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According to the Dictionary of Demography and Population Studies [1], « Refugees are foreigners from 
a third country that are protected by the Geneva Convention of 28 July 1951. Refugee status is 
acquired by providing proof of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership 
of a particular social group or political opinion. In addition, foreigners who do not meet the criteria of 
this convention may avail themselves of subsidiary or humanitarian protection. »  

Refugees are not generally identified as such in the majority of public statistical studies because the 
people surveyed are not asked to give the reason why residence was granted. The Longitudinal Survey 
on the Integration of First-Time Arrivals (the ELIPA survey) makes this identification possible. The new 
migrants surveyed came to France in the context of family migration, economic migration and as 
refugees. These « new migrants », received a first residence permit valid for at least one year in 2009. 
They were interviewed three times: in 2010, in 2011 and in 2013 (Insert: Sources). 

In 2009, 13 % of the new migrants were given residence permits as refugees. Refugees are a 
population with demographic features that are different from other new migrants. They are more often 
men and more frequently from Asia. Refugees are the category of new migrants that make the most 
progress in French during the years after they receive their first residence permit (between 2010 and 
2013). Despite this fact, their French language proficiency is more frequently lower than that of non-
refugees over the whole period.  

The new migrants granted residence permits as refugees are also less often university educated and 
have lower educational qualifications than non-refugees. In addition, in contrast to non-refugees, the 
women refugees are less well qualified than the men. However, this lower level of qualifications is not 
necessarily reflected in the labour market. In 2010, both men and women refugees have less 
favourable conditions on the labour market in comparison with non-refugees. Their activity rate and 
their employment rate are lower and their rate of unemployment is higher.  In fact, for asylum seekers 
- the status that precedes refugee status - access to employment is only authorised after a period of 
one year. In the following years, the refugees’ situation in the labour market improves rapidly. In 2013 
their situation in the labour market is not much different from that of the non-refugees, despite the fact 
that the non-refugees’ situation has also improved. The women refugees show substantially the same 
rates of activity, employment and unemployment as non-refugees. Furthermore, fewer of them are 
home makers compared to the non-refugees (21 % as against 31 %). As regards the male refugees, 
the rates of activity, employment and unemployment are relatively close to but slightly more 
unfavourable than those of non-refugee men.  

Housing conditions are more problematic for refugees. In 2010, more than half of them (53 %) were 
not living in an independent housing unit (as against 26 % for non-refugees). 28 % are housed by a 
friend or a relative and 25 % have a « transitory » housing situation (collective accommodation). All 
the same, more than 40 % of refugees, live in independent housing units where, just like the non-
refugees, they are more often tenants in the private sector rather than the public sector. In 2013, the 
refugees’ housing conditions have improved but, generally speaking continue to be less favourable. 
In 2013, the proportion of refugees living in non-independent housing has been halved (27 %), but it 
remains higher than that of non-refugees (15 %). In addition, the proportion of refugees that are 
tenants in the public sector is more than twice what it was three years previously: it rose from 15 % to 
35 %. In fact, these housing units have two main features. They are independent housing units and 
they are more comfortable than housing in the private sector. 
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Refugees’ first 
years in France 
after receiving 

their first 
residence permit  

In 2010, refugees are more than one tenth of new migrants. They have specific features that are dif-
ferent from those of non-refugees. In 2010, refugees of both genders cumulated several adverse char-
acteristics on the labour market, in terms of housing conditions and knowledge of the French lan-
guage. Even so, refugees are the population for whom all these situations change faster and in a more 
positive way in the following three years after receiving their first residence permit. This is particularly 
true as regards employment: their situation on the labour market is practically the same as that of non
-refugees.  
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13 % of new migrants are refugees  

Refugees make up 13 % of new migrants. This percentage is slightly higher than the one for economic migration (9 %), but is  
lower than the percentage for family migration (72 % of new migrants).  

Women make up the majority of new migrants as a whole (52 %) [2]. By contrast, among the refugees, almost six out of ten 
are men (Table 1). 

If they are compared with the immigrants from third countries to the European Economic Area (EEA) and Switzerland, and 
with the population of Metropolitan France, the new migrants are a young population: for both refugees and non-refugees, the 
proportion of new migrants in the 18-30 year age bracket is twice as high. The age structure of men and women refugees is 
very similar (average age 32 years) whereas for non-refugees the women are on average two years younger than the men 
(31 and 33 years old respectively). Generally speaking, refugees' age on arrival tends to be less concentrated in the 18-40 
year age bracket. They more often came to France as minors or aged 41 and over.  

 

Even though the new migrants received their first residence permit in the same year, they did not arrive in France at the same 
time, for reasons that are partly due to administrative procedures [4]. Between the time they arrive in France and when they 
receive their first residence permit, the refugees have spent just over three years in France (3.1 years). This is a little longer 
than the new migrants coming for family migration but less than the time spent by economic migrants. Among new migrants 
the refugees’ origins differ widely from those of the non-refugees. They also differ widely from those of immigrants from third 
countries. People from Asia are over-represented (44 %, of which half are from Sri Lanka) and there are no refugees from the 
Maghreb, one of the main origins of immigrants in France. 

Refugees who are less well qualified but settle into the labour market 

Compared to the non-refugees, a larger part of the new migrants who are refugees have no qualification. Also, fewer of them 
have a university qualification (Table 1). In addition, while the female new migrants are generally more often qualified and 
better qualified than the men [5], this is not the case for the refugees. Male refugees are better qualified than female 
refugees. 

Sources 

The Longitudinal Survey on the Integration of First-Time Arrivals (ELIPA) is being carried out in France on migrants who have 
a residence permit of at least one year and want to settle permanently in the country [3]. The subjects interviewed are mi-
grants from "third countries" - i.e. from outside the EEA and Switzerland - aged 18 or over, who were granted a residence 
permit at the end of 2009. The survey aims to reveal the pathways of new migrants during their first years in France in four 
areas: their bureaucratic itinerary, insertion into the labour force, learning French and living conditions (accommodation, social 
relations...). The « new migrants » were interviewed three times: in spring 2010, a few months after they were granted a 
residence permit (6 107 persons), then in spring 2011 (4 756 persons) and lastly in spring 2013 (3 573 persons). The ELIPA 
survey distinguishes the new migrants by the reason given for issuing their residence permit, in this case refugees and non-
refugees. 

Wherever possible, the features of the new migrants (refugees and non-refugees) are compared with two other populations: 
immigrants from third countries (outside the EEA and Switzerland) and the total population of Metropolitan France (including 
immigrants). To do this, other sources are used, depending on the subject:  

• the population census (2012) for socio-demographic features and the main indicators of labour force status, 

• the survey on information and daily life (2011) for information on written and oral comprehension, 

• and the accommodation survey (2013) which covers ordinary housing but does not include collective housing like hos-
tels, dormitories or barracks or mobile housing units. In this source, an immigrant household corresponds to a housing 
unit (main domicile) where the householder is an immigrant. The statistics do not refer to immigrants from third coun-
tries but immigrants from outside the EU27. 
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Table 1 : Sociodemographic features (as %)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources : - New migrants: DGEF-DSED, ELIPA Survey, 2010.  
              - Immigrants from third countries and the population of Metropolitan France : Population Census, Insee, 2012. 

 

 

The first years of life in France are decisive for the economic activity of new migrants. [6] In the labour market, the economic 
integration of refugees has specific features. Refugees are less often economically active than in their country of origin 
compared to other new migrants. However their activity rate increases sharply after migration, in 2010, a few months after 
receiving their first residence permit (Table 2). Despite this, the refugees are still, in 2010, less often economically active than 
the other new migrants. This is to be accounted for by the fact that as asylum seekers (the status preceding access to refugee 
status) they are not authorised to work until one year has elapsed. Besides, for both men and women, the proportion of 
students is higher than for new migrants who are refugees than for those who are not refugees. During the years after 2010, 
the activity rate of women refugees increases rapidly and in 2013 it equals that of the other new women migrants, the non-
refugees. This « catching up » feature is seen also for the men, but their activity rate is slightly lower than that of their non-
refugee counterparts.  
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Table 2 : Changes in new migrants’ activity, employment and unemployment rates: refugees and  

non-refugees, by gender (as %)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources : ELIPA Survey, DGEF-DSED, 2010-2011-2013.  

 

In fact, before migration, the employment rate (percentage of the working-age population in work) of refugees was lower than 
that of non-refugees. The unemployment rate (percentage of the labour force looking for work) for refugees and non-refugees 
was very close, for both genders. In 2010, while the employment rate for non-refugee men went up (from 65 % to 70 %), that 
for refugee men stays the same (53 %). For the women the rate of employment goes down for both refugees and non-
refugees. The rate of employment of refugee women is lower than that of non-refugee women. The unemployment rate went 
up for all new migrants between migration and 2010, but it increased more strongly for refugees of both genders than it did for 
non-refugees. At the beginning, the refugees seem to enter the labour market with more difficulty than the other new 
migrants. 

The situation changes a few years later. In 2013, the activity rate for refugee women is almost the same as for non-refugee 
women. The employment rate and the unemployment rate are not statistically different. As regards the men refugees, their 
employment and unemployment rates are close to but slightly lower than those of other new migrants.  

Be that as it may, the refugee men, just like the non-refugee men, are more frequently present in the labour market than the 
women. One of the reasons for this is the relatively large proportion of women who are home-makers. For both refugees and 
non-refugees nearly one woman out of three is a home-maker in 2010 (34 % and 33 % respectively) (Table 3). A few years 
later this proportion falls to 21 % for the women refugees and is 31 % for the non-refugee women. In other words, while 
refugee women are less often university educated and less well educated than non-refugee women, this does not directly 
affect their job-market status. In 2010, they are less often well integrated into the labour market than non-refugee women, but 
in 2013, a few years later, the situation is different. On the one hand refugee women have substantially the same rates of 
activity, employment and unemployment, and on the other hand the proportion of women refugees who are home-makers is 
substantially smaller, whereas this proportion is fairly stable for non-refugee women.  

These are markers of the “economic integration” of the new migrants who are refugees. While in 2010, a few months after 
they received their first residence permit, the economic integration markers are less favourable for the refugees, their entry 
into the labour force happened faster in the years that followed. Henceforth, for both men and women, the refugees’ labour-
force status is comparable to that of the other new migrants who are not refugees. 
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Table 3 : Percentages of women who are home-makers, by link to migration  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources : - New migrants: ELIPA Survey, DGEF-DSED, 2010-2011-2013.  
              - Immigrants from third countries and the population of Metropolitan France, INSEE, Population Census, 2012. 

All the same, their entry into the labour force, like that of the new migrants as a whole, remains at levels lower that those of 
the rest of the population. The 2012 population census enables us to compare data about persons from third countries and the 
whole of the population living in Metropolitan France (Table 4). The percentage of new migrant male refugees who are active 
in the labour force is 77 %, which is higher than the activity rate of men in Metropolitan France (70 %). The female refugees 
have the same activity rate as women as a whole: 62 %. But for both genders, the refugees’ unemployment rate is much 
higher: in  2012, the unemployment rate in France is 12 % and in 2013 the unemployment rate for new refugees is 21 %. 
This difference is explained above all by the very high unemployment rate of female refugees (30 %). It is twice that of 
women in Metropolitan France (13 %). The difference for the men is smaller but still unfavourable for the refugees (17 % 
against 12 %). 

Table 4 : Activity, employment and unemployment rates in 2012 for immigrants from third countries  
and all people living in Metropolitan France (as %)  

 

 

 

 

 

Source : INSEE, Population Census, 2012. 

If the situation of the refugees is compared with that of all immigrants from third countries, in 2010, the male refugees' 
unemployment rate is lower than of all male immigrants and the female refugees' unemployment rate is similar to that of all 
female immigrants. In fact, the immigrants from third countries that figure in the census have lived in France for longer. In 
addition, the proportion of home-makers among new migrant female refugees is identical to that of third country immigrants, 
21 %. 

Refugees have a lower level in French 

Proficiency in the French language is an essential factor for the integration of the new migrants in France [7]. In 2010, a few 
months after receiving a first residence permit, 36 % of the refugees declare that they have a low level of French (Figure 1). 
This is higher than the proportion of other new migrants with a low level of French (17 %). One year later, in 2011, only 25 % 
of refugees claimed to have a low level of French, a sharp drop. This proportion continues to drop in the following years, but 
at a slower rate (22 % in 2013). The change differs with gender. In 2010, the proportion of refugees with a low level of 
French was the same for men and women (36 %). Over the years, the male refugees improved their level faster: in 2013, 
18 % had a low level of French, as against 27 % for the women. 
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Non-refugees have a better level of French. The proportion of non-refugees with a low level of French is much lower: it was 
17 % in 2010 and 11 % in 2013. The level of proficiency in French also varies according to country of origin of the interviewees 
and more particularly, with the use of French during childhood. New migrants coming from Asian countries encounter most 
difficulties, whereas new migrants from French-speaking countries logically have the best language skills. A large proportion of 
refugees are of Asian origin, while this is not the case for non-refugees (respectively 44 % and 16 %). Nevertheless, in 
comparison with the new migrants who migrate for economic or family reasons, refugees, even though they are the category 
of people that are least able to express themselves well, are also those whose level of French increases most. 

Figure 1 : Changes in new migrants’ low level in French, 2010-2013, refugees and non-refugees 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source : ELIPA Survey, DGEF-DSED, 2010-2011-2013.  

Refugees’ oral and writing skills 

In 2013, the oral and writing skills of new migrants were measured by two exercises. The new migrants have great difficulties 
in oral and written expression more often than the others. About 17 % of the new migrants could not do the oral exercises and 
23 % of them could not do the written exercises. For migrants from third countries these percentages are 12 % and 13 % 
respectively. Only 2 % of the population of Metropolitan France cannot do these exercises.  

As regards both oral and writing skills, the refugees, a few years after receiving their first residence permit, have lower results 
than the other new migrants who are not refugees (Figure 2): in 2013, about 32 % could not do the oral exercises and 33 % 
could not do the written exercises. These proportions are 15 % and 22 % respectively for the non-refugees. This is the result 
of a combination of factors that are most often less favourable to the refugees. They have a lower level of French and are later 
learners of literacy. Thus, 23 % of refugees have never learnt to read and write, or they started literacy learning after the age 
of 7. The percentage of non-refugees in this category is 16 %. These are the key factors influencing a lower level of language 
proficiency. In addition to this the refugees have an educational level that is lower and they more frequently come from 
countries where French is not spoken. 

The female refugees have lower-level language skills (oral and written) than the male refugees, and this same comparison is 
true of all immigrants from third countries. More often than the male refugees, the female refugees were not able to do the 
test and they are also less often present at the top of the performance ladder (more than 80 % of the test correct). For 
comparison, in the general population living in Metropolitan France, the differences in the performances between the men and 
the women are less marked [8, 9]. 

Housing conditions that improve but remain less favourable 

As regards the new migrants in general, access to home ownership or rented public housing answers two essential criteria: 
living independently and having access to a comfortable housing unit. Private sector tenants, while they may effectively live in 
an independent housing, do not in general have access to a comfortable housing unit: only three in ten new migrants housed 
in this type of accommodation are adequately housed. 
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Figure 2 : Oral and writing skills 

Sources : - New migrants: ELIPA Survey, DGEF-DSED, 2013. 
  - Immigrants from third countries and the Metropolitan population: Information and Daily Life Survey (IVQ), INSEE, 2011.  

Refugees’ housing conditions are less favourable than those of non-refugees (Figure 3) [10, 11]. In 2010, in comparison 
with the non-refugees, fewer refugees live in independent housing units: 15 % rent in the public sector (22 % for non-
refugees), 23 % rent in the private sector (as against 37 %) and only 4 % own their homes (as against 9 %). In contrast, 
refugees are more frequently hosted by family or friends (28 % and 21 % respectively) and above all, they are more often in 
a “transitory” situation (25 % and 5 %). The refugees in a transitory situation are usually living in collective accommodation: 
hostels for migrant workers (or social-services accommodation centres) or housing run by an NGO or a reception centre (like 
the centres for asylum seekers, temporary accommodation centres, emergency accommodation centres, accommodation and 
reinsertion centres, hotels paid for by social services, overnight accommodation for the homeless...). 

Figure 3 : Changes in new migrants’ housing, refugees and non-refugees between 2010 et 2013 

Sources : ELIPA Survey, DGEF-DSED, 2010-2011-2013. 

In 2013, a larger proportion of the refugees are living in independent housing units. Between 2010 and 2013, the proportion 
of refugees that are renting public housing increased more sharply than for non-refugees. There are just as many refugees as 
non-refugees in public housing, a percentage as high as 35 %. They are also more frequently tenants in the private sector 
(while this type of housing has become a little less usual for non-refugees). However, the proportion of refugees that are 
owner occupiers is stable. 
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At the same time, the proportion of refugees staying in other people’s homes (14 %) and in a temporary situation (13 %) has 
dropped considerably. However, these forms of non-independent housing are still more frequent for refugees than for non-
refugees. 

To conclude, refugees’ housing conditions improve during the years after they received their first residence permit. 
Nevertheless, in comparison with new migrants that are not refugees, they have less favourable housing conditions: a large 
proportion of refugees still live in non-independent housing.  

In comparison with all households in Metropolitan France and the households of immigrants from outside the EU (Figure 4), 
the new migrants are less often owner occupiers. In 2013, almost one quarter of immigrant households are owner occupiers 
(whether mortgage holders or not). Almost six out of ten households in Metropolitan France are owner occupied.  

Figure 4 : Breakdown of immigrants households of non-EU origin and all households in Metropolitan France in 
2013, by type of housing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source : Housing survey, INSEE, 2013. 
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