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REALISE – Rationale and Contextual Framework 

Rationale, the EU polices behind it and the basic concepts guiding it.  

This conference is the final event of the project ‘REALISE: Making the Most of our Human Capital by 2020’, 

which is funded by the European Integration fund – that’s DG	  Home	  AFFAIRS 

– It is kindly hosted by the Committee of the Regions 

– More specifically, it was Sean O’Curneen of the ALDE Group – who was going to give an introductory word 

but had to cancel at the last minute, due to schedule conflict stuff – who sponsored us and made it possible for 

us all to be here today.  

So I’m sure I speak for all the REALISE partners in expressing our thanks for that support – from that group 

and the institution in general.  

 So let’s get to it.  

WHAT	  	  

Overqualification	  is	  when	  people	  work	  below	  the	  level	  of	  their	  capabilities	  and	  qualifications	  –	  it's	  a	  

waste	  of	  human	  resources.	  	  

Such waste hinders the performance of the economy 	  

It is an enormous phenomenon; the OECD says about one in four OECD workers are over-qualified for their 

jobs. 

Immigrants in Europe are disproportionately employed in jobs for which they are overqualified, and are 

frequently trapped in bad and precarious employment, to boot.  

 

Some	  depressing	  DATA	  

This all from the Commission and OECD: 

• in the EU two thirds of employed high-skilled recent migrants are in jobs for which they are over-

qualified – 2/3s – versus, 19% for equivalent native-born 

• On average 50% of skilled immigrants, between 15 and 64 years of age, are:  



o Inactive, unemployed or in jobs for which they are over-qualified. SO the 2/3 is of those actually 

working 

§ Geography: immigrants are more often overqualified everywhere in Europe, but the problem is 

particularly pronounced in  

o Southern Europe (Italy, Greece and Spain) and  

o In northern Europe in Denmark and Sweden – part of the story for those 2 has to do with refugee 

status issues, but not entirely.  

o Added to this we now have the geography of the crisis – I expect the people from Greece and 

Spain in particular will talk about this.  

§ Immigrant over-qualification is heavier among:  

o The more recently arrived and – hence the importance of early measures 

o Women  

o pre-crisis – Greece and Italy had the highest rates of over-qualification of migrant women 

(Greece it was 53%, versus 9% for native Greek women, and in Italy it was 27% versus 7% for 

native Italian women).  

§ In all countries – except Ireland and Portugal – immigrants remain over-qualified even after 10 years 

residing in the country. 

 

Causes	  

These are some of the main barriers usually identified:  

§ Problems with the recognition of degrees and qualifications acquired abroad 

§ Perceived and real difference in value of qualifications obtained abroad 

§ *** Employers often have little or no information or knowledge about such qualifications or what’s 

involved in hiring migrants  – this really came out strongly as an important issue  

§ Proficiency in the language of the host country à which often ties in with social and intercultural 

dynamics, a language is part of a culture, social codes, way of thinking…  

§ Lack of social/professional networks  

§ Knowledge of and information about the labour market in the host country 



§ Regulatory aspects (for example requirements for work permits, residence conditions etc.), which limit 

the choice of jobs for new immigrants 

§ Various forms of discrimination 

§ The local labour market situation in the host country – crisis comes in here, but also pre-crisis 

structural issues – you get very different labour market dynamics across Europe 

 

WHY	  do	  something?	  

Over-qualification is obviously a significant personal problem for the individual immediately concerned.  

– It’s been linked to mental health problems, and what have you.  

But, in REALISE, we are saying overqualification is also a serious problem for society in general.  

Why? 

Europe is facing:  

• Economic crisis and an obvious need for growth and improved competitiveness 

• In a globalised and ever more competitive world – we see the emergence of the BRIC countries, and the 

threat of European decline 

• An aging population, with shrinking dependency ratios – i.e. fewer people will be working to support 

more people – on pensions and so forth 

 

The	  way	  forward?	  

The	  Commission	  rallies	  us	  to	  its	  Europe	  2020	  Growth	  Strategy:	  

‘Europe 2020’ is the successor to the failed Lisbon Agenda. Will it be another failure?  

What is it? Many of you are perhaps already more familiar with it than you might care to be. 

But,	  broadly,	  the	  strategy	  is	  one	  of	  more	  skilled	  work	  and	  workers	  in	  a	  more	  value	  added	  economy,	  

pursuing	  promising	  growth	  sectors	  –	  that	  kind	  of	  thing.	  	  

The	  talk	  is	  of	  smart	  jobs,	  a	  smart	  inclusive	  economy,	  innovation	  and	  so	  forth.	  	  

Put	  simply	  –	  shrinking	  active	  population,	  the	  pressure	  of	  competition,	  2020	  goals,	  etc.	  –	  all	  this	  means	  we	  

will	  need	  everybody	  to	  be	  performing	  as	  well	  as	  possible	  on	  the	  labour	  market.	  	  



	  

Overqualification	  is	  to	  be	  going	  in	  the	  wrong	  direction  

When people work below the level of their qualifications, they contribute less to our economy – and society – 

than they potentially could  

	  

So...	  

(2010 Employment report) 

In March 2010 the European Council agreed that one of the ways to work towards the Europe 2020 goals for 

more and better employment, would be through better integration of legal migrants.  

 

Swedish	  example	  

Since we have a lot of Swedes today I will avail myself of a Swedish example to illustrate what I’m talking 

about: 

Sweden as you know is an advanced and competitive high added value economy.  

In Stockholm County, a quarter of the inhabitants have a foreign background.  

For the period 2010-2025 the foreign-born workforce is estimated to increase by almost 4 times – 4 times – the 

rate of growth of the Swedish born. 

As I was saying before, immigrants consistently underperform on the labour market, for various reasons.  

If this portion of the labour force is a growing portion, that means – if nothing changes – a larger and larger 

portion of the Swedish workforce will be underperforming.  

Where is Sweden’s competitive high added value economy – and all the fruits it bears – going on that basis; if 

nothing changes, competitiveness, standard of living, capacity of public services etc. must all be reduced.  

The argument against immigrant overqualification is not one of generosity or charity (though I’m not attacking 

those things); it is one of enlightened self-interest. à at least take away that one idea 

We must make the most of our human resources – full stop.  

 

Now, just to clarify one thing. 



REALISE is not about immigration per se – that is policies of attraction or management of migrant flow, who 

or how many should get in, or not, what criteria should be used, etc.  

Quite specifically, we are addressing people who, it’s already decided, are in. They are going to be part of our 

societies, one way or another.   

REALISE	  

REALISE is a network of 9 partners – a mix of public institutions and NGOs – from 7 European Union 

member states. 

We’ve got: 

• In Belgium: Kom-pas/ Inburgering Ghent, Belgium – Lead Partner 

• In Spain: Bilbao City Council - Department of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship  

• Fundación Sevilla Acoge 

• Italy: Cesena City Council (Comune)  

• Greece: Heraklion Development Agency, Crete 

• Sweden: The Multicultural Centre of Botkyrka 

• Hungary: the Menedek Association, in Budapest 

• UK: Migrants Resource Centre, in Westminster London 

• And finally: ProjectWorks Association, of which I am the director, based here in Brussels – has the role 

of Transnational Thematic Coordination of the project, which we largely designed.  

 

The	  Process	  

The project runs from September 2011 to February 2013 

Partners first conducted a Local Diagnostic Study - To understand the nature and characteristics of migrant 

overqualification locally. All subsequent actions were to relate to these findings.   

Partners set up Panels of Local Stakeholders – as a means to get key Stakeholder input and support in the 

design, implementation and evaluation of actions 

Based on the Diagnostic findings and Stakeholder input, each partner developed and carried out a Pilot Local 

Intervention – the idea being to develop and test tools and practices to address the needs identified. 



Based on how the Pilot went, partners then designed Long-Term Strategies, which will go on in each locality 

after the project has ended.  

All partners have just finished drawing up these strategies, and will be talking about their main points 

throughout the day. 

A Publication of guidelines on how to tackle over-qualification of third-country nationals will be coming 

out in March, put together by ProjectWorks, on the basis of the partners’ outputs and experiences. 

 

Findings	  

Now, without wanting to steal any thunder from the partners as they present and speak throughout the day, I’d 

like to close with a few highlights and common trends that have emerged from the findings thus far. 

Circumstances from place to place varied considerably in many ways. 

It became clear that the subject of migrants and employment had to be put in its larger context. One can’t 

isolate immigrant labour market issues from general labour market dynamics, for example: 

• How prevalent is overqualification among the general population?  

• How long do job seeking strategies and school/training to work transitions normally take? etc. 

And local development issues, for example: 

• What is the state of the local economy?  

• Are jobs being created or lost?  

• In what sectors and what types? etc.  

This might well seem obvious, but it’s necessary to state. 

In particular, it’s hard to overemphasise the difficulties posed to our objectives by the current crisis climate; it’s 

the central issue of our present moment. 

The economic crisis is affecting all of Europe, and beyond. 

However, partners in the hardest hit areas – in particular Heraklion in Greece or Seville in Spain – are dealing 

with substantially different realities, as opposed to where conditions are less severe.  

These localities trapped in Depression conditions struggle against enervation and inevitably question how much 

they can really do.  

They are at constant risk of just being overwhelmed by coping with the immediate. 



Strategic and long-term thinking becomes very difficult in such an environment.  

Likewise, skilled migrants themselves, caught up in day-to-day survival, might be little focussed on the long-

term. 

Getting support for migrant integration on the labour market, is never easy and the current climate only makes 

it more difficult. 

Generally partners found it helpful to generate and extend ‘buy in’ as much as possible – for example: 

• Put the need for action, or the action proposed, in broader terms than ‘helping immigrants’ – for 

example, in terms of contributing to overcoming general problems of concern to all, or at least of 

concern to additional collectives (not least of all businesspeople), in terms of overcoming challenges for 

local development, and so on.  

• Create tools and initiatives of use and benefit to other groups than qualified third country nationals – for 

example a skills validation tool that can be taken advantage of for other types of jobseekers.  

 

Business people – all over Europe – consistently felt inadequately informed about what’s involved in hiring 

migrants and how to evaluate their suitability and qualifications. This is a big issue. 

 

Gender is consistently an issue around the phenomenon of immigrant overqualification; women are more often 

overqualified across Europe, only the degree of severity seems to change. 

Likewise, gender comes into differing requirements from support services and so on. 

 

Conversely,  

The relation between entrepreneurship or self-employment and migrants is all over the place: 

In some places immigrants were more likely than natives to go into business or self-employment (Hungary) 

In other places (Belgium) they were less likely to do so than natives. 

This is something that needs to be studied in its own right. 

 

 

 


