may be worth investigating other socioeconomic outcomes such as employ-
ment stability, type of occupation, sector of employment, and disposable income. These
avenues of further research are not restricted to the individual level but can lead to better
measures of integration for the regions themselves, allowing for the identification of best
practices and synergies. Moreover, it would be interesting to study the relationship
between the regional context and employment for other refugee cohorts (such as those
who were subject to a compulsory placement as part of the ‘Sweden-wide strategy’
between 1985 and 1994) and other international migrants more generally. Finally, while
quantitative studies are necessary for the understanding of statistical patterns and determi-
nants of refugees’ labour market participation, additional interview- and survey-based
research is needed to get a deeper understanding of refugees’ job-seeking process.

Notes

1. The ‘Sweden-wide strategy’, which was implemented between 1985 and 1994, limited the
freedom of newly arrived asylum seekers to settle where they wanted. The main objective
of the reform was to offset the concentration of new refugees in metropolitan regions
(Åslund 2005).

2. This study looked at all immigrants, not just refugees.
3. This applies to refugees who arranged their own housing once they were granted residence

permit (‘Egenbosatt’). See Data and Methods section.
4. Refugees appear in Swedish registers once they are granted a residence permit. This means that

theymay have resided in Sweden for a certain amount of time before getting a residence permit,
and that period does not appear in the governmental records (Statistics Sweden 2016).

5. It is important to distinguish the housing arrangements of refugees (that is asylum seekers
who have been granted residence permit) from those of asylum seekers during the
asylum-seeking process. During the asylum-seeking process, asylum seekers have the
choice between arranging for their own accommodation (‘Eget boende’, EBO) or being
accommodated by the Swedish Migration Agency (‘Anläggningsboende’, ABO) (SFS 1994).

6. It is the Swedish Migration Agency that performs the matching between refugees seeking
assistance with their settlement and municipalities. From 2007, the Swedish Migration
Agency has been taking into consideration labour market proximity as an allocation cri-
terion. Getting a job or a job offer could also constitute a special reason to be allocated to
a specific municipality (Swedish Migration Agency 2007). Despite these considerations, refu-
gees with assigned housing have had at most a limited influence on the decision on their
municipality of settlement.

7. We used a single LMA classification per refugee cohort in order to be able to control for the
effect of inter-regional mobility on the probability of finding a first employment. This also
ensures that changes in the level of population density and regional unemployment are
not due to changes in LMA borders.

8. In this study, we chose to examine the proximity of non-Western migrants due to their larger
cultural distance from natives, which allows us to test Hypothesis 4a regarding the stigmatis-
ation of immigrant-dense neighbourhoods. Inspired by the socialisation arguments, we opted
for the 500 closest neighbours because it roughly corresponds to the number of neighbours
one may recognise and communicate with.

9. The category ‘Having a partner’ includes married couples, registered partners, and cohabi-
tants with common children.

10. Another selection aspect concerns unobserved heterogeneity of individuals, which may give
rise to individual-based selection in the transition to first employment. This means, for
instance, that some time-constant individual traits that are not directly measured could
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make some refugees more likely to seek new job opportunities, or conversely, more likely to
conform to what they have. An alternative modelling strategy to address this particular self-
selection issue would be the use of fixed effects models, which focus on controlling for unob-
served variation among individuals. In our case, however, it turns out that around 84% of
individuals in the study population do not change type of region during the whole obser-
vation period. This implies that the within-type variance is very low, which is a problem
in fixed effects models (Petersen 2009, 338–339). Running fixed effects models on the fraction
of the study population that exhibits variation in the region type would have resulted in a loss
of information, so we opted for event history analysis.

11. Spearman’s correlation between Type of region and the ratio of manufacturing and mining
jobs was rs = 0.755 (for the entire dataset). The corresponding correlation with the ratio of
private services was rs = -0.910 and with public sector jobs rs = 0.720.

12. The variable Type of region is highly correlated with the average skill level in the region: rs =
-0.898.

13. We estimated models including an ordinal unemployment level variable and excluding Type
of region, and we found statistically significant negative effects for residence in high unem-
ployment regions. This ordinal variable could not be included in the models with the Type
of region variable due to high correlation: rs = 0.650.

14. A recent report by Statistics Sweden (2016) similarly found that refugees with self-arranged
housing who stayed either in a metropolitan region or in a region without a large city had a
higher probability of being employed five years after arrival.

15. Studies showing evidence of ethnic discrimination in the Swedish labour market include the
articles by Rydgren (2004) and by Arai, Bursell, and Nekby (2016).

16. Several robustness checks were performed. First, we ran the models including a Year variable
to account for potential period effects in employment. However, we did not keep the variable
in the final models due to high correlation with the variables Years in Sweden (r=0.597) and
Refugee cohort (rs = 0.664). This did not affect the results. Second, we controlled for the ratio
of refugees in the region, but the coefficients of this variable were not statistically significant.
Finally, we estimated models by gender where the refugee category was an independent vari-
able. This did not change the results of the variables Type of region and Proximity to non-
Western migrants.
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