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 1. Institutional background 
 

1.1 Refugee migration to Albania 
 

After the refugee wave of 1999 – with one million people escaping the conflict of Kosovo – flows of asylum 
seekers and refugees to Albania have been modest. According to the official figures from INSTAT, in years 
2016 and 2017 Albania hosted 204 and 309 asylum seekers respectively. However, migration routes through 
Europe can change dramatically and quite rapidly. Indeed, Albania lies along the Balkan and the Greece-
Albanian routes, which connect South Eastern Europe and Northern countries. The sudden change can be 
seen in Figure 1 for years 2018 and 2019, when Albania received 4.836 and 6557 asylum applications 
respectively.  

Against this background, it is important to promote favourable conditions for integration for those who apply 
for asylum in the country. The contents of the FORWORK intervention implemented in Albania followed 
closely a similar project implemented in Italy, though on a smaller scale given the limited number of asylum 
seekers in the country at the time of application and the extreme volatility of migration flows. More details 
on the contents of the FORWORK program are provided in the next section.  

 

FIGURE 1. ASYLUM SEEKERS IN ALBANIA, YEARS 2015-2020. 

 

Source: INSTAT, Asylum seekers in Albania (2017-2021) 

 

1.2 The Albanian reception system 
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In order to receive the refugee status or other forms of international protection in Albania, migrants need to 
apply for asylum. The request for asylum should be presented to the Albanian Border and Migration Police 
within 10 days upon entry into the country. If migrants do not ask for asylum in Albania, and they are not in 
possession of valid travel documents, they are considered irregular migrants. 

After the request for asylum, migrants are typically accommodated at the National Reception Centre for 
Asylum-Seekers in Tirana, which is a key collaborating institution in the FORWORK project in Albania. Here, 
they receive material support (food, clothing) and a few services (health care, legal aid). 

The asylum procedure also involves the submission of a written application form at the Directorate for 
Asylum and Citizenship in Tirana. The Directorate should issue a decision within 6 months from submission. 
Under certain circumstances, this time limit may be extended up to a maximum of 21 months1. In case 
migrants are denied refugee status, they have the right to appeal against the decision.  

While competent authorities process the asylum application (or until there is a final decision made by a 
court), migrants are entitled to stay in Albania with the status of asylum seeker and they have the right to 
work with e few months after application. 

 

2. The FORWORK program in Albania 
 

FORWORK aimed at developing, implementing, and evaluating innovative paths to effective integration of 
asylum seekers in the labour market. The proposed actions tested a new national model of integration, 
piloted in the Piedmont Region in Italy2 and, on a smaller scale, in Albania. 

In Albania, FORWORK involved the following activities:  

i) data collection activities on asylum seekers;  
ii) an integration program targeted to 30 asylum seekers hosted in the National Reception Center 

for Refugees and Asylum seekers in Tirana;  
iii) a training course focusing on issues related to asylum for 30 public officers from the National 

Reception Center of Asylum Seekers. 

In Albania, FORWORK activities were implemented by Adriapol3  and the National Agency of Vocational 
Education Training and Qualifications (NAVETQ). ANPAL4 (FORWORK project coordinator) and the Rodolfo 
Debenedetti Foundation5 (project partner) collaborated to monitoring and data collection activities. 

The originally planned activities (at the time of proposal submission, in 2017) were partly revised during the 
implementation to address a number of organisational problems. Firstly, the implementing institutions in 
Albania faced significant problems in accessing information on migrants in Albania from the competent 
authorities. Secondly, they encountered difficulties in selecting people interested in joining the offered 
integration program (as we will discuss later in this report). Finally, the COVID-19 pandemic deeply affected 

 

1 Information from UNHCR, Seeking Asylum in Albania, https://help.unhcr.org/albania/asylum/ 
2 Results on the Italian pilot project are available in “FORWORK Italy. Impact evaluation report” (2021) by the Rodolfo 
Debenedetti Foundation. The report is available on the websites www.forworkproject.eu and www.frdb.org. 
3 Adriapol Institute (www.adriapol.al) 
4 Agenzia Nazionale Politiche Attive del Lavoro (www.anpal.gov.it) 
5 Fondazione Ing. Rodolfo Debenedetti (www.frdb.org), Italian research centre promoting applied and policy-oriented 
research on labour markets, immigration and welfare systems. 
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the organization of FORWORK activities. Mobility restrictions and the need for social distancing introduced 
in 2020 prevented participation in face-to-face meetings for several months. This entailed significant 
challenges – notably, re-adapting activities to be administered online. For these reasons, Albanian partners 
reduced the number of asylum seekers involved in the integration program from the initial target of 240 to 
30 beneficiaries. Moreover, they organized an additional training activity targeted to the public officers of 
the National Reception Center of Asylum Seekers, with the ultimate goal of building public capacity in this 
policy area. 

In the following paragraphs, we describe in detail the FORWORK activities targeting asylum seekers.  

 

3. Implemented activities and descriptive evidence 
 

3.1 FORWORK survey on asylum seekers in Albania  
 

In 2019, before the beginning of the integration project, the project partners designed and implemented a 
survey to collect detailed information on asylum seekers in Albania. The survey had several purposes. First, 
to build a profile of asylum seekers in Albania (socio-demographic characteristics, previous job experience, 
life plans, etc.), which was particularly needed given the high variability of migration inflows registered in the 
country since 2018. Second, to understand to which extent asylum seekers considered Albania as a country 
of arrival or, rather, as a transit country. Third, to investigate the preferences for FORWORK activities for 
those who wished to stay.  

More specifically, the survey questionnaire was designed to collect information on the following dimensions: 

 key demographics 
 literacy, educational levels and self-reported language skills 
 social integration in Albania 
 labour market integration 
 life plans 
 income 
 access to services since arrival in the reception centre 
 interest in joining courses of Albanian language, civic education, or vocation training. 

 

The survey was administered between June and October 2019 in the National Reception Center for Refugees 
and Asylum seekers (Babrru, Tirana) using the CAPI (computer-assisted personal interviewing) methodology. 
239 asylum seekers were successfully contacted, out of which 176 completed the interview. 

Table 1 (left column) shows summary statistics for asylum seekers who completed the interview (n=176). 
Male respondents represent 85% of the sample. However, when uncompleted interviews are also 
considered, the number drops to 79% of contacted people, suggesting that females were less prone to finish 
the survey. Mean age was 28 years. The vast majority (90%) of asylum seekers came from Africa or the Middle 
East, and almost all were Muslim. 37% of asylum seekers were married and a similar share had at least one 
child.  
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Regarding the timing of arrival in Albania, almost everyone (96%) arrived during 2019. This means that at the 
time of the interview, the majority of respondents had just entered the country. 

Concerning the competences and skills acquired before reaching Albania, survey data show a relatively high 
literacy level among interviewed asylum seekers: 95% attended school and 71% had secondary education, 
with an average number of years of education just above 10. Furthermore, one third had completed an 
apprenticeship and two thirds had already worked in the past.  

However, if we look at the living conditions in Albania, we clearly notice that for most people the process of 
socio-economic integration in the country was still at a very early stage. Only 2% of respondents could 
understand Albanian, almost no one had a job, and only few of them were looking for a job (6%). Interestingly, 
many respondents stated that they were not looking for employment because they planned to leave the 
country (62%). In addition, their social network seemed under-developed, with only 13% having met a known 
person outside the reception centre in the month before and 5% feeling they could trust someone outside 
their accommodation. 

 

TABLE 1. SUMMARY STATISTICS. 

 (1) (2) 
 All Planning to stay 
Male 0.85 0.76 
Age 28.26 33.81 
Region of nationality: Asia 0.10 0.00 
Region of nationality: Africa and Middle East 0.90 1.00 
Muslim 0.94 0.90 
Married 0.37 0.48 
Has children 0.33 0.48 
Arrived in 2019 0.96 0.86 
Has attended school before coming to Albania 0.95 0.93 
Has secondary education 0.71 0.74 
Has completed apprenticeship before coming to Albania 0.35 0.41 
Has worked before coming to Albania 0.65 0.74 
Cannot understand Albanian 0.98 0.90 
Has worked in previous week 0.01 0.00 
Is looking for a job 0.06 0.28 
Not looking for a job because: not allowed to work 0.24 0.68 
Not looking for a job because: plans to leave 0.62 0.00 
Has recently met known people outside the accommodation 0.13 0.30 
Trusts at least someone inside the accommodation 0.14 0.28 
Trusts at least someone outside the accommodation 0.05 0.12 
Number of respondents 176 30 

 

 

As mentioned above, some of the questions in the survey aimed at understanding whether respondents 
considered Albania to be a country of arrival or transit. 
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In this respect, most respondents (83%) declared they would leave Albania once obtained the refugee status. 
The main reason was family reunification (40%), followed by better career prospects and working 
opportunities (19%) and a higher quality of life (17%). Figure 2 shows the main countries where asylum 
seekers planned to go: the preferred destinations were Germany (24%), Italy (19%) and France (17%). 

Conversely, the last column of Table 1 focuses on the group of asylum seekers wishing to stay in Albania (13% 
of respondents, n=30). Summary statistics in the table clearly show that this subsample of individuals strongly 
differs from the rest of respondents along several dimensions. First, these asylum seekers appeared to be 5 
years older on average and were more likely to be married and have children. Second, they had stronger 
social networks in Albania and – most importantly – were more willing to integrate, as shown by their higher 
understanding of the language and by the much larger fraction that was looking for a job. 

 

 

FIGURE 2. PREFERRED COUNTRIES OF DESTINATIONS FOR THOSE WISHING TO LEAVE ALBANIA. 

 

Source: FORWORK survey (2019) 

 

 

 

3.2  Participants of the FORWORK integration program 
 

The results from the 2019 survey helped shape FORWORK activities in Albania, which eventually involved 30 
asylum seekers who showed interest in a long-term stay in the country. Before the beginning of the 
integration program, a second (smaller) data collection was conducted in order to screen potential 
beneficiaries and gather basic socio-demographic information on the target group.  

Figure 3 compares the country of origin of the 30 participants in the FORWORK integration program with 
those who responded to the 2019 FORWORK survey. As can be seen in the figure, there were important 
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differences between the two groups, which is partly due to differences in the selection mechanism and partly 
due to rapid changes in the composition of the asylum seeker population in Albania. Syrian asylum seekers 
accounted for 40% of project participants, compared to the 8% in the 2019 survey. Furthermore, among 
project participants, there was a group of 9 refugees arrived in late 2006 or early 2007 mostly from China 
and Uzbekistan, two countries not represented in the survey. 

The legal status of the asylum seekers who participated to the FORWORK integration program was not 
homogenous: 5 people were granted the refugee status, 8 had their application under review, while 17 had 
withdrawn their application. Looking at the main demographics, 60% of participants were men, while average 
age was 35. Hence, FORWORK participants were older than the survey respondents (whose average age was 
28). Half of the participants were married and with children, in line with the subsample of survey respondents 
who expressed their intention to stay in Albania. All had attended school and little more than half had 
secondary education (70% in the survey). 

Social and economic integration of FORWORK participants looked to be better than that of the respondents 
in the survey. In particular, only 1 out of 5 people had not met anyone outside the reception center in the 
previous month, compared to more than 4 out of 5 in the survey. Regarding labour market integration, 
among those who answered the question, 5 had worked at least one hour in the previous week (3 as call 
center operators, 1 as factory worker, and 1 as cultural intermediator). 

 

FIGURE 3 - PROJECT PARTICIPANTS AND SURVEY RESPONDENTS BY COUNTRY OF ORIGIN 

 

Source: FORWORK survey and participant registers 
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3.3 Implemented activities with asylum seekers 
 

FORWORK activities aimed to foster the socio-economic integration of the participants by improving their 
language skills, introducing them to Albanian civic education, providing mentoring services for job search, 
and offering vocational training. In particular, the following activities were implemented: 

 Language course. Participants were divided into 5 groups based on family links or friendships. 
Lessons took place 2 hours a day for 5 days in a row over a period of 3 months (starting date: 
20/10/2020). They were delivered online though a dedicated platform. The subjects covered in class 
were designed for participants with A1 level of language proficiency. The purpose of the course was 
to improve different language skills, such as: (i) listening and understanding, (ii) spoken interaction 
and spoken production, (iii) reading for understanding, and (iv) writing. At the end of the course, the 
level of Albanian of all participants was assessed with a written and oral test. 

 Civic education course. The course took place twice per week over a period of three months, since 
February 2021. Lessons touched upon subjects such as the Albanian culture and history, social life, 
rights and responsibilities, community service, tolerance, and diversity. The main goal was to help 
asylum seekers understand the differences between the Albanian culture and their own, and 
overcome possible challenges for integration that these differences may entail. At the conclusion of 
the course, the participants visited the National Museum in Tirana and the amphitheatre in Durres. 

 Job-finding and coaching course. The course aimed at preparing the asylum seekers for a successful 
job search. It covered: (i) a job search overview, (ii) how to write a CV, (iii) how to write a cover letter, 
(iv) how to succeed at interviews, (v) how to sell oneself, (vi) the development of public speaking 
skills, and (vii) how to be promoted in one’s career. Furthermore, each participant was helped 
profiling her qualifications and formal and non-formal skills with the use of the EU Skills Profile Tool 
for Third Country Nationals. 

 Vocational training. In March 2021, NAVETQ hired two instructors to organize a vocational training 
course for cook helpers.  

All asylum seekers who joined the integration program attended the language and civic education courses, 
while 60% of them also participated to the job-finding course and to the vocational training. The lower take-
up of some courses was due, most likely, to difficulties with the Albanian language. The two introductory 
courses were probably not enough to provide all participants with the level of linguistic skills needed to follow 
a more advanced training. Final evaluations produced by (language) teachers reported that half of 
participants could understand and speak Albanian at least averagely, while an even higher proportion was 
able to successfully assimilate the main concepts from the civic education course. Instead, success rate 
reported by trainers was lower in the case of the job-finding and coaching course. 

Looking at participants’ employment after the completion of project activities, the implementing partners 
registered some positive developments connected to the project: 2 people already working as call centre 
operators were upgraded in their position and 3 women were able to find a job in a tailoring company. 
However, without a sufficiently large sample or a control group, it is not possible to quantitatively assess the 
impact of the project on the employment prospects of the target group. 

The main difficulties encountered, as highlighted by the operators who implemented the activities, were 
related to the knowledge of the Albanian language. Even though the language course allowed asylum seekers 
to acquire basic communication skills, these were not sufficient to fully benefit from the training courses they 
attended subsequently. Hence, the main recommendation for similar projects in the future is to have asylum 
seekers start training activities only once thy have acquired a minimum knowledge of the language, even if 
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this entails a staggered delivery of the activities. A further challenge, related to the implementation of the 
project rather than its effectiveness, was the already mentioned fact that Albania is a country of transit 
migration, where a target group willing to participate to the program was difficult to identify. 

 


