POLICY BRIEF

Strengthening labour market integration of
migrant women in rural Austria

The role of the Social Economy (SE)

Based on the SERIGO Case Study: Carinthia, Austria
Target audience: Policymakers, public employment services, local authorities,
SE organisations, and employers

Executive summary

Austria faces demographic change and persistent labour shortages, making the
intfegration of migrant women into the labour market an important policy priority. Despite
increasing demand for workers, people with a migration background (in contrast to the
local population) continue to experience lower employment rates (68.5% compared with
76.6%) and higher risks of poverty and social exclusion (36% compared with 13%). These
challenges are particularly significant for women in rural regions.

The SERIGO case study shows that Social Economy (SE) organisations provide effective
pathways into employment by combining language support, individual coaching, skills
recognition, employer cooperation, and practical work experience. These organisations
support migrant women not only in accessing employment but also in building
confidence, recognising their existing skills, and participating more actively in their
communities.

The findings highlight that migrant women have diverse educational backgrounds,
professional experiences, and personal circumstances. Therefore, successful integration
requires flexible and personalised approaches rather than one-size-fits-all solutions.

To improve outcomes, policymakers should:

e provide stable, long-term funding for SSE organisations;

o simplify recognition of qualifications and informal skills;

e expand childcare support;

e strengthen cooperation between employers, public institutions, and SSE organisations;

e invest in personalised integration services combining language learning, coaching,
and workplace experience.

Supporting migrant women'’s labour market integration contributes to addressing labour
shortages, strengthening rural communities, and creating more inclusive regional labour
markets.
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Key facts

Employment rate gap between people with and

68.5% vs 76.67% without migration background

36% vs 13% Poverty and social exclusion risk gap
16 interviews Stakeholder interviews conducted
13 participants Focus group participants

The challenge

Austria increasingly relies on immigration to maintain its workforce. However, migrant
women continue to experience lower employment rates than the general population
while facing higher risks of poverty and social exclusion. In rural regions such as Carinthia
(Austria), these challenges are intensified by fewer employment opportunities, limited
support services, and demographic decline.

The SERIGO case study identified several persistent barriers:

e limited German language proficiency;

o difficulties recognising foreign qualifications;

o family and childcare responsibilities;

e limited professional networks;

¢ mismatfch between existing skills and available jobs;
e administrative and institutional barriers.

The study also found that migrant women represent a highly diverse group with very
different educational backgrounds, professional experiences, and career aspirations.
Some participants had advanced qualifications and professional careers before
migration, while others faced limited access to education or formal employment
opportunities. Consequently, one-size-fits-all integration measures are often insufficient.
Successful approaches require flexible support pathways adapted to individual needs.
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Evidence from the SERIGO Case Study

The research examined two labour market integration initiatives in Carinthia:

Initiative Focus
my way - Jobwerkstatt Employment preparation and labour market
Karnten integration support
femme.plus - empower, Empowerment, skills development, and
employ, emulate me employment pathways

The findings are based on a mixed-methods case study including 16 qualitative
stakeholder interviews, two focus groups involving 13 participants, and a survey of former
programme participants.

Successful programme components included:

¢ German language training;

o digital skills development;

e career guidance;

¢ individual coaching;

e psychosocial support;

e skills assessment and recognition;

e employer partnerships;

¢ internships and workplace experience;

e childcare during training;

e orientatfion to Austrian society, labour market institutions, and workplace culture.

Participants particularly valued personalised support, practical learning opportunities,
and opportunities to apply German language skills in real-life situations such as job
interviews and workplace communication.

The SERIGO approach: supporting women beyond employment

SSE organisations provide a holistic approach that combines employment support with
empowerment and community-based services. Their work supports migrant women by:

¢ identifying existing skills and experiences;

¢ strengthening confidence and self-efficacy;

e providing guidance through Austrian labour market structures;
e creating contact with employers;

¢ offering practical opportunities to gain workplace experience;
e supporting social participation and inclusion.
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SSE Organisations

y

Language Individual Skills
Support Coaching Recognition
Employer Practical Psychosocial
Partnerships Experience Support

Y

Sustainable Employment + Social Inclusion

This approach addresses multiple barriers simultaneously and creates pathways towards
sustainable employment.

Key findings

Finding 1: Labour market integration requires more than vocational training

Successful integration requires a combination of:

¢ language learning connected to real workplace situations;

e confidence building and empowerment;

e career guidance;

e practical workplace experience through internships and employer contact;
e personalised coaching.

Employment outcomes are strengthened when participants receive support that
addresses both professional and personal barriers.

Finding 2: Recognition of existing skills remains a major challenge

Many migrant women possess valuable formal qualifications and extensive practical
experience that remain unrecognised by employers or existing qualification systems.

Better assessment of formal and informal competencies can improve employment
opportunities while strengthening participants’ confidence and self-esteem. Skills
developed through previous employment, volunteering, unpaid care work, and everyday
responsibilities can represent valuable labour market competencies.

Finding 3: Childcare remains a major structural barrier

Women with young children often face difficulties participating in training programmes
or accepting employment because affordable childcare options remain limited,
particularly in rural areas.

Accessible childcare during language courses, training programmes, internships, and
early employment phases is essential for enabling sustainable labour market
participation.
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Finding 4: Employer partnerships improve employment outcomes

Internships, employer cooperation, and direct workplace contact create stronger
pathways into sustainable employment. They allow participants to gain practical
experience, develop professional networks, and demonstrate their skills to potential
employers.

Cooperation between employers, Public Employment Services, municipalities, and SSE
organisations is therefore essential for creating effective integration pathways.

Finding 5: Long-term funding is essential

Short-term project funding creates uncertainty, limits long-term planning, and makes it
difficult for organisations to retain experienced staff and maintain successful services.

Stable, multi-year funding structures are necessary to ensure contfinuity and allow SSE
organisations fo provide reliable support for migrant women and employers.

Finding 6: Individualised support is essential for diverse migration pathways

Migrant women have diverse educational backgrounds, professional experiences,
language abilities, and personal circumstances. Effective integration approaches
therefore require flexible pathways that allow participants to combine different forms of
support according to their individual needs.

Personalised approaches are particularly important in rural regions, where available
opportunities and support structures may differ significantly.

Policy recommendations

Recommendation Required action

Provide multi-year funding arrangements that
allow successful programmes to develop
sustainable services and retain qualified staff.

Secure long-term funding for
SSE organisations

Simplify recognition procedures and expand
bridging courses and professional certfification
opportunities.

Improve recognition of
foreign qualifications

Ensure affordable childcare during language
Expand childcare support courses, vocational training, internships, and early
employment.
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Strengthen employer
engagement

Encourage partnerships between employers,
Public Employment Services, municipalities, and
SSE organisations to create internships, mentoring
opportunities, and recruitment pathways.

Invest in holistic integration
services

Support programmes combining language
learning, career guidance, psychosocial support,
digital skills, workplace experience, and
orientation to Austrian society and labour market
institutions.

Recognise informal
competencies

Develop assessment tools that value practical
experience, unpaid care work, and non-formal
skills alongside formal qualifications.

Support individualised
integration pathways

Develop flexible programmes that adapt support
measures fo participants’ previous education,
skills, professional goals, and personal
circumstances.

Why this matters

Improving labour market integration benefits multiple stakeholders.

Migrant women:

e increased economic independence;

e improved social inclusion;

e stronger employment opportunities;
e greater confidence and self-efficacy;
e improved ability to participate in local communities.

Employers:
e qaccess to a wider talent pool;

e improved recruitment opportunities;
e support in addressing labour shortages;
e stronger connections with diverse communities.

Rural communities:
e stronger local economies;
e reduced poverty;
e increased social cohesion;

e more resilient regional labour markets.
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SSE organisations are uniquely positioned to respond because they combine
employment support with community-based services, trusted local networks, and
personalised approaches tailored to individual needs.

Key message

Effective labour market integration requires more than employment services alone.
Long-term investment in Social and Solidarity Economy organisations, combined with
coordinated public policies, can help migrant women overcome structural barriers,
address regional labour shortages, strengthen local economies, and contribute to more
inclusive and resilient rural communities.
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