
 

 

Recent changes in 

Danish migration and 

integration policies 

have led to a fall in 

the number of asylum 

seekers, and to more 

refugees becoming 

integrated in the 

labour market. There 

have been positive 

experiences with the 

much stronger focus 

on jobs through work-

oriented schemes, 

whereby refugees 

learn culture, 

language and skills 

while working. 

However, lower 

minimum income 

benefits have also led 

to higher rates of 

relative poverty. 
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Description 

Since September 2015, a number of 

policy changes have aimed at reducing 

the number of asylum seekers and 

improving refugee integration. 

Policy changes since January 2016, 

relating to stricter access to the 

country, have included controls on its 

borders with Germany as well as 

tougher rules on family reunification 

and easier return of rejected asylum 

seekers. The border controls have been 

extended several times, most recently 

from May to November 2018. Together 

with EU initiatives and similar policy 

changes in the other Nordic countries, 

this has led to a marked drop in the 

number of asylum seekers and in the 

number of requests for family 

reunification. 

The number of asylum seekers has 

decreased from 21,316 in 2015 to 

6,266 in 2016 and 3,500 in 2017 

(Udlændinge- og 

integrationsministeriet, 2018a). As of 

31 May 2018, there were 1,307 asylum 

seekers so far this year, i.e. 2018 could 

see the lowest level since 2008. The 

number of persons seeking family 

reunification has decreased from 

16,017 in 2015 to 8,789 in 2016 and 

6,689 in 2017. As of 31 May 2018, 

2,463 persons had applied so far this 

year for family reunification, i.e. one-

third of the level in 2013. 

Policy changes relating to social security 

include most notably a new integration 

benefit (integrationsydelse), introduced 

in September 2015 and replacing social 

assistance (at a lower level), for persons 

who have not been in the country at least 

seven out of the last eight years. For 

other persons, a benefit ceiling 

(kontanthjælpsloft) reduces social 

assistance if total benefits (social 

assistance plus housing and child 

allowances) exceed a certain amount, 

and there is now a new work requirement 

(beskæftigelseskrav): the individual 

must work at least 225 hours/year in 

order to remain entitled to the 

integration benefit or social assistance. 

The lower income from the integration 

benefit means that migrant and refugee 

families with children, in particular, have 

an income below 50% of the national 

median income. The benefit ceiling has 

increased the number of children 

growing up in income poverty, which also 

includes Danish and other EU citizens in 

Denmark: 10,000 children in 2016 (AE, 

2018). 

Policy changes relating to integration 

include the Integration Education Benefit 

(integrationsuddannelsesydelsen, IGU). 

The IGU is the flagship policy emerging 

from negotiations between the 

government, municipalities and the 

social partners (see Kvist, 2016). It is a 

two-year programme whereby the newly 

arrived refugees and persons reunited 

with their families are allocated to 

municipalities in which their 

qualifications match labour demand, and 
where they will work at the same time as 

learning Danish, job-related-skills and 

how to live in Denmark. After a slow start 
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the scheme has gained 

momentum, with more 

participants. From July 2016 to May 

2018, a total of 1,495 refugees 

took part in an IGU scheme 

(Udlændinge- og 

Integrationsministeriet, 2018b). 

There are large differences in the 

numbers of IGU schemes between 

municipalities. More than two-

thirds of participants are men. More 

than two-thirds of schemes are in 

the private sector. More than half 

of the IGU schemes are 

concentrated in four branches: 

public administration (339 

schemes), sales (216), transport 

(172) and manufacturing (169). 

There are also traineeships and job 

subsidy schemes for refugees and 

migrants. These build on the “old” 

thinking that the language and 

skills must first be learned before 

any offer will be made of a 

traineeship or subsidised job. Since 

1 April 2018, in total 25,896 

refugees and family members 

reunited with refugees have 

participated in the overall 

integration programme 

(Udlændinge- og 

Integrationsministeriet, 2018b). 

Early evaluations indicate that the 

IGU performs better in getting 

refugees and migrants into jobs 

than the old approach 

(Udlændinge- og 

Integrationsministeriet, 2018b; KL, 

2018). 

 

Outlook & 
commentary 

Undoubtedly, migration and 

integration will become an 

important area of debate up to the 

next parliamentary elections, to be 

held by 17 June 2019. The 

opposition, led by the Social 

Democrats, have declared that 

they will abolish the benefit ceiling 

and the work requirement if they 

win the elections. Otherwise, 

migration and integration policies 

are not likely to change markedly, 

even in case of a change of 

government. 

This is not to say that there will be 

no adjustments of policies, with 

regard to effectiveness and equity, 

nor that these policies are easily 

implemented and effective on the 

ground. There are on-going 

discussions about how to adjust 

policies to achieve better results 

(see, for example, the Local 

Government in Denmark [KL, 

2018]). 

The success of the work-oriented 

road to integration depends on 

companies seeing the placing of 

refugees and migrants in 

traineeships and job subsidies not 

only as part of their corporate social 

responsibility; they must also see 

them as a resource in branches with 

a lack of workforce. More IGU-type 

schemes are needed. 

The municipalities need better 

information about the qualifications 

of refugees and migrants, in order to 

better match them with employers’ 

needs and to better prepare the 

integration plans. 

For refugees and migrants, one 

notable challenge is how to include 

more women in work-oriented 

schemes, in the same way as men. 

Migrant children have easy access to 

affordable (mostly free) childcare 

facilities and to free education. 

To reap the economic and social 

benefits of better integration, the 

new work-oriented approach to 

integration could be expanded - 

from newly arrived refugees and 

migrants to refugees and migrants 

generally. 

The drop in the number of asylum 

seekers and those benefiting from 

family reunification means that 

more money is available. This could 

easily be used to help improve and 

expand the work-oriented approach 

to integration policies. Financing, 

however, is likely to remain a 

political question. 

These and other issues will be on the 

table when the continuation of the 

IGU scheme beyond 2019 is 

discussed and negotiated between 

the government, municipalities and 

social partners, probably in the 

winter of 2018-19. 
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