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1. Executive summary 
FORWORK aims at developing, implementing, and evaluating an innovative path to effective 
labor market integration of asylum seekers hosted in Italian emergency reception centers 
(Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria, CAS). 

Motivation and target population 

During the last decade, massive migration flows from Africa and Asia led to a dramatic 
increase in the number of asylum seekers hosted in Italian CAS. Even though asylum seekers 
are legally entitled to work while their application for international protection is being 
processed, those hosted in CAS typically face poor employment opportunities and receive 
little assistance towards successful integration into the Italian labor market. 

FORWORK targeted CAS in Piedmont, a large region in Northern Italy. In 2018, Piedmont 
hosted 11,755 asylum seekers – 9% of all asylum seekers in Italy – of which 83% were hosted 
in CAS, a fraction in line with national figures. One distinctive feature of the organizational 
model of Piedmont is “diffused reception”, which prioritizes the development of smaller 
reception centers spread across the region – as opposed to the fewer, larger centers. In 2017, 
CAS of Piedmont hosted 17 guests on average, compared to a national average of 25 per 
center. 

The FORWORK components 

FORWORK provided a bundle of services that combined individual support by a job mentor 
with several (optional) additional activities, such as placement services, a pathway to 
recognition of prior learning, language, and civic education courses, and vocational training 
classes. Several professional figures contributed to the unfolding of FORWORK activities: job 
mentors, job coaches, cultural-linguistic facilitators, and teachers.  

Since most activities were intentionally designed to have a direct interaction of these 
professional figures with beneficiaries, they were partly re-designed after the outbreak of the 
COVID pandemic. While group activities were postponed, one-to-one activities switched to 
online mode whenever possible. 

Evaluation design of the effects of FORWORK 

The evaluation design consisted of a large-scale randomized controlled trial, whereby 
eligibility to FORWORK was randomized across a large experimental sample of centers 
satisfying certain criteria. These centers were located in the Labor Market Areas of the 
province capitals, within a 30-minute drive from Public Employment Services offices, had 
access to public transportation, and hosted a maximum of 30 guests. Within these centers, 
adults in an early phase of their application process for international protection became 
eligible for FORWORK. 
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The evaluation sample was drawn in September 2019 and consisted of 1,262 individuals, 
randomized into two statistically equivalent groups: an eligible group of 622 individuals, in 
133 CAS and 29 managing entities; and a control group of 640 individuals, in 131 CAS and 29 
managing entities.  

Data used for the evaluation 

We evaluated the impact of FORWORK on employment and other measures of integration 
using three main sources of data:  

1. registries of asylum seekers hosted in CAS; 

2. administrative records on employment histories of all employees in Piedmont (Sistema 
Informativo Piemonte Lavoro, SILP), providing information on key labor market variables 
such as type of contract, contract duration, occupation, and sector of activity; 

3. baseline and endline surveys conducted specifically for this evaluation, providing 
information on a respondent’s demographics, economic and social integration, literacy, 
language skills, and future plans.  

Implementation of FORWORK 

FORWORK beneficiaries joined the program over about 20 months, from December 2019 
through July 2021. Recruitment and implemented activities slowed down after March 2020 
due to the COVID pandemic, but they were never interrupted.  

The average take-up rate of the program was 66%. Indeed, 408 asylum seekers out of the 622 
individuals eligible for the program received some individual support from a job mentor – an 
average of over 11 hours per person – although only some of the 408 individuals participated 
in other activities planned under FORWORK. Placement services involved 58% of participants 
(38% of all eligible), leading – among other things – to the recruitment of 85 beneficiaries of 
the internships funded by the Italian Ministry of Labor. Only one-fourth of participants (16% 
of all eligible) were enrolled in language, civic education, and vocational training courses, 
mainly due to delays caused by the COVID pandemic. 

Females were more likely to participate than males. Being employed before the start of 
activities was negatively correlated with the decision to participate, suggesting that 
FORWORK was perceived as an opportunity by those individuals facing relatively worse 
labor market opportunities (typically, women and unemployed people). 

Baseline employment 

We collected descriptive evidence on baseline employment rates for asylum seekers not (yet) 
affected by the program – namely, non-eligible and eligible individuals before the start of the 
program. 
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Survey data show that 35% of respondents declared being employed at the time of interview 
(before the start of the program), and this percentage was much higher among men (44%) than 
among women (11%). About 9% of respondents (that is, 1 out of 4 employed) declared to work 
without a regular contract.  

According to administrative data on individuals non-eligible for FORWORK, the employment 
rate of asylum seekers steadily increased over the first two years in Italy, to reach 30% for men 
and 10% for women after that time. 

Effects of FORWORK on labor market integration 

FORWORK increased the employment rate of participants by 15 percentage points, or 37 
percent over the baseline employment of the non-eligible group. We detect a similar increase 
in earnings (35 percent), though this effect is less precisely estimated. The effects on 
employment were slightly larger in magnitude for male than for female participants (+17 and 
+13 percentage points, respectively), but the relative effect over the baseline was larger for 
females than for males.  

Effects of FORWORK on social integration 

FORWORK had a positive effect on proficiency in Italian language – on understanding and 
speaking the language in particular, while there are no significant effects on reading and 
writing. FORWORK also affected the social networks of participants. Although the overall 
number of connections and interpersonal trust did not change, FORWORK participants ended 
up meeting and trusting more Italians compared to non-beneficiaries. 
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2. Institutional background 

2.1 International outlook: Refugee migration to Europe 
Most asylum seekers and refugees arrive in Europe through Italy and Greece. During the 
period 2009-2021, the EU Agency Frontex reported 870 thousand arrivals in Italy (one-third of 
total arrivals in Europe), and almost twice as many entered Europe through the Greek borders. 
However, 70% of all crossings in Greece were concentrated within only two years (2015-16), 
while Italy witnessed a continuous flow through the last decade. Indeed, after the EU signed 
an agreement with Turkey, in March 2016, to stop asylum seekers before the Greek borders, 
Italy became the main port of entry into the EU, with 36% of all arrivals; see the blue bars in 
Figure 1.1 The red bars in the same figure show, however, that most asylum seekers only 
transit through Southern Europe while trying to reach other countries such as Germany and 
France. In particular, Italy received only a minor share of all applications for international 
protection presented to EU countries since 2017 – just over 10%, compared to 20% in France 
and 27% in Germany. 

Figure 1: Arrivals and applications by country, as a share of the total (2017-2021) 

 

This disconnect between arrivals and applications for international protection reflects the 
large differences in opportunities for socio-economic integration between Northern and 
Southern European countries. Asylum seekers and refugees in Germany benefit from 
language courses combined with work-oriented activities and counseling. By contrast, only a 

                                                
1 The source of this data is “Detections of illegal border-crossings” 
(http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Detections_of_IBC_2017_02_07.xlsx, retrieved on September 2021). 
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small number of those hosted in Italian facilities benefit from ad-hoc initiatives for 
integration. 

In the remaining part of this section, we provide additional information on the Italian 
reception system and its main shortcomings, particularly in terms of opportunities for labor 
market integration. Such shortcomings motivate the novel approach of FORWORK, which is 
described in the next section.  

2.2 The Italian reception system 

Migrants rescued at sea or irregularly entering the country are hosted in emergency centers 
located near the main points of entry. Emergency centers provide first aid, are responsible for 
pre-identification procedures and collect applications for international protection. Asylum 
applicants are then assigned to the reception centers distributed across the country. 

According to Italian law, asylum seekers may be granted three types of international 
protection: refugee status (based on the 1951 Geneva Convention), subsidiary protection, or 
special protection.2 Applications for international protection are then evaluated by the local 
commission of the region where the asylum seeker is hosted. This commission must decide 
whether to grant refugee status or other forms of international protection, in which case the 
applicant also receives a residence permit allowing family reunification and participation in 
the labor market. Applicants who are denied international protection can appeal against such 
a decision; if the appeal is also rejected, they should leave the country, and some of them are 
expelled. The entire process – from the first application to the decision on appeal – may take 
years. Throughout this period, applicants live in reception centers funded by the central 
government and, after 60 days since the application for international protection, they are 
legally entitled to work.  

There are two main types of reception centers: the “System of Reception and Integration” 
(Sistema di Accoglienza e Integrazione, SAI), previously known as SIPROIMI and SPRAR, and 
the “Emergency Reception Centres” (Centri di Accoglienza Straordinaria, CAS).3 Figure 2 shows 
the distribution of guests in SAI and CAS centers across Italian provinces.  

                                                
2 For the sake of exposition, in what follows “asylum seekers” and “refugees” refer, respectively, to 
applicants and beneficiaries of any form of international protection. 
3 A number of regulatory changes in recent years affected the definition and organization of reception 
centres in the country. Specifically, SAI were created by the Decree-Law (DL) 130/2020. SAI replaced 
SIPROIMI, established by the DL 113/2018, which itself replaced SPRAR (Sistema di Protezione 
Richiedenti Asilo e Rifugiati) in place between 2002 and 2018. SAI aimed at moving to a reception 
system providing not only basic assistance but, also, opportunities for integration. 
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Figure 2: Number of asylum seekers and refugees hosted in CAS and SAI (former 
SPRAR) across Italian provinces, 2016

 

 

The two systems have evolved in parallel, and there are analogies as well as important 
differences between them. With a few exceptions, both types of centers are small in size – 
typically, between 10 and 30 individuals. SAI serve mostly refugees (i.e. former applicants 
that have already obtained international protection), while asylum seekers waiting for a 
decision are hosted in CAS. Within each of the two systems, the allocation of individuals 
across facilities is essentially random, conditional on a few individual characteristics. For 
example, some facilities are typically reserved for families, as opposed to single males, or for 
some specific nationalities. Apart from these initial stratifications, the allocation across centers 
does not follow any systematic rules.  

The type of assistance and the services provided also vary considerably between SAI and CAS 
centers. SAI are funded by the Ministry of Interior (MoI) through open calls for projects 
presented by municipalities on behalf of local NGOs and civic associations. The services 
offered by such centers must comply with standards beyond the mere accommodation and 
basic assistance, to include a range of activities aimed at integration such as language courses, 
job training, and legal assistance.  
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Due to strong political opposition to migration, municipalities were traditionally reluctant to 
apply for funding of reception centers. Therefore, new arrivals largely outpaced the number 
of slots available in SAI centers, for which reason an increasing number of asylum seekers 
were directed to CAS centers. The latter are instituted by prefectures -- the peripheral units of 
the Italian Ministry of Interior -- whenever SAI centers operate above capacity. CAS centers 
are also funded through public tenders but, differently from SAI, they are not required to 
provide any assistance beyond accommodation and essential services (i.e., no language 
classes, job training, etc.).  

Originally thought of as an “emergency” solution to temporary shortages of places in SAI, the 
CAS system has expanded dramatically during the last years, as shown in Figure 3. In 2018, 
at the start of FORWORK, CAS hosted 138,503 people compared to 25,657 people in SAI 
centers (former SPRAR). The large majority of asylum seekers in Italy are therefore hosted in 
centers offering very limited opportunities for labor market integration (if at all). Better 
coordination and management of activities and services offered within the CAS system is thus 
at the forefront of the public debate on Italian migration policy reform. In particular, 
interventions to fast-track refugees and asylum-seekers into local labor markets are 
desperately needed to limit risks of social exclusion and vulnerability during the (long) wait 
for the decision on the application for international protection.  

 
Figure 3: Asylum seekers and refugees in the Italian reception system, years 2014-2018

 

 

Designing and implementing such interventions is particularly challenging in the absence of 
systematic information on the socio-demographic characteristics of refugees and asylum 
seekers in Italy, their living conditions, and their labor market perspectives. Indeed, the 
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central government maintains a registry of individuals transiting in SAI centers but, so far, 
only aggregate figures have been made publicly available through periodical reports 
published by the National Association of Italian Municipalities and the Ministry of Interior.4 
The situation is even worse for CAS, for which there is no centralized data collection and 
monitoring. Among the various contributions of our project, we collected systematic 
information on the asylum seekers present in the CAS centers of a specific Italian region. We 
then used such data to implement and evaluate an innovative program favoring the 
integration of asylum seekers into local labor markets. 

3. The FORWORK program 

3.1 Overview of activities 

FORWORK aims at providing an innovative path to the labor market and social integration 
of asylum seekers hosted in CAS. As explained in the previous section, asylum seekers in Italy 
are legally entitled to work, but CAS typically offer limited services for labor market 
integration (e.g., job training and language courses). To address these issues, FORWORK 
combined individual support by job mentors with placement and training services 
delivered by specialized providers, namely: 

● placement services; 
● recognition of prior learning (RDA – Reconnaissance des Aquis); 
● language and civic education courses; 
● short vocational training. 

Beneficiaries participated in these activities voluntarily, while all beneficiaries received 
individual support from a job mentor, not everyone took part in the additional activities listed 
above. 

Several professional figures contributed to delivering the program at different stages, 
including job mentors, job coaches, cultural-linguistic facilitators, and teachers; their main 
activities are listed in Table 1. The majority of these activities originally planned direct 
interactions with beneficiaries and had to be partly re-designed after the outbreak of the 
COVID pandemic. 

 

                                                
4 See, for example, the reports “Rapporto Sulla Protezione Internazionale in Italia” for years 2015, 
2016 and 2017 by Anci, C. I., & Cittalia, F. M. Ministry of Interior-Sprar, with the contribution of 
UNHCR or the website https://www.retesai.it/i-numeri-dello-sprar/. 
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Table 1: Professionals involved in the program and activities delivered 

 

3.2 Consequences of the COVID pandemic 

The original plan was to complete all FORWORK activities over 11 months, but many of such 
activities came to an abrupt halt only a few months after the start of the program, due to the 
outbreak of the COVID pandemic. The national lockdown enforced in March-May 2020 and 
the subsequent restrictions prevented participation in face-to-face meetings for several 
months, thus requiring a switch to online activities. The challenges resulting from this change 
entailed significant delays, and beneficiaries joined the program over a period of about 20 
months, from December 2019 through July 2021.  

Table 2 shows how the different components of FORWORK changed after the national 
lockdown. While group activities were postponed, one-to-one activities switched to online 
mode whenever possible. More specifically, mentoring and job coaching activities were 
carried out through video calls, using free software available to all beneficiaries (such as 
Skype, Zoom, or WhatsApp). Restrictions to in-person meetings were gradually lifted during 
the summer of 2020, allowing to resume face-to-face activities. 

Table 2: Delivery of FORWORK activities, before and after the national lockdown 

 

Note. The first COVID lockdown started on March 9, 2020. Some restrictions were gradually lifted 
during the summer of 2020. 
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3.3 Description of activities 

3.3.1 Mentoring services 

Beneficiaries were matched to job mentors immediately upon joining the program, as 
mentoring was a prerequisite for all other activities. Job mentors worked with beneficiaries 
either in one-to-one meetings or together with cross-cultural facilitators assisting beneficiaries 
during the interview. During the first meetings, job mentors used a skills assessment tool – 
the EU Skills Profile Tool for Third Country Nationals – to learn more about the beneficiaries’ 
skills and experiences. Mentors then presented the bundle of services offered under 
FORWORK and assisted beneficiaries in developing an individualized integration plan as 
well as in preparing an updated curriculum vitae. Besides, mentors supported beneficiaries 
for the entire duration of the program and encouraged their participation in the various 
activities.  

Mentoring services were subcontracted to not-for-profit organizations with extensive 
experience in the field (the CO.Al.A consortium). These organizations worked under the 
supervision of Agenzia Piemonte Lavoro (APL), the regional public employment services and 
local coordinator of the FORWORK program. A total of 36 professional job mentors were 
recruited, who worked closely with staff at APL throughout the duration of the project. These 
mentors assisted an average of 16 beneficiaries each. 

3.3.2 Placement services and internships 

Placement services and internships represented the main stepping stones into the labor 
market. Starting with placement services, professional “job coaches” were in charge of looking 
for prospective employers as well as supporting beneficiaries through career advice and 
preparation of job interviews. For beneficiaries employed as interns, job coaches acted as 
company tutors. 

Internships were funded by an additional €180,000 allocated for this purpose by the Italian 
Ministry of Labor in January 2019. These internships lasted between 3 and 5 months, and 
employment costs were subsidized up to a maximum of €300/month, while employers had to 
pay for any additional costs. A total of 99 internships funded by the Ministry of Labor were 
activated between January 2020 and August 2021. 

Placement services were provided by two not-for-profit employment service agencies (Exar 
Solutions and Inforcoop), which also acted as sponsors for the FORWORK internships.5 These 

                                                
5 According to the Italian legislation, extracurricular internships involve a three-party relationship 
between hosting employer (company/institution), sponsoring institution (under FORWORK, the 
partners in charge of placement services) and intern. More specifically, a training agreement needs to 
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organizations, located in the Piedmont region, have extensive experience in the field of active 
labor market policies and human resources, with a particular focus on people with disabilities, 
young people, and disadvantaged groups. A total of 20 job coaches were recruited, who 
assisted an average of 17 beneficiaries each.  

3.3.3 Language, civic education, and vocational training 

Language, civic education, and vocational training, initially planned as in-class activities, 
were postponed to 2021 because of COVID-19. Between April and June 2021, language and 
civic education courses were delivered using a distance-learning platform, while in-person 
classes resumed gradually starting from June 2021. Due to these delays, the first group of 
FORWORK beneficiaries, who were selected at the end of 2019, could only access courses 
several months after the start of the program. 

More generally, due to lockdowns and restrictions, many asylum seekers spent months of 
isolation in reception centers, with little or no opportunities to learn the Italian language. For 
that reason, FORWORK courses were redesigned to enhance the teaching of the Italian 
language. Language courses included both basic Italian and 'Italian for work' modules, 
depending on the beneficiary’s proficiency in the language. Civic education courses covered 
topics such as labor law, financial education, equal opportunities, and road safety, through 
both theoretical modules on Italian institutions and case studies drawn from real-life 
situations. Vocational training focused on specific occupations and additional training in 
Italian language specific to such occupations. 

3.3.4 Recognition of prior learning 

Beneficiaries were offered to participate in a pathway to recognition of prior learning – 
Reconnaissance Des Aquis, RDA. The goal is to make participants aware of their resources – in 
terms of, e.g., skills and attitudes – and translate them into a personal strategy for integrating 
into the labor market. RDA is routinely used by one of the project partners, Inforcoop, but it 
was offered for the first time to asylum seekers. 

This pathway to recognition of prior learning was originally planned as a group discussion, 
but it was re-designed as an individual activity, or in small groups of 2-3 people, due to 
COVID-19 restrictions. Job mentors were in charge of illustrating the contents of this activity 
to FORWORK beneficiaries and addressing potentially interested candidates to Inforcoop, 
which remained in charge of this activity. 

                                                
be signed by the sponsoring institution, the company and the intern. Interns are not regular employees 
and they need supervision from a tutor provided by the company and the sponsoring institution. 
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4. Evaluation design and implementation 
The implementation and evaluation of FORWORK activities are intimately connected, as the 
intervention was designed to allow for the experimental evaluation of its impact. Impact 
evaluation aims at identifying the causal effect of an intervention by comparing the outcomes 
of interest – in this case, labor market outcomes and social integration – between subjects 
exposed and not exposed to the intervention. The main challenge to identifying the causal 
effect is that, in general, the two groups may differ along many dimensions, so differences in 
subsequent outcomes would depend on other factors in addition to the effect of the 
intervention. For instance, if the intervention targets primarily individuals with poor 
employment opportunities, future differences in employment rates relative to non-
participants may underestimate the effects of the program; the opposite is true if individuals 
more motivated to find a job are more likely to enter the program. The experimental approach 
to impact evaluation solves this fundamental problem by randomizing participation across 
potential beneficiaries, similarly to what is done in medicine to test the effectiveness of new 
treatments (e.g., a vaccine).  

We next discuss the criteria used to define the target population, the randomization 
procedure, and the empirical strategy that we will employ to estimate the effects of 
FORWORK on the main outcomes of interest. We will then conclude the section by detailing 
the timeline of program implementation and evaluation. 

4.1 Target of the intervention  

The main target of FORWORK were asylum seekers hosted in CAS in Piedmont – a large 
region in Northern Italy – that satisfied the following criteria.6 We restricted to CAS in the 
Local Market Areas (LMAs) of province capitals (i.e. Alessandria, Asti, Biella, Cuneo, Turin, 
Verbania, Vercelli), plus an additional LMA of Chieri, a city near Turin. These 8 LMAs (out of 
36 in the region) are the most economically active areas of the region, comprising 58% of all 
employees.7 For logistical and organizational reasons, we further restricted to CAS (i) hosting 

                                                
6 Piedmont ranks second among Italian regions for surface area and seventh in terms of population 
(about 4.3 million). GDP per capita in 2019 was 31.7 thousand euros, which is just above the national 
average. The incidence of foreign citizens among residents is about 9.5%, compared to a national 
average of 8.5%. In 2018 – the start year of FORWORK – Piedmont hosted 11.755 asylum seekers (9% 
of all asylum seekers in Italy), the vast majority of whom (83%) were hosted in CAS centres (the 
corresponding figure at the national level is 80%). The region adopts a model based on “diffused 
reception”, with a large number of small reception centres scattered throughout the territory. In 2017, 
CAS centres of Piedmont hosted 17.3 guests on average, compared to a national average of 24.8. 

7 LMAs are aggregations of adjacent municipalities defined by the Italian National Statistical Institute 
(ISTAT) based on workers’ commuting patterns from the 2011 census. Therefore, LMAs comprise 
municipalities facing similar labour market opportunities. The LMA of Novara, one of the province 
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a maximum of 30 guests, (ii) located within a 30-minute drive from a Public Employment 
Services office, and (iii) in municipalities served by public transportation. Among all asylum 
seekers hosted in these centers, we then targeted adults (i.e., aged 18 or older) waiting for the 
first meeting with the territorial commission evaluating the application for international 
protection. This last criterion ensured an adequate period for participating in program 
activities and observing post-intervention outcomes before the final decision on the 
application – and its possible rejection. 

In May 2019, FRDB completed the acquisition of administrative data from local prefectures 
and entities managing the reception centers of the region. Based on these data, the criteria 
detailed above identify 1,262 asylum seekers in 264 CAS managed by 58 entities. This is the 
experimental sample that will be used for evaluating the effects of the intervention.  

4.2 Randomization 

We randomized eligibility to FORWORK across the entities managing CAS. These entities 
include charities, NGOs, and cooperatives, and each entity typically manages multiple CAS. 
We thus offered the program to all asylum seekers hosted in CAS managed by eligible entities 
– provided that they satisfied the criteria for inclusion in terms of age and stage of the 
application for international protection – and we did not offer the program to anyone in non-
eligible entities. This “cluster” randomization is preferable to randomizing eligibility across 
individuals within entities (or centers), because denying access to some individuals hosted in 
the same centers with others that are instead involved in the program or hosted in different 
centers managed by the same entity, may be sensitive from an ethical and political 
perspective. Interactions between eligible and non-eligible individuals within the same center 
may also result in tensions between the two groups, which in turn could affect the 
implementation of the project and contaminate the results of the evaluation.  

To ensure comparability between eligible and non-eligible individuals, we stratified 
randomization by geographical area and characteristics of the managing entity. Starting with 
the former dimension, we formed seven strata using the administrative geography of the 
region. Provinces were first allocated to four areas (“quadranti”): Turin (North-West); Cuneo 
(South-West); Asti and Alessandria (South-East); and Biella, Verbania, and Vercelli (North-
East). Given the high number of entities operating in the Turin area (37 out of 58 in total), the 
North-West quadrant was further split into four strata: entities operating only within the city 

                                                
capitals of the region, was excluded because of the lack of eligible beneficiaries, as explained in Section 
3.2.3. The LMA of Susa, a valley of the Turin province, was initially included because of its innovative 
partnership between local municipalities and the reception system. However, during 2018 the high 
quality of services provided to asylum seekers in reception centres of Susa made FORWORK activities 
redundant. The LMA of Susa was therefore replaced with The LMA of Chieri, a city close to Turin with 
a socio-economic context similar to Susa. 
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of Turin; entities operating only outside the city of Turin; entities operating within and outside 
of Turin within the province; and outliers (the latter group comprised only two entities). 
Within each stratum, we then created all possible combinations of eligible and non-eligible 
entities. We chose the combination that minimized the distance between the group on a range 
of observed variables (number and average size of managed CAS, percentage of females, 
average age, percentage of target guests).    

Managing entities within each stratum/pair were assigned to eligible and non-eligible groups 
with equal probability. In strata with an odd number of entities, eligibility of the additional 
unit was again decided at random. This procedure results into two groups containing 29 
managing entities each. The eligible entities manage 133 CAS hosting 622 asylum seekers, 
while the non-eligible entities manage 131 CAS hosting 640 asylum seekers.   

Table 3 and Figure 4 show the distribution of eligible and non-eligible entities, CAS, and 
asylum seekers by quadrant, while Figure 5 plots the location of eligible and non-eligible CAS 
on a map of Piedmont. Eligible and non-eligible entities are balanced by construction across 
geographical strata (Panels A of Table 3 and Figure 4), while the distribution of CAS and 
asylum seekers is somewhat less balanced across geographical areas (Panels B and C).  

In any event, what matters for our empirical strategy is that randomization produced 
comparable groups of asylum seekers hosted in eligible and non-eligible centers, respectively. 
After presenting the individual-level data that we use for our analysis, in the next section, we 
will assess the balance between the two groups in terms of observable characteristics.   

  
Table 3: Distribution of entities, CAS, and asylum seekers by quadrant and eligibility 

 

 

eligible non-eligible total eligible non-eligible total eligible non-eligible total

N-W (Turin), outliers 1 1 2 18 25 43 44 77 121

N-W (Turin), city 8 8 16 18 17 35 131 125 256

N-W (Turin), countryside 5 5 10 16 17 33 77 111 188

N-W (Turin), whole province 4 5 9 23 30 53 111 149 260

N-E Quadrant 3 2 5 10 4 14 47 44 91

S-W Quadrant 3 4 7 4 5 9 25 24 49

S-E Quadrant 5 4 9 44 33 77 187 110 297

Total 29 29 58 133 131 264 622 640 1262

Panel A. Managing entities Panel B. CAS Panel C. Asylum seekers
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Figure 4: Distribution of entities, CAS, and asylum seekers by quadrant and eligibility
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Figure 5: Geographic distribution of CAS in Piedmont, by eligibility

 
 

Note. This figure shows the geographic distribution of CAS that are eligible and non-eligible for 
FORWORK, respectively. The size of markers is proportional to the number of asylum seekers hosted 
in the center. 
    

4.3 Estimation strategy  
Our main strategy for estimating the impact of FORWORK leverages the randomization 
described above, together with survey data measuring employment and the other outcomes 
of interest at the beginning and at the end of the program. To the extent that randomization 
produced two groups of eligible and non-eligible individuals that are on average identical in 
all respects but for eligibility to the program, we can estimate the effect of the latter – the 
“intention-to-treat” effect (ITT), in the jargon of impact evaluation – by the difference in 
outcomes between the two groups at the end of the program: 
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Effect of eligibility = �̄�𝑦𝐸𝐸 − �̄�𝑦𝑁𝑁  ,   (1) 

where �̄�𝑦𝐸𝐸  and �̄�𝑦𝑁𝑁 denote the average outcomes among eligible and non-eligible individuals, 
respectively.  

However, the estimated effect in (1) differs from that of actually participating to FORWORK 
because – as it is often the case in practice – part of the individuals eligible to the program did 
not participate (we provide evidence on participation rates in Section 5.3.2). Under some 
additional assumptions, the ITT effect has the same sign of the effect of participation, but it is 
lower in magnitude. Intuitively, the effect of participation would equal the observed 
difference in outcomes between eligible and non-eligible individuals (i.e., the ITT) if everyone 
in the former group participated to the program; if the share of participants is less than one, 
the average effect across participants must be larger in order to produce the same difference 
in outcomes. By the same reasoning, we can estimate the average effect across participants 
by the ratio between the difference in outcomes and the difference in participation rates 
between eligible and non-eligible individuals: 

Effect of participation =  (�̄�𝑦𝐸𝐸 − �̄�𝑦𝑁𝑁)/(�̄�𝑝𝐸𝐸 − �̄�𝑝𝑁𝑁) , (2) 

where �̄�𝑝𝐸𝐸 and �̄�𝑝𝑁𝑁 denote the participation rate among eligibles and non-eligibles, respectively. 
To be precise, the ratio in (2) estimates the “local average treatment effect” across “compliers”, 
defined as the subpopulation of individuals that participate to the program only when given 
the opportunity to do that. In this specific context, the compliers coincide with participants, 
as non-eligible are not allowed into the program (i.e., �̄�𝑝𝑁𝑁 = 0), so (2) is also the average effect 
across participants.  

As explained in the next sections, the survey data collected for this project allow us to measure 
all terms in equation (2), and thus to estimate the causal effect of FORWORK on different 
outcomes of interest at the end of the program. We will complement these data with 
information from administrative registries allowing us to continuously track individual 
employment over time. Using these data, we can estimate the effect of the program on 
employment at different time horizons by comparing employment rates between participants 
and non-participants before and after participants enter the program. Therefore, at any point 
in time the comparison group includes non-eligible individuals and, also, eligible individuals 
who have not yet entered the program by that time. This alternative approach leverages both 
experimental variation in eligibility across individuals and longitudinal variation in 
participation within the eligible group.  

This second empirical strategy is feasible only for estimating the impact on employment, as 
longitudinal data are not available for the other outcomes of interest (e.g., earnings). At the 
same time, the primary aim of FORWORK was to enhance employment opportunities of 
asylum seekers, so it will be informative to compare the estimates of employment effects 
obtained when using two empirical strategies relying on different data and different sources 
of variation. 
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4.4 Timeline of implementation and evaluation 
Figure 6 shows the timeline of FORWORK implementation and evaluation. The project started 
officially in February 2018. As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the evaluation 
design immediately called for the acquisition of information on the target population, in order 
to draw a representative sample of asylum seekers and randomize eligibility to the program. 
To this end, in April 2018 FRDB began collecting data on the CAS reception system and the 
asylum seekers hosted in these centers, with the cooperation of the Piedmont prefectures. This 
data collection lasted six months (April-November 2018), as the available data initially lacked 
essential information and their format differed across prefectures. The result of this process 
yielded a listing of all managing entities and reception centers in the region, as well as a 
snapshot of the demographic composition of asylum seekers hosted in these centers. 

However, in September 2018 the Italian government passed a Decree on “Immigration and 
Security” that profoundly affected the Italian reception system – including the managing 
entities and centers in Piedmont. The severe budget cuts introduced with the Decree 
negatively influenced the number of managing entities in the region and induced sustained 
mobility of asylum seekers across centers, so the lists gathered in 2018 became obsolete. For 
this reason, in April 2019 FRDB contacted again the surviving entities to acquire the updated 
lists of asylum seekers hosted in each facility. This process was completed for most provinces 
by May 2019, with the exception of one province that provided the full data in August 2019.  

As illustrated in Figure 6, the acquisition of the updated lists allowed FRDB to select the 
experimental sample of potential beneficiaries, which will be used for evaluating the program 
effects – 1,262 individuals in total, as explained in Section 4.1. FRDB then fielded the baseline 
survey and, in September 2019, it randomized managing entities into the eligible and non-
eligible groups. 

As it is typically the case, part of the eligible individuals did not participate in the program 
(we provide more details when presenting the data), so we selected a second wave of 184 
participants from January 2020 onwards. However, this second wave does not enter the 
evaluation of the program. Indeed, we were extremely careful in avoiding contamination of 
the non-eligible group, for which reason additional participants were recruited only in CAS 
centers randomized to FORWORK. 

Eligible individuals from the evaluation sample were involved in FORWORK activities 
between October 2019 and July 2021. In the following two months (August-September 2021), 
FRDB fielded the endline survey covering all participants in the experimental sample. We next 
describe all data collected on these individuals, which will provide the basis for the impact 
evaluation. 
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Figure 6: Timeline of implementation and evaluation 

 

 

5. Data 
The evaluation of the effects relies mainly on (i) administrative data on participation in 
FORWORK activities and employment, and (ii) survey data collected by FRDB specifically for 
the purpose of this project.  

Administrative and survey data are complementary, as each of them has specific advantages 
and limitations. Administrative registries cover almost all individuals in our sample, while 
surveys (particularly the endline) suffer from significant non-response and attrition – as we 
will show later in this section. Relatedly, administrative data allow us to track individuals 
over time (at daily frequencies), while survey data only provide snapshots at two points in 
time – at the beginning and at the end of activities. On the other hand, surveys measure 
migrants’ integration along several dimensions in addition to employment, providing 
information on socio-demographic characteristics and labor market outcomes that are not 
available from administrative data – notably, employment in the informal economy.  

5.1 Administrative data  
The monitoring and evaluation of FORWORK relies on three main sources of administrative 
data:  

1. registries of reception centers and asylum seekers gathered from Prefectures and 
CAS managing entities; 

2. registries of the activities completed by each participant, maintained by the partners; 
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3. employment records on all individuals – both eligibles and non-eligibles – as 
available through the Sistema Informativo Lavoro Piemonte (SILP). 

The registries of centers and asylum seekers were used to select the experimental sample and 
to randomize the centers into eligible and non-eligible groups, following the procedure 
described in Section 4.2. The registries of activities were mainly used for monitoring the 
implementation of the program, but they are also useful in the evaluation phase to 
characterize the take-up of the program and the timing of the intervention across participants, 
as they include (among other things) the date and duration of meetings with job mentors, 
placement services received and their duration, recruitment in internships, attendance to 
classes, etc.  

Finally, the Sistema Informativo Lavoro Piemonte (SILP) is an administrative platform 
maintained by the Public Employment Services (PES). The database records all labor contracts 
activated in the region, including their starting date, duration, type of contract, occupation, 
and sector of activity. Asylum seekers must register at PES after their arrival in a reception 
center, so access to SILP provides us with a unique opportunity to track employment on a 
daily basis for all individuals in our experimental sample. 

5.2 Survey data  
FRDB fielded two surveys at the beginning and at the end of FORWORK activities. The 
baseline survey targeted all 1,262 asylum seekers in the experimental sample, and was 
designed and conducted by FRDB between May and October 2019. FRDB hired and trained 
32 interviewers, selected for their knowledge of foreign languages, previous experience in the 
field of migration or in social sciences projects, and willingness to travel within the region. 
Face-to-face interviews were conducted in reception centers, but CAS operators were not 
present during the interview unless in a few particular cases in which they acted as cultural-
linguistic mediators. The overall response rate of asylum seekers was 74.4% (941 completed 
interviews). 

The endline survey was designed by FRDB and conducted by a survey company between 
July and September 2021. The survey targeted respondents to the baseline survey who 
authorized a second interview and provided their contact details (888 out of 941). Follow-up 
interviews were implemented with telephone and web survey techniques (CATI and CAWI). 
The response rate over the number of available contacts was 45% (404 completed interviews). 
As many as 35% of the contacts could not be reached either by telephone or e-mail, likely due 
to changes or deactivation of phone numbers or emails, or incorrect contact information 
collected during the first interview.   

Both the baseline and the endline survey gathered crucial information on: 

● employment and other labor market outcomes, such as earnings and informal 
employment; 
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● measures of social integration along other dimensions, such as quality and frequency 
of social relations outside the reception center and trust toward the others; 

● socio-demographic characteristics, such as age, gender, and country of origin; 
● literacy, educational levels, and self-reported language skills. 

The part of the questionnaire on labor market outcomes complemented the administrative 
data from SILP by gathering information on dimensions that cannot be investigated from 
administrative data, such as irregular employment. 

We link administrative and survey data using individual identifiers. The resulting dataset 
provides all information necessary for evaluating the impact of the program on employment 
and several other outcomes of interest. We next describe such data and use them to assess the 
balance between eligible and non-eligible groups in our experimental sample.  

5.3 Descriptive evidence 

5.3.1 Summary statistics and balancing tests 

Table 4 shows the average demographic characteristics of our experimental sample, the 
balance in such characteristics between eligible and non-eligible groups, and the extent of 
attrition in different datasets. The full sample includes 1,262 individuals, who are typically 
young (27 years on average) and male (77 percent of the total), and come from Asia and Africa 
(76 percent and 21 percent, respectively); see the first row of Panel A. The remaining rows of 
Panel A assess the balance between eligible and non-eligible groups – respective, 622 and 640 
individuals, as discussed in Section 4.2. By the virtues of randomization, the two groups are 
balanced in terms of all characteristics, as confirmed by the standardized differences 
remaining below the critical value of 0.20 for all variables.8 Similarly, Figure 7 shows 
significant overlap in the age distribution – the only non-binary variable in Table 4 – between 
eligible and non-eligible groups, separately by gender.  

Panel B to D of Table 4 report summary statistics and balance tests when progressively 
restricting the sample to individuals matched to the SILP data (1,117 observations) and to the 
baseline and endline survey (941 and 404 observations, respectively). In spite of high attrition 
rates – especially in the endline survey, which was completed only by 32 percent of the 
original sample – all datasets maintain a reasonable balance in terms of observable 
characteristics, possibly with the exception of the area of origin in the endline survey (more 
Asians and less Africans in the eligible group compared to the non-eligible group). In any 
event, we will show that the results of our main analysis are entirely unaffected when 

                                                
8 The standardized difference between two groups with respect to a given variable x equals the ratio  
(�̄�𝑥𝐴𝐴 − �̄�𝑥𝐵𝐵)/�σ𝐴𝐴2 + σ𝐵𝐵2  . Differences between two groups are considered relevant when the standardized 
difference exceeds 0.20.  
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accounting for such differences in individual characteristics between eligible and non-eligible 
groups.  

Attrition rates in the SILP data and in the baseline survey also remain balanced between 
eligible and non-eligible groups, while the standardized difference in attrition rates is just 
above the critical value in the endline survey. In addition, Panel E shows that attrition does 
not induce systematic differences in average characteristics between the complete sample 
(Panel A) and the individuals included in the other datasets (Panels B-D).  

 

Table 4: Summary statistics and balance between different groups and datasets 
                    

  (1) (2)   (3) (4)   (5) (6) (7) 

 n. obs Share 
non-miss 

 Demographics  Area of origin 
    Age Female   Asia Africa Europe 
Panel A. Prefectures' registries 
All 1262 1.00  26.92 0.23  0.76 0.21 0.02 
Eligible 622 1.00  26.68 0.20  0.77 0.21 0.02 
Non-eligible 640 1.00  27.15 0.25  0.75 0.21 0.03 
Difference  0.00  -0.47 -0.04  0.02 0.00 -0.01 
Std. Diff.  0.00  -0.07 -0.10  0.04 0.00 -0.08 
Panel B. SILP 
All 1117 0.84  27.01 0.22  0.76 0.21 0.02 
Eligible 537 0.86  26.65 0.20  0.77 0.21 0.02 
Non-eligible 524 0.82  27.38 0.23  0.75 0.22 0.03 
Difference  0.04  -0.73 -0.03  0.02 -0.01 -0.01 
Std. Diff.  0.12  -0.11 -0.07  0.05 -0.01 -0.07 
Panel C. Baseline survey 
All 941 0.75  26.88 0.25  0.76 0.21 0.02 
Eligible 480 0.77  26.52 0.24  0.80 0.18 0.02 
Non-eligible 461 0.72  27.25 0.25  0.72 0.24 0.03 
Difference  0.05  -0.73 -0.01  0.08 -0.06 -0.02 
Std. Diff.  0.12  -0.11 -0.03  0.20 -0.15 -0.10 
Panel D. Endline survey 
All 404 0.32  26.58 0.23  0.80 0.17 0.03 
Eligible 230 0.37  26.21 0.23  0.84 0.13 0.03 
Non-eligible 174 0.27  27.06 0.24  0.75 0.22 0.02 
Difference  0.10  -0.85 -0.01  0.09 -0.09 0.01 
Std. Diff.  0.21  -0.13 -0.02  0.21 -0.25 0.05 
Panel E. Comparison of average characteristics between datasets 
Std. Diff. SILP-Registries    -0.08 0.12  0.02 -0.01 0.02 
Std. Diff. Baseline-Registries    0.02 -0.21  0.00 0.03 -0.06 
Std. Diff. Endline-Registries       0.07 -0.02   -0.14 0.16 -0.05 
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Figure 7: Age distribution by eligibility and gender 

 
 

In Table 5 and Table 6, we provide group means and balance tests for an additional set of 
individual characteristics available only from survey data, namely the year of arrival in Italy 
and educational attainment – although the latter information is missing for almost a fifth of 
the sample, see the last column of the table.  

 

Table 5: Summary statistics and balance between different groups and datasets, arrival in 
Italy from survey data 

          

 Arrival in Italy 

  
before 2017 in 2017 after 2017 missing 

Panel A. Baseline survey    
All 0.28 0.53 0.16 0.02 
Eligible 0.26 0.56 0.17 0.01 
Non-eligible 0.30 0.50 0.16 0.03 
Difference -0.04 0.06 0.00 -0.02 
Std. Diff. -0.09 0.11 0.01 -0.14 
Panel B. Endline survey    
All 0.26 0.57 0.15 0.02 
Eligible 0.24 0.60 0.14 0.01 
Non-eligible 0.29 0.52 0.17 0.02 
Difference -0.04 0.08 -0.03 -0.01 
Std. Diff. -0.10 0.16 -0.08 -0.07 
SD Baseline-Endline 0.07 -0.13 0.07 0.06 

 
 
 

Table  
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Table 6: Summary statistics and balance between different groups and datasets, education 
from survey data 

                

  Education 

  
  

Years of 
education 

Primary 
or less 

Some 
secondary 

Secondary 
Post 

secondary 
missing 

Panel A. Baseline survey      
All  9.24 0.35 0.16 0.38 0.12 0.18 
Eligible  8.98 0.37 0.17 0.34 0.12 0.19 
Non-eligible  9.50 0.32 0.15 0.42 0.11 0.16 
Difference  -0.52 0.05 0.02 -0.08 0.01 0.02 
Std. Diff.  -0.13 0.11 0.06 -0.17 0.02 0.06 
Panel B. Endline survey      
All  9.30 0.35 0.17 0.36 0.12 0.17 
Eligible  9.18 0.36 0.19 0.32 0.14 0.17 
Non-eligible  9.47 0.34 0.14 0.41 0.11 0.17 
Difference  -0.28 0.02 0.05 -0.10 0.03 0.00 
Std. Diff.  -0.07 0.04 0.13 -0.20 0.08 0.00 
SD Baseline-Endline   -0.03 -0.01 -0.05 0.08 -0.04 0.05 

 

More than half of the asylum seekers arrived in Italy in 2017 (i.e., around two years before the 
start of FORWORK). Educational attainment is quite low on average, as over a third did not 
attend any secondary school and just more than ten percent had some post-secondary 
education; average years of schooling range between 9 and 9.5 years. This evidence further 
suggests that the labor market integration of asylum seekers may be particularly challenging. 
In terms of research design, these characteristics remain balanced between eligible and non-
eligible groups as well as between the baseline and endline survey, in spite of the high attrition 
rate between the former and the latter survey. Figure 8 provides further evidence on this 
matter by showing the overlap in years of schooling between eligible and non-eligible groups, 
separately by gender. 
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Figure 8: Distribution of years of schooling by eligibility and gender 

 
 

5.3.2 Program participation 

The registries maintained by the implementing partners allow us to track the take-up rates 
and timing of FORWORK activities.  

Take-up rates 

The recruitment of FORWORK beneficiaries began in December 2019, with group 
presentations of the program’s contents (held at the regional PES) and the start of mentoring 
activities. For each participant, we define enrollment in the program by the date of the first 
meeting with the job mentor.  

Figure 9 plots the cumulative share of participants that have entered the program over the 
total number of eligible individuals (vertical axis) in each week since the start of FORWORK 
in December 2019 (horizontal axis), by (eligible) managing entity. There is considerable 
variation between entities both in the share of participants and in the timing of entry into the 
program, whereby some managing entities exhibit full or almost full participation after only 
a few weeks since the start of FORWORK (e.g., entities labelled 4, 8, 9, and 31) while take up 
rates remain nil of extremely low in other entities (e.g., 10, 34, and 36) or they increase only 
several months after the start of FORWORK (e.g.,  13, 14, and 46).  
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Figure 9: Timing of entry into the program across participants, by entity

 

Note. This figure shows the cumulative share of individuals eligible to FORWORK that actually entered 
the program, by (eligible) managing entity. The entry of each participant is defined by the first meeting 
with the job mentor. The horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks from the start of FORWORK 
(December 2019).  
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The average participation rate across asylum seekers in all eligible centers, shown in Figure 
10, has a typical shape: it increases almost linearly for the first six months (40 percent of eligible 
individuals enrolled by week 24), progressively slows down in the following months, and 
reaches a plateau at 66% (408 participants out of 622) after about one year since the program 
started. The slowdown after week 16 may reflect, at least in part, the national lockdown. 

Figure 10: Timing of entry into the program across all participants 

 

Note. This figure shows the cumulative share of individuals eligible to FORWORK that actually entered 
the program. The entry of each participant is defined by the first meeting with the job mentor. The 
horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks to and from the start of FORWORK (December 2019, 
marked by the vertical dashed line).  

 

As discussed in Section 3, FORWORK provides a bundle of services that combines individual 
support by a job mentor with several (optional) additional activities. Table 7 summarizes 
participation to the different activities. The top panel of the table confirms that all participants 
received some individual support from a job mentor – an average of over 11 hours per person 
– while not everyone participated to the other activities. Placement services involved 58% of 
FORWORK participants (38% of eligible individuals), leading – among other things – to the 
recruitment of 85 beneficiaries of the internships funded by the Italian Ministry of Labor (see 
Section 3.3.2). Only one fourth of participants (16% of eligible individuals) were enrolled in 
language, civic education, and vocational training courses, mainly due to delays caused by 
the COVID pandemic – indeed, these courses were postponed to April 2021, many months 
after the start of the program. 
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Table 7: Participation to different activities 

              

Activities Participants 
Take-up rate over 

 
Average n. hours per 

participants eligibles participant eligible 

Job mentoring 
Information, individual plan 331 81% 53%  1.2 0.7 
Skills assessment (EU-Skills Profie Tool) 344 84% 55%  4.0 2.2 
CV preparation 256 63% 41%  2.1 0.8 
Support to job coach 242 59% 39%  1.6 0.6 
Support to training/RDA 191 47% 31%  2.8 0.9 
Back office, collaboration with CAS 278 68% 45%  2.2 1.0 
Other support activities 206 50% 33%  3.7 1.2 
Total 408 100% 66%  11.3 7.4 
Placement services with job coach 
Initial employability assessment 235 58% 38%  1.0 0.4 
Orientation 211 52% 34%  3.5 1.2 
Business scouting  153 38% 25%  3.9 1.0 
Tutoring 42 10% 7%  5.1 0.3 
Active job search 149 37% 24%  3.4 0.8 
Closing interview 19 5% 3%  1.0 0.0 
Total 236 58% 38%  9.8 3.7 
Interships (funded by the Ministry of Labor) 
Total 85 21%  14%   na  na  
Language, civic education and vocational training 
Civic education 79 19% 13%  14.0 1.8 
Italian language course 35 9% 6%  na na 
Short vocational training 15 4% 2%  na na 
Total 102 25% 16%  na na 
Pathway to recognition of prior learning 
Total 17 4% 3%  8.5 0.2 

 

Figure 11 sheds light on the possible determinants of participation. Specifically, the graph 
plots the difference between participants and individuals in the non-eligible group in terms 
of several individual characteristics – namely sex, age, area of origin, year of arrival in Italy, 
and employment status in the baseline survey. Females were more likely to participate than 
males, and asylum seekers from Africa and the Middle-East showed higher take-up rates than 
those from Asia and (Eastern) Europe. Interestingly, being employed at the time of the 
baseline survey (i.e., before the start of activities) is negatively correlated with participation, 
suggesting that FORWORK was more successful at attracting individuals facing worse labor 
market opportunities (typically, women and unemployed people). 
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Figure 11: Characteristics of program participants compared to non-eligible individuals 

 
 

Consequences of the COVID pandemic  

The implementation of FORWORK was deeply affected by the COVID outbreak. In March 
2020, restrictions introduced by the national lockdown prevented participation in face-to-face 
meetings. Group presentations at local PES were suspended and job mentors turned to one-
to-one calls to recruit additional participants. As a consequence, the recruitment of new 
beneficiaries slowed down, while activities switched to online mode whenever possible. These 
two trends are apparent in Figure 12 and Figure 13, respectively. The former figure shows the 
share of participants meeting the job mentors for the first time in each calendar week between 
December 2019 and the first quarter of 2021. There is a clear drop in the share of first meeting 
in correspondence to the vertical dashed line, which marks the introduction of the national 
lockdown in March 2020. The frequency of meetings resumes in the following months, but it 
remains generally lower than in the period pre-COVID. Figure 13 documents the shift from 
in-person to online mode after March 2020. 
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Figure 12: Timing of first meeting with the job mentor 

 
Note. This figure shows the percent of participants meeting the job mentor for the first time, by calendar 
week. 
  

Figure 13: Total number of individual meetings and online meetings with job mentors 

 
Note. This figure shows the number of meetings between participants and job mentors, by calendar 
week and mode type of meeting – face-to-face vs. online. 
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Timing of activities 

Figure 14 shows the cumulative number of hours that participants had spent with job mentors, 
on average, by a given week after the start of FORWORK (December 2019). On average, 
participants cumulated about 6 hours with their job mentors after one year and reached a 
maximum of 10 hours after another six months.  
 

Figure 14: Cumulated, average number of hours that participants spent with job mentor 

 

Note. The graph shows the cumulated, average number of hours spent by participants with job mentors 
by a given week. The horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks to and from the start of 
FORWORK (December 2019, marked by the vertical dashed line).   

 

Figure 15 provides more detailed evidence on participants’ involvement in different types of 
activities. Differently from the previous graphs, the horizontal axis is now indexed by the 
number of weeks to (negative values) and from (positive values) the first meeting with the job 
mentor; since the date of this event varied across participants, the value zero in Figure 15 will 
refer to different calendar dates in general. The graph plots, on the vertical axis, the percent 
of participants who had engaged in a specific task by a certain week since their entry into the 
program.  

The figure shows that one of the first activities was typically the skill assessment, with over 
70% of participants starting this activity within a month since the first contact with the mentor. 
As explained in Section 3.3.1, job mentors used the EU Skills Profile Tool for Third Country 
Nationals to learn about participants’ skills and experiences. More generally, this activity was 
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considered very effective in building a relationship of trust with the beneficiary and 
developing an individualized integration plan consistent with the beneficiary’s actual needs. 

The skills assessment also paved the way for preparing (or updating) the CV, which was 
usually the second main task carried out with the job mentor and preceded, in turn, the 
meeting with the job coach. This is apparent in Figure 15, as curves corresponding to “CV 
preparation” and “Job coaching” lie next to each other. 

Consistently with previous evidence on take-up rates, the lines corresponding to the transition 
toward “job coaching” and “Italian, civic education and vocational training” peak around 70% 
and 50%, respectively, as they never reach 100% of FORWORK participants.  

Figure 15: Timing of implementation, by type of activity 

 
Note. This figure shows the timing of tasks (skill assessment test, curriculum preparation, job coaching, 
and training) since the time week of the first meeting with job mentors. The horizontal axis is indexed 
to the number of weeks to and from the first meeting with the job mentor. The vertical axis shows the 
percent of participants who started each task by a certain week.  

FORWORK internships 

Some FORWORK participants were involved in internships funded by the Ministry of Labor, 
as explained in Section 3.3.2. A total of 89 FORWORK internships were activated between 
January 2020 and August 2021, involving 85 asylum seekers (4 internships were terminated 
before the end, and the interns were hired a second time). As shown in Table 8, most 
internships were located within the province of Turin (79%), typically required part-time 
working hours and had an average duration of 4 months. Although in most cases hiring costs 
were entirely subsidized, 35% of the employers co-funded internship allowances.  
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Table 8: FORWORK internships funded by the Italian Ministry of Labour 

 
 
Figure 16 shows the timing of employment through FORWORK internships, by the week 
relative to the first meeting with the job mentor. Employment in internships peaks at 11% 
approximately 20 months after the first meeting with the job mentor, to sharply decline 
thereafter. Both the low share of participants hired on an internship and the timing of such 
contracts would lead us to exclude that they could explain any persistent effect on 
employment – certainly after 20 months since the first meeting with the job mentor. In any 
event, we will compare results when including and excluding internships from our definition 
of employment. 
 

Figure 16: Timing of FORWORK internships across participants 

 
Note. This figure shows the timing of participation in FORWORK internships in the weeks following 
the first meeting with the job mentor. The horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks to and 
from the first meeting with the job mentor. The vertical axis shows the week-to-week percent of 
participants working as interns. 
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5.3.3 Baseline employment 

Integration into the labor market is the main objective of FORWORK. For this reason, we paid 
particular attention to collecting information on the labor market status of asylum seekers in 
our sample. In this section, we present descriptive evidence on baseline employment rates for 
asylum seekers not (yet) affected by the program – namely, non-eligible and eligible groups 
before the start of the program (i.e., before December 2029).  

Table 9 summarizes the answers to the baseline survey regarding labor market status. 
Following the Eurostat definition, employment was defined as having worked for 
remuneration for at least one hour in the week preceding the interview or having been 
temporarily absent from a job. In 2019, 35% of respondents reported being employed, 
although this percentage is much higher among men (44%) than among women (11%). At the 
time this information was collected, the majority of the individuals in the sample had already 
been in Italy for at least two years. 

In the baseline survey, we also tried to detect situations where the asylum seekers were 
working without formal contracts. 9% of respondents (that is, 1 out of 4 employed) declared 
to work based on a verbal agreement, without a regular contract. This information gives us 
an idea of the exposure of this particular category of workers to the informal labor market, an 
issue about which very little information is usually available. 

 
Table 9: Employment status and earnings from the baseline survey 

Employment and earnings N Mean St. Dev. Min Max 
Income in euros 945 147.33 253.79 0 1400 
Currently employed 945 0.35 0.48 0 1 
Works with informal contract 945 0.09 0.28 0 1 
Currently employed (excluding internships) 945 0.30 0.46 0 1 
Worked before coming to Italy 939 0.78 0.41 0 1 

 
Note. Data from the baseline survey (2019). Information is reported for asylum seekers in the 
FORWORK experimental sample. 
 

While survey data gives us a snapshot at a given point in time, administrative data can add a 
longitudinal dimension to the analysis. More specifically, SILP data allow us to investigate 
the employment rate over time, from the moment of arrival in Italy onwards. Figure 17 shows 
employment rates over time, by gender. The employment rate of asylum seekers steadily 
increased over the first two years in Italy, to stabilize over the following period -- at 30% for 
men and 10% for women. Interestingly, these figures are consistent with those from the 
baseline survey, net of irregular employment.  
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Figure 17: Employment rate since arrival in Italy, by gender 

 
Note. The figure shows the share of employed individuals by gender by a certain month since arriving 
in Italy. It focuses on non-eligible asylum seekers (that is, those randomized to the control group) in the 
FORWORK sample. Information on employment status is taken from SILP data. 
 

What are the most common employment contracts among the asylum seekers in our sample? 
The top rows of Table 10 show some key features of employment relationships in the year 
before the start of FORWORK from SILP data. According to these data, the most frequent 
contracts among dependent workers in our sample are, by far, fixed-term contracts (65%), 
followed by internships (21%) and apprenticeships and intermittent work (3% each). Open-
ended contracts only represent 3% of employment relationships. The average duration of 
contracts is between 4 and 5 months. 

Figure 18 shows the evolution of employment over time since arrival in Italy, by type of 
contract: fixed-term, internships, and a residual category ‘other types of contract’. During the 
first 12 months in, Italy there is a similar share of individuals employed under each type of 
contract, but in the following months, the share of fixed-term workers tends to increase. 24 
months after arrival, workers employed with fixed-term contracts represent more than half of 
employed individuals in a given month. 

Finally, the bottom rows of Table 10 show the 10 most common occupations among the 
asylum seekers in our sample. All these occupations are low-skilled jobs, and there is evidence 
of strong occupational segregation in the agricultural sector, which alone accounts for 43% of 
employment contracts. 
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 Table 10: Features of employment relationships from SILP data 

 
Note. The table shows the features of employment relationships that started or ended in the year before 
the beginning of FORWORK (December 2018 - November 2019). Data comes from the SILP. Information 
is reported for all asylum seekers in the FORWORK evaluation sample. 
 
 

Figure 18: Employment rate since arrival in Italy, by type of contract  

 
Note. The figure shows the percent of employed individuals by type of contract by a certain month 
since arriving in Italy. It focuses on non-eligible asylum seekers (that is, those randomized to the control 
group) in the FORWORK sample. Information on employment status is taken from SILP data, while 
the date of arrival in Italy comes from the baseline survey.  
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6. Results of the impact evaluation 

6.1 Employment and other labor market outcomes 
The primary aim of FORWORK is to increase employment opportunities of asylum seekers in 
Italy, so the employment rate of participants is the main outcome of interest when evaluating 
the effects of the program. As explained in the previous sections, we measure employment 
both in administrative and survey data. Administrative data track individuals over time, so 
we can compare employment rates between participants and non-participants at each point 
in time before and after participants enter the program, following the approach described in 
Section 4.3. As in the previous Section 5.3.2, entry into the program is defined by the first 
meeting with the job mentor.  

Figure 19: Effect on employment rates, administrative data  

 

Note. This figure shows how participation in FORWORK affected employment probabilities since the 
first meeting with the job mentor. The horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks to and from 
the first meeting with the job mentor. The vertical axis shows the difference in employment rates 
between FORWORK participants and individuals in the control group. Employment is defined 
throughout any paid relationships with an employer (e.g., open-ended contracts, term contracts, or 
internships). Estimation was carried out using a two-way fixed effects regression.  

The results of this comparison are presented in Figure 19. The vertical axis measures the 
difference in employment rates between FORWORK participants and all non-participants in 
each week since the first meeting with the job mentor. The group of non-participants includes 
all non-eligible individuals and the eligible individuals who have not met their job mentors 
yet. The graph conveys several important findings. First, the employment rate of participants 
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in the period before entry into the program is virtually identical to that of non-participants, 
corroborating the credibility of our research design. Second, the employment rates of the two 
groups start diverging shortly after participants meet the job mentor and start the program 
activities (i.e., 2-3 months later). The difference amounts to about 5 percentage points, 
statistically significant at conventional confidence levels (the shaded area in the graph 
represents 95% confidence intervals). The gap between the two groups increases steadily in 
the following year and a half, reaching 20 percentage points by the end of the period – almost 
a 60 percent increase over the baseline employment rate in the SILP data.  

The evidence in Figure 19 points at a positive and very large effect of FORWORK on the 
employment of program participants. A potential concern with this interpretation is that some 
participants were employed, at least for a few months, through internships funded on the 
program itself (see Section 5.3.2), which could be considered part of the treatment rather than 
an outcome. To address this concern, we replicate the analysis after excluding such 
internships from the definition of employment. The estimated dynamic effects, reported in 
Figure 20, are qualitatively similar to the baseline estimates in Figure 19, and only slightly 
lower in magnitude.  
 

Figure 20: Effect on employment rates, administrative data (excluding internships)  

 

Note. This figure shows how participation in FORWORK affected employment probabilities since the 
first meeting with the job mentor. The horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks to and from 
the first meeting with the job mentor. The vertical axis shows the difference in employment rates 
between FORWORK participants and individuals in the control group. Employment is defined over 
the duration of any paid relationships with an employer (e.g., open-ended contracts, term contracts, or 
internships), excluding internships funded under FORWORK. Estimation was carried out using a two-
way fixed effects regression. 
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Figure 21 provides separate estimates for female and male participants (after excluding 
FORWORK internships). Although the effect for females is lower and less precisely estimated 
than for males, it is nevertheless similar in relative terms, as the baseline employment rates is 
also lower for females – approximately 30% for males and 10% for females, respectively.  
 

Figure 21: Effect on employment rates by gender, administrative data (no internships) 

  
Note. This figure shows how participation in FORWORK affected employment probabilities since the 
first meeting with the job mentor, separately for females (left graph) and males (right graph). The 
horizontal axis is indexed to the number of weeks to and from the first meeting with the job mentor. 
The vertical axis shows the difference in employment rates between FORWORK participants and 
individuals in the control group. Employment is defined over the duration of any paid relationships 
with an employer (e.g., open-ended contracts, term contracts, or internships), excluding internships 
funded under FORWORK. Estimation was carried out using a two-way fixed effects regression. 

 

We next move to the evidence from survey data. The latter do not track outcomes 
continuously over time, as they only provide two snapshots at baseline and endline times. On 
the other hand, surveys allow us to explore additional labor market outcomes not available 
from administrative data, notably labor earnings and employment in the informal sector. We 
estimate the impact of FORWORK on these outcomes by leveraging on information from the 
endline survey together with the randomization of the program across centers, as explained 
in Section 4.3.  

The main results are reported in Figure 22. The top panel considers the effects on formal 
employment measured at the time of the endline survey. Specifically, the graph on the left-
hand side of the panel compares the outcomes of asylum seekers in eligible centers (red bar) 
to the outcomes of asylum seekers in non-eligible centers (black bar). Additionally, this graph 
shows the confidence intervals associated with this comparison. The juxtaposition of black 
and red bars reveals that the employment rate is significantly higher for asylums seekers in 
the eligible group. By the virtues of our research design, this difference can be attributed to 
the causal effect of FORWORK. The bottom panel of Table 11 quantifies such “intention-to-
treat” effect in a 9 percentage point increase in employment – see column (1). The last row of 
the same table, in column (1), shows that the estimated effect is unaffected by any imbalances 
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in individual-level covariates between the two groups – gender, a quadratic polynomial in 
age, and fixed effects for the area of origin; fixed effects for the randomization strata are 
always included in all specifications considered in the table. The stability of estimates to the 
inclusion of individual-level covariates further confirms that randomization eliminates the 
confounding effect of other differences between participants and non-participants. 

 

Figure 22: Effects on labor market outcomes, survey data 

 
Note. The figure shows the average outcomes (and associated confidence intervals) across asylum 
seekers in eligible and non-eligible centers, respectively. The left graphs refer to all asylum seekers in 
either group, while the right graphs refer only to participants (i.e., the compliers; see Section 4.3). 
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Table 11: Effects on employment by gender, survey data 

                  

  (1) (2)   (3) (4)   (5) (6) 

 Males and females  Only males  Only females 
  All Compliers   All Compliers   All Compliers 
Panel A: Average employment rates, by group 
Eligible group 0.58 0.53  0.67 0.63  0.27 0.33 

 (0.03) (0.04)  (0.04) (0.05)  (0.06) (0.08) 
Non-eligible group 0.48 0.39  0.57 0.47  0.24 0.24 
  (0.04) (0.07)   (0.05) (0.09)   (0.07) (0.09) 
Panel B. Estimated effects 
Only strata FEs 0.09 0.14  0.10 0.16  0.08 0.09 

 (0.05) (0.08)  (0.06) (0.10)  (0.10) (0.12) 
Strata FEs + covariates 0.09 0.13  0.10 0.17  0.11 0.13 
  (0.05) (0.08)   (0.06) (0.10)   (0.10) (0.12) 

Note. Panel A reports average employment rates (and associated standard errors, in parenthesis) across 
asylum seekers in eligible and non-eligible centers, respectively. Even columns refer to all asylum 
seekers in either group, while odd columns refer only to participants (i.e., the compliers; see Section 
4.3). Panel B reports the estimated effect of the program, equal to the difference in means between 
eligible and non-eligible groups, when including only randomization strata fixed effects and when 
including, in addition, individual-level covariates. 

 

The right-hand side graph of the top panel of Figure 22 visualizes the causal effects of 
FORWORK after taking into account that not all asylum seekers in the eligible group 
participated in the program. In other words, we take into account that the “intention-to-treat” 
effect was not estimated on the actual participants. The right-hand graph shows our estimates 
of the employment rate for compliers (i.e., individuals who participated in FORWORK 
because they were given the opportunity to do so, as explained in Section 4.3). We compare 
the employment rate of compliers (red bar) to the employment rate that the same individuals 
would have experienced had they not participated in FORWORK (black bar). As before, the 
graph shows the confidence intervals associated with this comparison. The bottom panel of 
Table 11 quantifies such effect for compliers in a 14 percentage point increase in employment 
– see column (1). The size of this effect is not affected by any adjustments for demographic 
characteristics of compliers, as can be seen from the last row of the table – see column (1). 

The evidence from survey data is thus in line with that from administrative data in showing 
that FORWORK had a positive, large effect on the employment opportunities of asylum 
seekers. In addition, it seems that the program was especially beneficial for individuals with 
poorer employment opportunities. The comparison between black bars in the right-hand side 
and left-hand side graphs of the top panel of Figure 22 allows one to shed light on the 
characteristics of asylum seekers who participated in FORWORK (i.e., the compliers) among 
those in the eligible group. Specifically, we find that the employment rate without FORWORK 
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for compliers (about 39%) is lower than the employment rate without FORWORK in the non-
eligible group (about 48%) that was randomized out of the program. This finding implies that 
asylum seekers who engaged in any FORWORK activities were those who would have had 
relatively worse chances in the local labor market. 

At the same time, we detect no significant difference in earnings, which remain at an average 
of €250 for both eligible and non-eligible individuals (third and fourth graph in Figure 22).9 
Similarly, we do not observe any significant effect on informal employment (last two graphs), 
suggesting that the increase in total employment mainly reflects transitions out of 
unemployment (or inactivity). 

Finally, columns (3)-(6) of Table 11 distinguish the employment effect between males and 
females. The former exhibit both higher employment levels at baseline (57 percent, compared 
to 24 percent for females) and a larger effect of participating in the program (+17 percentage 
points). However, the effect remains sizable also for females (+13 percentage points), though 
not precisely estimated.  

6.2 Social integration 
In addition to improving employment opportunities, participation to FORWORK activities 
may help integration along several dimensions. The endline survey includes a battery of 
questions about interactions with other people outside the reception center and interpersonal 
trust, both towards the rest of the population and specifically towards Italians. The results are 
summarized in Figure 23 and in columns (1)-(4) of Table 12.10 Participation to FORWORK does 
not increase interactions with other people in general, nor it increases interpersonal trust, but 
it does increase interactions with Italians and trust towards them. Put differently, FORWORK 
did not affect the overall number and quality of social interactions, but it shifted them towards 
Italians, which may be particularly beneficial for long-term social integration.  

A candidate explanation for these effects – and for the effects on labor market integration – is 
that interactions with (native) professionals delivering the activities helped beneficiaries to 
improve their knowledge of Italian language. The endline survey provides measures of (self-
reported) ability to understand, speak, read, and write in Italian, on a scale between 1 and 5.  

Figure 24 and columns (5)-(8) of Table 12 show that participants to FORWORK report 
significantly higher proficiency than non-participants in terms of understanding and 
speaking, while differences in terms of reading and writing are smaller and non-statistically 
significant. This evidence is consistent with the fact that program activities involved mostly 
oral interactions rather than written ones.  

                                                
9 Average earnings are computed across all individuals, including the unemployed (earnings=0). 
10 For the sake of brevity, we just report mean outcomes and estimated effects for the compliers. As 
usual, the estimated effects across all eligible individuals retain the same sign (and, also, the same level 
of statistical significance) but are lower in magnitude, because they average the positive effects on 
compliers and the null effect on non-compliers.  
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Figure 23: Effects on social integration, survey data 

 

Note. The figure shows the average outcomes (and associated confidence intervals) across asylum 
seekers in eligible and non-eligible centers, respectively. All graphs refer only to participants (i.e., the 
compliers; see Section 4.3). 
 

Figure 24: Effects on knowledge of Italian language, survey data 

 

Note. The figure shows the average outcomes (and associated confidence intervals) across asylum 
seekers in eligible and non-eligible centers, respectively. All graphs refer only to participants (i.e., the 
compliers; see Section 4.3).  

0

.2

.4

.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Meet with anybody

0

.2

.4

.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Meet with Italians

0

.2

.4

.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Trust

0

.2

.4

.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Trust Italians

2.8

3

3.2

3.4

3.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Listening

2.8

3

3.2

3.4

3.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Speaking

2.8

3

3.2

3.4

3.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Reading

2.8

3

3.2

3.4

3.6

non-eligible group eligible group

Writing



 
 

47 
 

 

Table 12: Effects on social integration and knowledge of Italian, survey data 

                    

  (1) (2) (3) (4)   (5) (6) (7) (8) 

 Measures of social integration  Knowledge of Italian language 

  
meet 

anybody 
meet 

Italians 
trust the 
others 

trust 
Italians   understand speak read write 

Panel A: Mean outcomes, by group   
Eligible group 0.53 0.47 0.52 0.24  3.36 3.17 3.19 3.12 

 (0.04) (0.04) (0.04) (0.04)  (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08 
Non-eligible group 0.50 0.26 0.46 0.11  3.04 2.89 2.97 2.89 
  (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.06)   (0.12) (0.12) (0.13) (0.13) 
Panel B. Estimated effects   
Only strata FEs 0.03 0.20 0.07 0.13  0.32 0.28 0.22 0.24 

 (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07)  (0.15) (0.14 0.16 0.15 
Strata FEs + covariates 0.04 0.20 0.06 0.13  0.28 0.24 0.18 0.21 
  (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.07)   (0.15) (0.14) 0.15 0.15 

Note. Panel A reports group means (and associated standard errors, in parenthesis), for the outcomes 
indicated on top of each column, across asylum seekers in eligible and non-eligible centers, respectively. 
All entries refer only to participants (i.e., the compliers; see Section 4.3). Panel B reports the estimated 
effect of the program, equal to the difference in means between eligible and non-eligible groups, when 
including only randomization strata fixed effects and when including, in addition, individual-level 
covariates. 
 

7. Conclusions 
This report presented the results of the impact evaluation of FORWORK, an innovative project 
aimed at fostering the integration of asylum seekers into the Italian labor market. Participants 
in the program - asylum seekers located in CAS in the Piedmont region - were offered job 
mentoring, job coaching, vocational training, and language and civic education courses, as 
detailed in Section 3.  

Random assignment of eligibility to the program allowed us to credibly estimate the causal 
effect of FORWORK on a variety of individual-level outcomes. The results obtained using 
administrative data show a positive difference in employment rates between participants and 
non-participants, which grows larger with the number of months since entering the program 
-- 20 percentage points one year and a half after entering the program. This is consistent with 
the results from the survey administered at the end of the activities, which points to a positive 
effect of 14 percentage points for compliers. With respect to social integration, participation in 
the program did not change the number of social interactions but led to more connections 
with Italians, and it improved proficiency in Italian. 
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