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EMN Finland Conference 2025

Integration and employment of migrants: effectiveness of early-
stage integration services

The EMN Finland Conference 2025 examined the changed operating environment of immigrant
integration in Finland, as well as the challenges and opportunities it presents. The conference had a
special focus on early-stage integration services and their impact on immigrant integration and
employment. As pressure on public finances increases, it is becoming increasingly important to
identify the most effective and impactful services in terms of promoting integration and employment.
Comprehensive impact assessment allows increasingly scarce public resources to be allocated as
efficiently as possible.

The conference provided an overview of the new set of integration services and the changed role of
municipalities. The event also featured analyses by international and Finnish experts in immigrant
integration, as well as the reflections of experts by experience with regard to migrating to Finland.
The conference was held on 19 November at Hotel Radisson Blue Seaside in Helsinki. The event
was attended in person by approximately 80 participants and followed remotely by about 130 people.

Opening of the conference: Head of EMN Finland Rafael Barlund and Under-
Secretary of State Elina Pylkkénen

Rafael Barlund, Head of EMN Finland, delivered a few words of welcome, noting that the significance
of immigrant integration is growing continuously as migration to Finland increases. When discussing
the topic of immigrant integration, it is important to keep in mind that there are many reasons for
migrating to Finland. Barlund emphasised the significance of employment with regard to the success
of integration and the important role of municipalities in organising early-stage integration services.
Barlund noted that the event would seek to build an understanding of how to achieve effectiveness
with fewer resources.

The event was opened by Under-Secretary of State Elina Pylkk&dnen, who emphasised the critical
importance of the topic of the conference. The state of the Finnish economy has been bleak in recent
years, and the level of debt in public finances has increased significantly. The weakness of the
economy is also directly reflected in the employment levels of foreign jobseekers. Pylkkédnen pointed
out that the employment rate of foreign citizens in Finland is the lowest in the Nordic countries and
the low employment rate among women, in particular, is seen as a challenge. Pylkk&dnen hoped that
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the conference would provide examples of the development of immigrant integration services,
especially from Denmark.

Elina Pylkkdnen

Alivaltiosihteeri 3
Tyb- ja elinkeinoministerid

The conference was opened by Under-Secretary of State Elina Pylkkanen.

Keynote address: Jacob Nielsen Arendt, PhD, Research Professor, Research
Director at the Rockwool Foundation

What can we learn from Denmark’s experiences in promoting

integration?

In his keynote address, Research Professor Jacob Nielsen Arendt from Denmark discussed the
development of Danish immigration policy and the effectiveness of integration measures. His
presentation illustrated how the Danish immigrant integration system has been shaped, and he
highlighted key research results obtained regarding various measures.

Arendt noted that Denmark has come a long way from the 1960s to the current model, which
combines a strict immigration policy with the aim of strengthening work-related immigration. In
Denmark, responsibility for the implementation of immigrant integration services was transferred to
municipalities as early as the 1990s. In the 2000s, immigration policy became stricter: benefits were
cut and the conditions for permanent residence permits and family reunification were tightened. At
the same time, however, Denmark sought to attract more workers, especially from outside the EU.

Arendt presented research results regarding the "Work First" model and compared it to a model that
focuses first on the acquisition of language skills and education. The "Work First" model, in which
the aim is to direct immigrants into jobs quickly, improves employment in the early stage, but does
not necessarily build permanent attachment to the labour market. In contrast, language training and
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other education have positive long-term effects. Language learning has been found to have a positive
correlation with the academic success of immigrants' children, among other things.

Arendt also pointed out that waiting times at reception centres have a negative effect on the mental
health and overall well-being of immigrants. However, the waiting time has not been found to have a
correlation with subsequent employment if the applicant is granted protection status. Placement
policy, i.e. the placement of refugees in different regions, has had both positive and negative effects.
While placement policy reduced segregation, it also showed that the effect of weak labour market
regions can be reflected in immigrant employment for a long time. According to Arendt, financial
incentives have produced conflicting results in Denmark. Cuts to benefits increased employment in
the short term, but the effect faded within a few years.

Arendt concluded his presentation by summarising Denmark’s experiences: integration through work
is mainly effective in the short term, but the core of long-term integration lies in language skills and
competence development. In particular, much more research is needed on the integration of female-
dominated groups and vulnerable immigrants.

Research Professor Jacob Nielsen Arendt.

Hanna Pesola, PhD, Research Director, VATT Institute for Economic Research
The effectiveness of integration measures — recent research conducted
on the topic in Finland

Researcher Hanna Pesola from VATT Institute for Economic Research delivered a talk on recent
research conducted in Finland on the effectiveness of integration measures. Pesola began her
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presentation by pointing out that there is limited reliable empirical evidence on the effects of
integration measures in Finland, as the level of immigration was low until the 1990s and it is difficult
to establish comparative frameworks. However, the Act on the Integration of Immigrants and
Reception of Asylum Seekers, introduced in 1999, made credible research possible: it only applied to
immigrants who had entered Finland in 1997 or later. According to the results, integration plans
improved the job market success of immigrants, particularly through the strengthening of language
training. In the long term, the benefits also extended to the next generation, as the children of families
who patrticipated in the programmes were more successful in terms of educational attainment and
income. Pesola emphasised that the assessment of integration measures is misleading if the long-
term effects are not taken into account.

In her presentation, Pesola also discussed the Integration SIB model, in which integration services,
particularly workplace-specific language training and employment support, were outsourced to a
private operator. The results were positive: the participants’ earnings increased substantially and net
costs to public finances decreased. At the heart of the model was a strong focus on targeted match-
making between employers and immigrants.

In the Q&A session, concerns were raised regarding, among other things, the fewer services
available for university-educated immigrants and the fact that the persons selected for participation
are often those who are more employable to begin with. It was also pointed out that information on
the clients' own experiences has not been systematically collected. According to Pesola, this is a
significant shortcoming that should be better addressed in future research.

Emine Karakan, Head of the International
Recruitment and Integration Unit, KEHA Centre
Introduction to the Finnish integration system

Emine Karakan, Head of the International Recruitment and Integration Unit at the KEHA Centre,
provided an introduction to the Finnish integration system. Karakan began by underscoring the
significance of the recent major reforms in the public sector, such as the wellbeing services county
reform and the increased role of municipalities. Among other developments, Karakan mentioned the
shortening of integration plans and the reduction in integration resources. In her presentation, she
outlined how roles and responsibilities are currently distributed in integration services.

Karakan noted that the client's status as a jobseeker or a person outside the labour force determines
whether the client falls under the responsibility of the municipality or the employment authorities — in
other words, which of the two organises the client's services. According to Karakan, the system in its
current form does not provide adequate support for people outside the labour force and, following the
reforms, there appears to be a lack of clarity regarding the division of responsibilities between
municipalities and the employment authorities. Karakan concluded her talk by presenting two
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different service paths for integration clients: the service path for an integration client who is a
jobseeker, and the service path for an integration client outside the labour force — such as a stay-at-
home parent.

—_—————
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Chandima Ekanayake and Wazeer Gul Moomand, interviewed by Ulla Tarkka from the Finnish Refugee Council, discussed
practical experiences of integrating into Finland.

Chandima Ekanayake and Wazeer Gul Moomand

Interviewed by Ulla Tarkka, Head of Unit, Employment and Inclusive Economic
Affairs, Finnish

Refugee Council

Practical experiences of integrating into Finland

In the panel discussion "Practical experiences of integrating into Finland", two integration clients who
have migrated to Finland, Chandima Ekanayake from Sri Lanka and Wazeer Gul Moomand from
Afghanistan, shared their experiences of Finnish society and the integration system. They have both
participated in the Finnish Refugee Council's Sauma working life training.

Both participants spoke Finnish fluently. Language-related issues were among the topics that came
up in the discussion, including language proficiency requirements in the job market and challenges
related to learning Finnish. The panellists also discussed the significance of language proficiency as
a key to Finnish society and culture. According to the panellists, their experiences in Finland have
varied from positive to more challenging. Ekanayake said that he quickly made Finnish friends at
university, but finding employment as a person with a foreign background has been difficult. Wazeer
pointed out that placing asylum seekers in reception centres where they are separate from the native
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Finnish population makes it more difficult to establish contacts and increases the distance between
different population groups.

Ekanayake expressed the opinion that immigrants should be offered the opportunity to enter working
life even if their knowledge of the Finnish language is not yet perfect. Wazeer, in turn, drew
comparisons with his experiences in Chile, where there were more job opportunities due to less strict
language proficiency requirements, but social services and employment services were weaker than
in Finland. Both of the panellists highlighted the need to increase interaction between Finns and
immigrants and to reduce barriers to employment in order to make integration more successful.

Antti Kaihovaara, Chief Specialist, Labour Migration and Integration Unit,
Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment

Comment

Antti Kaihovaara, Chief Specialist at the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, provided a
commentary on the presentations delivered during the morning session. Kaihovaara noted that
impact assessment should be an integral part of the immigrant integration system. According to
Kaihovaara, studies often only provide information about a limited target group and measures only in
a specific context. The political cycle also poses challenges to impact assessment: when the impacts
of measures only become evident in the long term, there may be a lack of political incentives to
implement the measures.

Kaihovaara emphasised that assessment should be taken into consideration in the preparatory
stages of measures, such as by means of phased legislative amendments. Kaihovaara highlighted
the Integration SIB project, which had been previously mentioned in Hanna Pesola's presentation,
noting that the project provided evidence of the effectiveness of outcome-based contracting. In
conclusion, Kaihovaara called for patience in Finland to conduct effective assessment of the
promotion of integration; long-term measures and indicators for assessing them.

Tuukka Lampi, Senior Specialist, EMN Finland

EMN-OECD Inform: Civic orientation in EMN member states

Senior Specialist Tuukka Lampi from EMN Finland presented the EMN's and OECD's joint inform on
civic orientation in EMN Member Countries. Civic orientation usually covers the country's key
structures, values and concept of civic agency and active citizenship. However, the EMN-OECD
Inform revealed that there are differences in civic orientation courses between different EMN Member
Countries. For example, there is divergence regarding whether the individual's responsibility is
emphasised or if integration is viewed as a collective societal process. In most countries, the target
group consists of beneficiaries of international protection but, in some countries, the courses are also
attended by immigrants who have moved to the country for other reasons.
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According to the EMN-OECD Inform, the effectiveness of civic orientation as an integration measure
is most commonly measured by attendance tracking, inspection visits, final tests and feedback
surveys. According to Lampi, impact assessments have been carried out in Estonia, for example,
where they have indicated that civic orientation is an effective tool for promoting integration.

Lampi also highlighted examples of good practices in civic orientation, such as the Helios programme
in Greece, where orientation courses are offered in three shifts during the day, allowing employed
persons or stay-at-home parents to attend the courses at a time that suits them. Childcare is also
organised during the course to allow parents to participate. As another example, Lampi highlighted a
mobile application that is used in France and takes advantage of the gamification of learning.
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Panel discussion featuring representatives of the municipal sector. Moderated by Elina Nurmi.

Panel discussion: The municipal sector’s perspective on integration

The participants in the municipal sector panel discussion consisted of Pia Fraktman, Director of
Employment and Economic Services, City of Pietarsaari; Mari Taverne, Service Director,
International Employment and Integration Services, City of Tampere; and Suvi Lindén, Head of
Migrant and Integration Services, City of Vantaa. The panel discussion was moderated by Elina
Nurmi, Director of the Reception Services Department at the Finnish Immigration Service. The panel
explored the municipal sector’s perspectives on integration, as well as the challenges and solutions
currently associated with integration work in municipalities. Individual service needs, resources and
indicators of integration progress were highlighted in the discussion. In many municipalities,
integration indicators are still in the development stage, and measuring the participation and
experiences of integration clients is particularly difficult.

Service structures becoming well-established and immigrants' increased participation in decision-
making were among the successes of municipalities mentioned in the discussion. The panellists
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considered it important that integration clients find the right services at the right time and that their
customer path can be monitored better.

When the panel discussed the key challenges in integration, Lindén highlighted the level of readiness
in basic services to serve foreign-language customers, as well as the receptiveness of the job
market, among other issues. In Vantaa, services for people with a higher education are being
developed and cooperation with universities is being increased. According to Taverne, integration
paths are too long, the waiting times for language training are longer than they should be, and the
willingness to hire immigrants is low among small and medium-sized enterprises. Knowledge
management tools are also inadequate. Fraktman added that the challenge is multiplied in bilingual
regions where learning both Finnish and Swedish is essential, and small municipalities do not have a
sufficient capacity to collect data on effectiveness.

There is a need for more measures to improve integration and employment. Taverne argued that
integration should also be looked at from the perspective of the labour market; she expressed the
concern that the sectors in which immigrants could find low-threshold employment and development
opportunities are not being adequately identified. Lindén mentioned that the City of Vantaa has
piloted initiatives such as apprenticeships with language support and teaching Finnish as a second
language at workplaces, with good results. She also underscored the need to influence attitudes
among employers. Fraktman noted that cooperation with the business sector is important, but it
requires municipalities to have more resources. At the same time, it is important to keep in mind that
the integration of immigrants with a refugee background cannot be based solely on labour policy
expectations. Instead, integration is a broader societal process.

All of the panellists expressed concerns about reductions in appropriations. Taverne noted that
investments in integration pay for themselves in the form of tax revenue and lower expenses. Lindén
pointed out that Vantaa’s population growth is driven almost entirely by foreign language speakers
and, as a result, the cuts to appropriations create uncertainty and force a consideration of where
savings in resources can be made. Fraktman added that, with fewer resources, it is impossible to do
things as extensively as before, and municipalities have already trimmed all the excess.

While they recognised that the integration client's responsibility increases along the way, the
panellists emphasised that problems with motivation are often caused by the slowness of the system
rather than the clients themselves. The receptiveness of society plays a key role in determining how
independently an integration client can progress. In conclusion, the panellists stated that the holistic
approach is not in conflict with emphasising the importance of employment. However, combining
integration and working life calls for new practices, such as training at workplaces and a stronger
commitment from employers to support integration.

EUROOPAN MUUTTOLIIKEVERKOSTO EUROPEISKA MIGRATIONSNATVERKET EUROPEAN MIGRATION NETWORK
Maahanmuuttovirasto Migrationsverket Finnish Immigration Service

PL 10, 00086 MAAHANMUUTTOVIRASTO PB 10, 00086 MIGRATIONSVERKET P.O. Box 10, FI-00086

puh. 0295 430 431 tfn 0295 430 431 EINNISH IMMIGRATION SERVICE
faksi 0295 411 720 fax 0295 411 720 tel. +358 205 430 431

www.emn.fi www.emn.fi fax +358 295 411 720

EMN http://ec.europa.eu/emn



oo
Maahanmuuttovirasto
Migrationsverket
Finnish Immigration Service

Euroopan muuttelilkeverkosto SUoMI

Funded by the
European Union

The participants in the panel discussion that concluded the conference.

Panel discussion: What works in promoting integration, what are the
challenges
and how can decreasing resources be used as effectively as possible?

The closing panel discussion of the conference featured a number of experts representing different
sectors of society. The panellists included Emine Karakan, Head of the International Recruitment
and Integration Unit, KEHA Centre; Paula Karjalainen, Ministerial Adviser, Labour Migration and
Integration Unit, Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment; Sanna Lindholm, Acting Director of
Immigration Affairs, City of Espoo; and Tarig Omar, Project Manager, SAMHA ry and Chairperson,
Moniheli ry Network for Multicultural Associations. The discussion was moderated by Anu-Rohima
Myllari.

The panel discussed the effectiveness of the promotion of integration, areas requiring further
development, and the efficient use of decreasing resources. The panel underscored the two-way
nature of integration and the idea that integration is also the responsibility of the host society. Sanna
Lindholm emphasised that integration is about much more than just employment, and Emine Karakan
pointed out that learning requires a sense of psychological safety. With this in mind, it is worth
investigating why some immigrants do not achieve the goals set for language proficiency.

The discussion also highlighted the importance of natural encounters. Omar underscored the
importance of non-governmental organisations, employers and civil society, while Lindholm and
Karakan emphasised everyday encounters and hobbies in which people are not “immigrants” but
rather members of a team or community. Karjalainen pointed out that integration also takes place
outside working hours and requires individual responsibility. While service availability is a challenge
in small municipalities, Karjalainen noted that they may have a more direct and personal quality in
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client-facing interactions. Omar emphasised local pride and the desire to make new arrivals part of
the community.

The panellists also discussed the question of when a person is considered to have become
integrated and when integration ends. According to Omar, a person has become integrated when
they feel comfortable and have a sense of ownership towards the country. Lindholm emphasised that
the employment rate alone is not an adequate indicator, as integration is about much more than that.
Karjalainen pointed out that there is no clear indicator for integration.

There was a lively discussion about the role of religious communities. Karakan and Lindholm said
that parishes are already partners in many places, and Omar suggested that the participation of
mosques should be engaged more extensively than before. The panellists also highlighted the
importance of mental health issues. Lindholm argued that municipalities need to better identify risk
factors, and Omar highlighted trust and a sense of community as important protective factors for
mental health.

The panellists expressed concern about the erratic nature of policy-making, such as the transition to
the Norwegian model regarding home care allowance. Lindholm argued that it makes long-term work
more difficult and poses a risk to the most vulnerable groups. Karjalainen pointed out that the
legislation in question was drafted during the previous government term. At the end of the discussion,
the panellists also highlighted positive aspects, such as the strong client understanding of
municipalities and the significance of immigration to employment in Finland. Moderator Anu-Rohima
Myllari concluded the panel discussion by emphasising the need for social dialogue.
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