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Three times higher unemployment 
rates among immigrants in Finland

Elli Heikkilä

The relative position of persons in the labour market 
is a central indicator of the social status of immigrants 
and ethnic groups and employment is, thus, the foun-
dation for successful integration for immigrants. Both 
in Finland and in other industrialized countries, it is 
more diffi cult for immigrants to fi nd work than for the 
native population, and the result is that the former of-
ten have many times higher unemployment rates than 
the latter. 

The employment rate for immigrants has im-
proved with the economic upturn in Finland. For ex-
ample, during the deep economic downturn in 1994 
the unemployment rate for foreigners was 53 per cent 
whereas it was 17 per cent for the total population, 
in other words, it was three times higher for the for-
mer. The corresponding unemployment rates in 2006, 
which represented much more of a balanced economi-
cal cycle, were 24 per cent for foreigners and 8 per 
cent for the total population. In 2010, during the recent 
weak economical cycle, the unemployment rate for 
foreigners has been almost 29 per cent, whereas for 
the total population it has been 8 percent. Thus, the 
current unemployment rate for foreigners is still three 
times higher than for Finns and, nowadays, the unem-
ployment rate has even increased somewhat among 
foreigners compared to the total population of Fin-
land. There were, in total, 56 000 foreign job-seekers 
in Finland in 2010, of which the main part, 47 800 
persons, had been unemployed during 2010. The job-
seekers represented 180 nationalities.

Refugees, such as those from Somalia and Iraq, 
have faced diffi culties in fi nding even a fi rst job: their 
situation has not essentially improved during the dif-
ferent economic cycles, and is worse than for immi-
grants in general. Immigrants are sometimes ready to 
take a job which does not correspond to their level of 
education just to get the fi rst step in the labour market 
and, through it, to integrate into the society. 

Education is a very important tool and it empowers 
immigrants. Language education and language learn-
ing through, for example, so-called non-stop language 
education and through hobbies like sawing groups, 
food preparation groups and sports, are some of those 
tools. Further education to get qualifi cations updated 
in order to meet host country standards is important, 
and in this way society benefi ts from different kinds 
of professionals and their human resources in the la-
bour markets.

Finland will need immigrants to compensate for 
the labour defi cit due to the baby-boomer generation 
leaving the workforce in the next years. Finland needs 
immigrants for a variety of sectors, and competes for 
them with other ageing societies. It is essential to 
remember, too, that Finland also has immigrant la-
bour reserves as discussed above, that is to say, un-
employed persons and also those outside the labour 
force already living in the country. In terms of the age 
structure of the population, the share of persons aged 
20–44 is clearly greater among foreign citizens than 
among Finnish citizens. The immigrants are, thus, of 
a favourable working age. 
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