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Foreword 

The first edition of this Guide for employment services providers, published by ILO MIGRANT and 
SKILLS in 2017, has proved useful in many different geographical and socio-economic contexts. 
This second edition includes recent developments in enhancing the migration services offered 
by various employment services providers. Its purpose is to keep this useful tool up to date 
and reflect new and emerging needs, as well as good practices, including in the COVID-19 
context.  

This edition is issued within the framework of the Support to Free Movement of Persons and 
Migration in West Africa project (FMM), funded by the EU and ECOWAS, and takes on board the 
efforts made in the ECOWAS subregion to improve labour migration governance and skills 
portability, in particular skills acquired through non-formal and informal learning, and non-
recognized formal qualifications. This is of particular use to potential, current and return 
migrant workers, as well as to refugees. The guide is of particular relevance to the ECOWAS 
Member States in contributing to the effective implementation of the ECOWAS Protocol on the 
Free Movement of People and Goods. It is also part of the overall ILO assistance and 
collaboration in promoting skills and employability, and protection of migrant workers in 
Africa. 

The guide should be used in conjunction with the Facilitator’s notes, which contain training 
material on recognition of prior learning. These notes have also been updated. The guide and 
notes are also available in the French language. 
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Chief, Labour Migration 
Branch, Conditions of Work 
and Equality Department 
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Chief, Skills and  
Employability Branch,  
Employment Policy 
Department 
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Background 

Globally, in 2019, there are 272 million international migrants (UN-DESA, 2019). In 2018 the ILO 
estimated that there were 164 million international migrant workers (ILO, 2018a).1 Migrants 
who are fully integrated into the labour market can boost the income per capita of recipient 
economies by providing the labour and skills needed in critical occupations and sectors. Upon 
their return home, migrants at all skill levels also have the potential to make a positive 
contribution to economic development through financial investments, as well as human and 
social capital acquired abroad, such as new skills, ideas and know-how (ILO, 2017a). 

ILO evidence convincingly demonstrates the positive impact of recognition of skills and 
qualifications to address various labour market challenges and to bring substantial benefits for 
individuals, employers and national economies (Braňka, 2016).2 This is one of the primary 
reasons why countries are making significant efforts to improve their skills recognition tools 
and systems. 

The importance of skills recognition for migrant workers is stipulated in the ILO’s Human 
Resources Development Recommendation, 2004 (No. 195), Article 12: “Special provisions 
should be designed to ensure recognition and certification of skills and qualifications for 
migrant workers.” 

The importance of skill recognition for migrant and refugee workers was also acknowledged 
by ILO member States at the 2017 International Labour Conference, with the adoption of the 
Employment and Decent Work for Peace and Resilience Recommendation, 2017 (No. 205), 
which states: 

Members should include refugees in the actions taken with respect to employment, 
training and labour market access, as appropriate, and in particular: 

(c) facilitate the recognition, certification, accreditation and use of skills and 
qualifications of refugees through appropriate mechanisms, and provide access to 
tailored training and retraining opportunities, including intensive language training; 

 
1 The estimate is based on the UN-DESA 2017 data, reporting 258 million international migrants 
globally. 
2 Based on a literature review and case studies covering 78 recognition systems. 
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(d) enhance the capacity of public employment services and improve cooperation 
with other providers of services, including private employment agencies, to support 
the access of refugees to the labour market … 

However, the implementation of recognition systems is challenging: 

 Skills certificates are sometimes insufficiently recognized or valued by employers in the 
labour market. 

 Recognition providers do not have the capacity to provide services for a growing 
number of potential users. 

 Skills certificate holders may face difficulties in using them as a springboard to new 
careers and paths of learning, due to lack of awareness as well as existing labour market 
structure limitations. 

 Potential users (individuals) are often keen to obtain skills certificates but are not aware 
of these systems or have difficulty accessing them. 

This guide seeks to assist employment services providers to address these challenges, given 
their key role as a bridge between employers and workers, by providing guidance and good 
practice examples. Employment services providers, who are mandated to open service lines for 
migrant workers and refugees, can provide labour market services including support for the 
validation and certification of the competencies and skills acquired formally, non-formally or 
informally. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in increased waves of return migration, and the need for 
effective policy measures for labour market and social reintegration. This guide indicates 
possible approaches to addressing these issues, with a particular focus on skills recognition. 
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Orientation for the user 

Why a guide on recognition of prior learning of migrant workers? 

Employment services providers, especially public employment services with a mandate to work 
with migrant workers, are tasked with providing the services necessary for labour migration 
and ensuring that returnees have assistance for labour market reinsertion. Employment 
services can be offered in countries of origin, transit and destination. This guide has been 
designed to support staff in employment services, working with migrant and refugee workers, 
to: 

 identify priority support in response to needs; 
 provide support in accessing recognition systems, especially for those with low- and 

medium-level skills; 
 put together profiles in order to dedicate more time and energy to those having limited 

capacity in self-management of information and procedures; 
 provide adequate support to employers in filling vacancies by identifying and recruiting 

suitably skilled workers;  
 facilitate skill matching, support reskilling and upskilling, as well as job-search 

counselling; and 
 address the growing need for the labour market reintegration of return migrant 

workers as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Who is this guide for? 

The main users of this guide will be employment services providers such as public employment 
services (PES) and private employment agencies (PrEA), as well as other organizations at the 
forefront of requests for support services to migrant workers (potential, current and returning 
migrant workers) and refugees, who will gain a better understanding of the services available 
and can inform and refer the target group accordingly. 

Migrants themselves will also benefit from a better understanding of the services available, 
particularly in regard to the recognition of their skills. 

How is this guide structured? 

The guide consists of four sections: 
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 Key concepts on migration and recognition of prior learning systems. 
 An overview of migration target groups and a basic situation analysis of skills 

recognition. 
 Description of the modalities for recognition of skills and qualifications gained through 

formal, non-formal or informal learning processes. 
 Other labour market services that are available to migrant workers (potential migrant 

workers, current and returning migrant workers) and refugees, including in the COVID-
19 context. 

Useful tools are appended to the relevant sections. Users are encouraged to adapt tools and 
templates in this guide as well as others they may currently use or have available. A glossary 
of key terms appears in Annex 9. A non-exhaustive list of suggested reading is appended at the 
end of each section for further information. 
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Abbreviations 

ALMP active labour market programmes/policies  
ANAPEC Agence Nationale de Promotion de l’Emploi et des Competences  
APL Accreditation of Prior Learning  
ASEAN Association of Southeast Asian Nations  
BLMA bilateral labour migration agreement  

CARICOM Caribbean Community  

CEDEFOP European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training  

EAC East African Community  

EC European Commission  

EU European Union  

EURES European Employment Services  
FMM Support to Free Movement of Persons and Migration in West Africa 

project, funded by the EU and ECOWAS  

GIZ German Corporation for International Cooperation  
ITC-ILO International Training Centre of the International Labour 

organization  

ILO International Labour Office/Organization  

ILS international labour standards  

IOM International Organization for Migration  

MDW migrant domestic workers  

MRA mutual recognition agreement  

NGO non-governmental organization  

NQF national qualifications framework  

NQS national qualifications system  

OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development  
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PARES EU Partnership Between Employment Services  

PES public employment services  

PLAR prior learning assessment and recognition  

PrEAs private employment agencies  

QF qualifications framework  

RPL recognition of prior learning  

SICO small industry and community organization  

SME small and medium-sized enterprises  

TESDA Technical Education and Skills Development Authority  

TOAP TESDA Onsite Assessment Program (Philippines)  

TVET technical vocational education and training  

UNESCO United National Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization  
VETA Vocational Education and Training Agency (United Republic of 

Tanzania)  
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SECTION 1 

UNDERSTANDING KEY CONCEPTS 

In order to benefit from this guide, a general understanding of key issues and concepts 
surrounding migration and recognition of prior learning (RPL) is essential. This section 
provides such information. 

1.1 Migration 

1.1.1 Definitions of migrant workers 

Migration addresses people moving between countries (international migration). People 
migrate for environmental, economic, cultural and socio-political reasons.  

A conventional migration study suggests factors that push and pull individuals in deciding to 
move abroad: 

 

 

 

 

 

The ILO Migration for Employment Convention (Revised), 1949 (No. 97) defines the term 
“migrant for employment” as “a person who migrates from one country to another with a view 
to being employed otherwise than on his own account, and includes any person regularly 
admitted as a migrant for employment”. 

The definition of a migrant worker in ILO international labour standards (ILS) can be traced to 
the ILO Constitution (1919) calling for the “…protection of the interests of workers when 
employed in countries other than their own”. Box 1.1 shows other definitions. 

Pull factors 

Conditions in destination 
countries that attract the 
individual or group to leave their 
home, such as better economic 
and/or education opportunities, 
more jobs, and the promise of a 
better life. 

Push factors 

Situations that force individuals to 
move and may include: conflicts, 
human rights violations, 
discrimination, intolerance, 
persecution, drought, famine, 
poor economic activity and lack of 
job opportunities. 
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Box 1.1. Definitions of migrant workers 

A wider framework of migrants than that of the ILO (see above) is provided by the UN 
International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and Their 
Families, 1990, which entered into force in 2003. It defines a “migrant worker” as a person 
who is to be engaged, is engaged or has been engaged in a remunerated activity in a State 
of which he/she is not a national. This broad definition also includes cross-border and 
seasonal workers, seafarers and fishers, workers on offshore installations, itinerant 
workers, so-called “project-tied workers” and “specified-employment workers” as well as 
self-employed workers. 

The Guidelines concerning statistics of international labour migration of the International 
Conference of Labour Statisticians (ICLS) (ILO, 2018b) define international migrant workers 
“as all persons of working age present in the country of measurement who are in one of 
the following two categories: 

(a) usual residents: international migrants who, during a specified reference period, were 
in the labour force of the country of their usual residence, either in employment or in 
unemployment; 

(b) not usual residents, or non‐resident foreign workers: persons who, during a specified 
reference period, were not usual residents of the country but were present in the country 
and had labour attachment to the country, i.e., were either in employment supplying labour 
to resident producer units of that country or were seeking employment in that country.” 

Further, the ICLS Guidelines indicate that refugees who are working or seeking work are 
defined as international migrant workers (para. 20, (l)). 

A temporary migrant is a person of foreign nationality who enters a country with a visa or 
who receives a permit which is either not renewable or only renewable on a limited basis. 
Temporary migrants include persons with seasonal jobs. A permanent migrant is a person 
who enters with the right of permanent residence or with a visa or permit which is 
indefinitely renewable (ILO, 2017a). According to the ICLS Guidelines, temporary for‐work 
international migrants are those entering the country of labour attachment or country of 
destination with the intention to stay for a limited period of time, which may be less or more 
than 12 months (pp. 11−12). 

As per the UN statistical definition (UN, 1998), returning migrants are persons returning to 
stay in their own country after having been employed abroad. It is important that only those 
citizens planning to stay for a year or more in their country of citizenship be included in 
these migration statistics. 
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The UN Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, also known as the 1951 Refugee 
Convention, defines refugees as those who are unable or unwilling to return to their country 
of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being persecuted for reasons of race, religion, 
nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion. The Convention lays 
down basic minimum standards for the treatment and rights of refugees, which include access 
to education and work. While this definition is recognized internationally, there might be some 
difference in laws declared by a specific country.  Here, it should be noted that not all States 
are parties to the 1951 Convention or have legislation covering refugees. There are also 
broader categories of persons who could qualify as refugees through regional instruments 
such as the Cartagena Declaration;3 or the Convention governing the specific aspects of 
refugee problems in Africa.4 

1.1.2 Migration management and systems 

Migration management and concrete interventions focused on the main migration target 
groups are heavily conditioned by legal, political, cultural and factual elements. These elements 
need to be carefully analysed by the users of this guide to determine the enabling conditions 
for migration services, namely: 

 

 
3 See: https://www.oas.org/dil/1984_cartagena_declaration_on_refugees.pdf.  
4 See: https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36400-treaty-0005_-
_oau_convention_governing_the_specific_aspects_of_refugee_problems_in_africa_e.pdf. 

Legal environment: Exact knowledge of laws, regulations, strategies and action plans 
existing in the country that will guide the actions of the employment service staff

Knowledge of the country migration profile: Characteristics of the migrants 
(education, background, skills, migration channels, main destination countries)

Awareness of the labour demand in the main migration countries

Awareness of the challenges for migrant workers in the main destination 
countries

Knowledge of the economic and social integration services that can be made 
available to migrant workers
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Countries controlling migration inflows tend to strictly regulate the conditions of entry, 
especially of migrant workers. Regular migrants are requested to enter the country holding a 
visa when prescribed and to request a permit of stay according to national rules. In addition, 
migrant workers need to request a work permit. Receiving countries try to mitigate concerns 
about the competition of migrants with national workers and the needs of the domestic labour 
market, requesting employers to cover hard-to-fill vacancies with the native population 
wherever possible.  

In order to obtain regular status in the receiving countries, migrant workers must comply with 
the migration system of the country to which they want to move, including specific legal and 
administrative regulations. There are various systems for regulated migration, with points-
based schemes and quota systems being the most common (see box 1.2). 

Box 1.2. Migration systems: Some examples 

Points-based schemes 

These usually assess skilled individuals by having them score points based upon criteria 
such as age, qualifications and experience, and language skills (Australia, Canada, New 
Zealand, United Kingdom). 

Quota systems  

The number of foreign citizens admitted for work purposes is defined every year by entry 
quotas established by the government of the receiving country (Italy, Spain: both these 
countries have reformed their quota systems to steer entries mainly towards seasonal 
work). 

Other approaches 

European Union: Work permits are issued by 25 EU Member States to highly qualified non-
EU citizens under the EU Blue Card Directive. Introduced in 2007, the Directive aims at 
stimulating economic development by making Europe a desirable destination for qualified 
workers to practise their professional knowledge and skills, as well as allowing free 
movement within the European Union for non-EU citizens (see https://www.eu-
bluecard.com/). 

United States: The US Green Card serves as proof of a person's lawful permanent resident 
status in the United States. There are various ways to qualify for a Green Card, including 
through the annual USA Diversity Visa Green Card Lottery. 
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Republic of Korea: The Employment Permit System (EPS) is a temporary migration scheme 
for low-skilled work which stipulates that the recruitment, selection and placement of 
workers shall be managed entirely by labour-sending and -receiving countries, based on 
government-to-government bilateral agreements (Kim, 2015). 

1.1.3 Protection of migrant workers 

There is a need for state intervention to protect migrant workers in the recruitment stage 
where deceptive practices could be widespread. The abuses practised in recruitment have been 
attributed to decent work deficits, inadequate labour migration governance, insufficient 
inspection and enforcement regimes, and the ineffective application of fundamental principles 
and rights at work (ILO, 2016a). There is evidence of scams such as obtaining money in 
exchange for non-existent jobs abroad, false contracts of employment, fake travel tickets, fake 
visas or other services associated with the migration process. In fact, there is an increasing 
“migration industry” consisting of unauthorized and illegal intermediaries that “facilitate” 
labour migration under unregulated conditions. Deceptive recruitment practices tend to 
manifest in: 

 

The number of illegal or unlicensed recruiters has increased considerably, and the situation is 
exacerbated by restrictive, complicated, lengthy and costly legal emigration procedures, as well 
as weak sanctions for these illegal procedures. 

There exist several international instruments to protect migrant workers from such abuses (see 
box 1.3). 

Box 1.3. ILO and UN instruments on migrant workers  

The ILO Constitution promotes principles of social justice and protects persons in their 
working environment including those “employed in a country other than their own”. 

Publication and 
distribution of 
various forms of 
misleading 
propaganda, 
requesting 
exorbitant 
payments for non-
existent job offers

Refusal to provide 
information or 
providing 
misinformation 
about the nature 
of jobs and 
conditions of 
employment

Selecting 
candidates based 
on the amount of 
money they are 
willing to pay to 
get work and not 
on their 
qualifications



17 

 

There are two ILO instruments on labour migration and protection of migrant workers: the 
Migration for Employment Convention (No. 97) along with the accompanying 
Recommendation No. 86; and the Migrant Workers (Supplementary Provisions) Convention 
(No. 143) with the accompanying Recommendation (No. 151). In formulating national laws 
and policies concerning the protection of migrant workers, governments should be guided 
by the underlying principles of these Conventions and Recommendations. Furthermore, the 
principles contained in the 1990 UN International Convention on the Protection of the Rights 
of All Migrant Workers and Members of their Families complement those in the two ILO 
Conventions. 

Other ILO instruments of particular relevance here include the Human Resources 
Development Convention, 1975 (No.142); the Human Resources Development 
Recommendation, 2004 (No. 195); the Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189); and 
the Forced Labour Recommendation (No. 203). The ILO has also developed a non-binding 
Multilateral Framework on Labour Migration containing non-binding principles and 
guidelines for a rights-based approach to labour migration, supported by “best practices” 
(updated in ILO’s Good Practices Database – Labour migration policies and programmes), 
which serves as an important tool in assisting ILO constituents to establish smarter and 
more responsive labour migration policies. 

Other relevant instruments include the eight ILO core Conventions on fundamental 
principles and rights at work pertaining to forced labour, freedom of association, child 
labour and non-discrimination. Labour standards of particular relevance include the 
Equality of Treatment (Accident Compensation) Convention, 1925 (No. 19); the Equality of 
Treatment (Social Security) Convention, 1962 (No. 118); and the Private Employment 
Agencies Convention, 1997 (No.181) as well as the HIV and AIDS Recommendation, 2010 
(No. 200) and the Decent Work and Employment for Peace and Resilience Recommendation, 
2017 (No. 205). 

Fair recruitment practices are key for ensuring effective protection of migrant workers’ 
rights, reducing labour migration costs as well as improving skills and job matching.  In this 
context, the ILO developed General principles and operational guidelines for fair recruitment 
and definition of recruitment fees and related costs (2019) to inform the work of the ILO and 
its constituents in promoting and ensuring fair recruitment. These principles and guidelines 
are based on international labour standards and ILO instruments.  

Principle 5 of the General principles specifically indicates that: “The competent authorities 
should take specific measures against abusive and fraudulent recruitment methods, 
including those that could result in forced labour or trafficking in persons.” This is further 
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confirmed in Guideline 3 on the reinforcement of the legislation against fraudulent 
practices in recruitment, Guideline 6 on eliminating the charging of recruitment fees and 
related costs to workers and jobseekers, and Guideline 8 on the access for workers to 
grievance and other dispute resolution mechanisms, against abuses and fraudulent 
practices in recruitment. 

1.1.4 Employment services 

In an increasing number of countries, one of the main implementing bodies of national labour 
migration policies is the public employment service (PES), usually decentralized through 
regional and local branches. The PES collaborates with the Ministry of Labour and social 
partners in its mediation functions in the labour market. 

In many countries, labour market services for jobseekers, including migrant workers, can be 
offered by a private employment agency (PrEA). These bodies are normally licensed by the 
government and subject to different modalities of control to prevent abuses.  

In assisting migrant workers, public and private employment agencies play different and 
sometimes complementary roles.  

PES can provide services to migrant workers and facilitate their labour market integration (see 
table 1.1). If foreseen in a bilateral labour migration agreement, PES can also help foreign 
migrant workers, when it is in their remit of responsibilities, according to national migration 
and employment policies. 

Table 1.1. PES services to migrant workers 

(Potential) migrant workers Return migrant workers Nationals working abroad  

Advice on job opportunities in the 
destination countries 

Reintegration into the 
labour market and social 
environment 

Career guidance and 
counselling and referral to 
training opportunities and 
employment promotion 
measures 

Information and training about  
 the destination countries’ 

labour market, legislation, 
rights, language, etc. 

 documents necessary to enter 
the country  

Support in the recognition 
of skills acquired abroad 

Support in the recognition of 
their skills and qualifications 
on the local labour market  
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 work permits and residence 
permits  

 language proficiency 
certificates – if required 

 transport 
 how to enhance 

CV/interviewing skills  
 skills recognition procedures in 

the destination countries and 
documents to be prepared 
before departure 

Pre-departure workshops on 
different topics  

Training opportunities for 
adapting the skills of 
returning migrant 
workers to those on 
demand in the domestic 
labour market 

 

If part of the agreement with the 
destination countries: 
 Selection of suitable candidates 

for vacancies available 
 Labour contract to be signed 

before departure 

Offering, if available, self-
employment 
opportunities 

 
 

Some private employment agencies (PrEAs), according to the national legislation, can operate 
only for the domestic labour market, while others, specifically licensed and controlled by the 
competent authorities, can provide assistance and technical support to migrant workers. The 
situation is not uniform: in some countries the PES has no role in assisting potential migrant 
workers (e.g. Ukraine), in others they have a shared competence with PrEAs (e.g. Morocco and 
Tunisia) and in some countries only PrEAs and the Ministry of Labour have this function (e.g. 
Ethiopia, see box 1.4). 

Box 1.4. Role of PrEAs in Ethiopia 

After the Government’s ban on labour migration to the Middle East and Arab States of the 
Persian Gulf in 2013, the House of Peoples’ Representatives (HPR) endorsed in January 2016 
a new Overseas Employment Proclamation No. 923/2016. With this new proclamation, the 
Government of Ethiopia seeks to better protect the rights of Ethiopians willing to take 
overseas employment, as well as to strengthen international cooperation with other 
countries in order to improve working and living conditions of Ethiopians employed in 
foreign countries.  
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The bill forbids employees from leaving for a country with which Ethiopia does not have a 
labour exchange agreement (bilateral labour agreement) and requires them to meet 
certain criteria in terms of knowledge, skill and language of the country of destination 
before allowing them to leave. Interested employees are expected to complete at least 
education grade 8. They also must possess a certificate of competence in the area in which 
they will be employed (housekeeping, home care and others). They are also expected to 
undergo medical check-ups in health facilities selected by the Ministry of Health. 

According to the new proclamation, overseas employing agencies are expected to register 
an initial capital of one million Ehiopian Birr to be eligible to send workers abroad. The 
proclamation also puts a qualification evaluation on employing agencies to have 
professional management requiring them to have at least a BA degree and three years of 
work experience in leadership. 

Source: Ethiopian Overseas Employment Proclamation No.923/2016. 

The relations between public and private employment agencies can be challenging at times: 
there may be competition or mistrust, or they may simply ignore each other and work 
separately. To break this situation and offer to jobseekers more efficient and improved quality 
services, many public–private partnership (PPP) initiatives have been carried out.  One of the 
most structured approaches has been put in place by the European Union through PARES 
(Partnership between Employment Services, see box 1.5).  

Box 1.5. The EU Partnership between Employment Services (PARES)  

This initiative supports EU-level dialogue to promote cooperation between different forms 
of employment services (public, private and non-profit) and improving the functioning of 
labour markets in Europe. 

Launched in 2011, the PARES issued a set of recommendations for PES in 2013 on drafting 
a Memorandum of Understanding on a national level. The platform allows the partners to 
share their good practices through a database which includes also organizational practices, 
tools and active labour market policies related to service delivery for jobseekers and 
employers.  

Source: https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=991.   

Other examples of PPP initiatives linking PES to other partners such as training centres or 
employers’ organizations are present in other continents as well. Some practices specifically 
targeting the collaboration between public and private employment agencies are included in 
box 1.6. 
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Box 1.6. Partnerships between public and private employment agencies: Some 
examples 

New Zealand. Since 2009 there has been a formal partnership between the PES and the peak 
representative body for PrEAs, the Recruitment and Consulting Services Association. This 
partnership allowed jobseekers registered with the PES to access an expanded pool of job 
vacancies that would not otherwise have been available to them, and gave PrEAs access to 
a broader pool of potential candidates for their employer clients.  

Source: www.beehive.govt.nz/release/work-and-income-and-recruitment-agencies-join. 

Mali. In January 2016, the Collectif National des Bureaux de Placement Payants et des 
Entreprises de Travail Temporaires (CONABEM) and the Agence Nationale pour l’Emploi (ANPE), 
signed a protocol of cooperation that envisaged the technical support of CONABEM to the 
institutional activity of the ANPE, such as: 

 information on the job placements carried out; 
 sharing of statistical data;  
 analysis of tensions on the labour market; 
 dialogue and mutual information exchange; 
 exchanges and training on standards, in particular on trafficking and smuggling of 

migrants; and 
 contribution to the recognition of return migrants’ skills. 

Source: ANPE and ICMPD, 2019. 

1.2 Informal economy and informal jobs 

According to international statistical standards (ILO, 2018b), the informal sector consists of 
units engaged in the production of goods or services with the primary objective of generating 
employment and incomes to the persons concerned. Informal employment can be in the 
informal sector, in the formal sector or in the household. Box 1.7 shows the percentages of 
workers in informal employment worldwide. 

Box 1.7. Workers in the informal economy 

61.2 per cent (58.1 per cent women; 63.0 per cent men) of the global workforce (population 
aged 15 and over) works informally. The highest rates of informal employment are found 
in Africa (85.8 per cent, with 89.7 per cent among women and 82.7 per cent among men). 
The Asia and the Pacific region with 68.2 per cent and the Arab States with 68.6 per cent 
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have almost the same level of informality. In the Americas, informality amounts to 40.0 per 
cent, and 25.1 per cent in Europe and Central Asia. Education is key: when the level of 
education increases, the level of informality decreases. Those who have completed 
secondary and tertiary education are less likely to be in informal employment than workers 
who have either no education or only primary education. 

Source: ILO, 2018c. 

An apprenticeship is often the main source of skills in the informal economy, but a lack of 
formal recognition of skills acquired reduces its value in the labour market. Even when there is 
a possibility, as in the United Republic of Tanzania, to receive a certificate through a skills test 
offered by the Vocational Educational and Training Authority (VETA),5 few apprentices use this 
opportunity, probably due to the cost of preparatory courses, time and language barriers (tests 
are usually in English). Even if not systemically organized, there are some good practices that 
the Small Industry and Community Organization (SICO) has carried out in many countries. 
Based upon nine case studies (ILO, 2015a), the ILO has issued a resource guide for assessing 
skills in the informal economy for small industries and community organizations (ILO, 2015b, 
see box 1.8). The cases presented in the guide cover different target groups (apprentices, 
master craftspersons, workers) and different levels of SICOs (federations, single and multi-
trade business associations, and a trade union). 

Box 1.8. Assessing skills in the informal sector 

The skills assessment is based upon the following steps: 

1. Preparation: Before starting the assessment, it is necessary to define (a) who are the 
persons to be assessed (apprentice, master-craftsperson or other workers); (b) the skill 
level (semi-skilled worker, skilled worker, specialist); (c) educational background of the 
candidates; (d) language spoken by the candidates; (e) selection of appropriate 
methods of assessment (oral, written, use of language).  

2. Identification of the occupational profile and main tasks to be assessed. 

3. Definition of the assessment items that can represent the entire profile. 

4. Selection of objectively verifiable assessment criteria. 

5. Designing theory tests, based upon three levels of complexity.  

 
5 See: https://www.veta.go.tz/.  
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6. Setting up the assessment panel, usually composed of members of the association and, 
to varying degrees, by several other representatives such as line ministries responsible 
for trade testing, municipalities, local NGOs, or representatives of a training centre. 

7. Organization of the assessment, including timing and venue. For apprentices, the 
assessment takes place at the end of the apprenticeship period. Practical assessments 
usually take place in a workplace environment to best simulate real work. The theory 
test may be carried out in a meeting room of the SICO, a room at the municipality or a 
classroom in a training centre. The duration of assessments differs from one trade to 
the other.  

Source: ILO, 2015c.   

1.3 Recognition of prior learning 

1.3.1 What is recognition of prior learning? 

The concept of recognition of prior learning (RPL) is not new, but the terms used to define the 
concept differ from country to country and amongst organizations and researchers dealing 
with this issue. This guide uses the term recognition of prior learning (RPL).6 

RPL is a process of identifying, documenting, assessing and certifying formal, informal 
and non-formal learning outcomes against standards used in formal education and 
training. Thus, RPL provides an opportunity for people to acquire qualification, or credits for a 
qualification, or exemptions (of all or part of the curriculum, or even exemption of academic 
pre-requisites to enter a formal study programme) without going through a formal education 
or training programme, in order to ease their employment pathways with their skills 
recognized. 

Through RPL, competencies and skills earned both inside and outside an applicant’s country 
of origin are assessed and certified. Many RPL systems have established a “recognition 
authority” that can certify qualifications, provide information or coordinate with other 
stakeholders involved; they are often a first point of contact for potential applicants. 

 
6 A variety of other terms are also used, particularly “accreditation/assessment of prior experiential 
learning” (APEL) or “validation of non-formal and informal learning” (VNFIL) or “valuation of prior 
learning” (VPL). 
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Because of the diverse and complex recognition systems and bodies that exist in any one 
country (see figure 1.1), it may be difficult for potential users to get a clear grasp of how the 
system works. According to a study conducted by the OECD in 2014, migrants know about 
assessment and recognition of skills but perceive the procedure as too burdensome or 
complex. This guide seeks to address these concerns through building the capacity of 
employment services providers. 

Figure 1.1. Major stakeholders of recognition of prior learning systems 

 
Source: Adapted from Braňka, 2016. 

1.3.2 Benefits of RPL 

The benefits of RPL are three-fold, depending on the different user groups: individuals 
(migrant workers in this case), training providers or employers. RPL has the potential for 
positive impact on migrant workers by: 
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RPL benefits learning and training providers in a range of ways (SCQF, 2010), for example 
by:  

 

Employers may find RPL useful and effective in addressing employee retention, recruitment 
and training costs, and fostering better productivity. RPL can support employers by: 

improving employment opportunities for immigrant workers and easing 
their full integration into the labour market of the receiving country;

reducing costs and time taken for training and certification;

easing the formal path to certification, through credit transfer processes;

planning for an individual’s development in a lifelong learning 
perspective;

increasing migrant workers’ self-esteem by recognizing their 
achievement in learning;

helping drop-outs to re-enter formal education; and

improving the employment opportunities for returning migrants who 
can formalize competencies acquired abroad.

enabling greater retention of learners; 

widening access to a range of learners; and 

increasing participation of learners from non-traditional learning             
backgrounds.
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1.3.3 RPL process – an overview 

In simple terms, the standards for assessment/validation of informal and non-formal learning 
are the same as those for formal educational and training and occupational standards. 
Occupational standards are detailed written descriptions of what an employee is expected to 
know and do in his/her work role. They are national requirements and benchmarks for 
competent performance in the workplace (see Annex 1 for a specific example).  

Learning outcomes are statements that describe the skills and competencies that a person is 
expected to acquire through an education or training programme. These statements are an 
elaboration of the information contained in the occupational standard, which is more general. 
Learning outcomes are a useful guide to inform learners and employers about the education 
or training programme and ensure consistency of outcomes across modules and subjects. RPL 
assessment determines the consistency between an applicants’ learning outcomes and an 
occupational standard. 

The RPL procedure for migrant workers typically involves the recognition of qualifications 
which have been acquired in their home country, and includes verification of documents of 
formal education outcomes: checking of individual evidence (outcomes of informal and non-
formal learning – occupational experience and continuing training); and competency-
assessment procedures (testing). 

helping to adequately match jobs and employees;

helping to identify employees’ skills effectively; 

helping to identify skills gaps in organizations; 

helping to identify appropriate training opportunities; 

reducing the time required in employee training due to minimized duplication of 
learning; 

increasing motivation and interest in workplace activities on the part of employees/lear
ners; and

generating new ideas and developments for the organization as a result of the  
employee/learner reflecting on work activities.
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For potential migrants, it is important to start the recognition procedure before departure. In 
addition, an automated recognition process may be established on the basis of an agreement 
reached between countries. Supporting measures such as guidance and recommendations for 
skills upgrading is critically important. 

The recognition process at the sectoral level is usually managed by its own bodies such as 
sector skills councils (SSC) or in cooperation with relevant government authorities. The key 
feature of this approach is its focus on training. While in other systems, skills upgrading is often 
an option, the RPL process at the sectoral level usually requires – or recommends – additional 
training in order to obtain formal certification. The type of employers’ engagement in skills 
development and coordination bodies can take different forms − from a consultative role (e.g. 
in Antigua and Barbuda, Mozambique), to being co-responsible for occupational standard 
development (e.g. in Bangladesh), taking part in accreditation, certification and assessment 
(e.g. the island economies in the Pacific region), managing supply (e.g. Botswana, India, 
Jamaica, Kenya, South Africa).  

In fact, many RPL systems are closely linked to the provision of training. If the RPL process 
identifies gaps that will prevent someone from pursuing his or her desired career or training 
pathway, the provision of a related skills development programme should logically follow.  

With regard to the recognition of qualifications, processes for tertiary level qualifications are 
most advanced globally. Tertiary (higher) education institutions play a special role as focal 
points for   recognizing foreign qualifications, and in many developing countries universities 
play a catalytic one. The most important and wide-sweeping international systems for the 
recognition of foreign qualifications include the Bologna Process; the Lisbon Convention 1997; 
the Arusha and Addis Ababa Conventions on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and 
Degrees; and the Regional Convention on the Recognition of Studies, Diplomas and Degrees 
in Higher Education in Asia and the Pacific. 

As recognition systems and procedures are often considered difficult, complex and expensive, 
marketing, information support, guidance and other services are essential, and their extent 
and quality are key to success. Migrants must also understand the value of recognition of their 
skills. Ways to achieve this include: 
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Section 3 guides users through the detailed steps in facilitating access to recognition of 
prior learning processes. 

Occupational standards can be established at the regional level, which enable qualifications to 
be compared across countries. Regional recognition schemes facilitate the mobility of workers 
within the Member States of regional development organizations through mutual recognition 
agreements (MRAs, see box 1.9).   

Box 1.9. Mutual recognition agreements: Some examples 

East African Community (EAC). Established by a treaty that was signed on 30 November 
1999, the EAC has six Partner States covering an area of 2.5 million square kilometres and 
inhabited by 177 million people (2019). For implementing the 2010 Common Market 
Protocol and fulfilling the Partner States’ desire to facilitate free movement of persons and 
labour, “mutual recognition of academic and professional qualifications” (Arts 5.3 and 11) 
is relevant. Mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) have been signed for the following 
professions: accountants, architects, engineers, veterinaries, lawyers. Negotiations for 
MRAs for other professions (e.g.  pharmacists) are in progress. 

It should be noted that the mobility of professionals is still limited: for instance, for 
engineers the MRA has been signed by four Member States and not by Burundi and South 
Sudan. 

ASEAN Community. At the regional level, an important initiative has been carried out by 
the ASEAN Member States: starting from 2005, mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) have 
been signed by the Member States. The agreements indicate the skills or experience that 
professionals need to have certified in order to register and work in another country of the 
region. The identification of the requirements is carried out by committees established for 
each profession. MRAs exist for eight professional categories: engineers, nurses, surveying 
service providers, architects, accounting service providers, medical practitioners, dental 

Collection and 
presentation of 

practical recognition 
of prior learning 

examples at all levels: 
individual, 

organization and 
system

Availability of 
information, websites 

etc. in multiple 
languages

Cooperation with 
organizations that are 
in touch with migrant 

groups, such as 
migration guidance 

centres, employment 
services, chambers of 

commerce, 
professional 
associations
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practitioners and tourism professionals. However, implementing the MRAs is difficult, as 
skills recognition procedures are not linked to work permit schemes, and several technical 
and political barriers at national and regional levels impede professionals from moving and 
practising their profession in other ASEAN countries. 

CARICOM: While the above examples refer to the mobility of regulated professions − with 
the exception of tourism workers − there are regional agreements that facilitate the mobility 
of workers whose competencies have been formally assessed by the National TVET Centre 
of the Caribbean Vocational Qualification (CVQ) 
(http://ntatvetcentre.org/cvq_overview.aspx). This is a Caribbean Community (CARICOM) 
award that represents achievement of a set of competencies, which define core work 
practices of an occupational area, consistent with the levels articulated within the regional 
qualification framework. The CVQ is based on a competency-based approach to training, 
assessment and certification of skills and/or competencies in attaining occupational 
standards that are approved by CARICOM. 

 



30 

 

1.4 Suggested further reading 

 Alquezar, J.; Avato, J.; Bardak, U.; Panzica, F.; Popova, N. 2010.  Migration and skills, 
Directions in Development Series (Washington DC, World Bank).  

 Andersson, P.; Fejes, A.; Sandberg, F. (eds). 2016. Recognition of prior learning: 
Research from around the globe (London, Routledge). 

 Andrees, B.; Nasri, A.; Swiniarski, P. 2015. Regulating labour recruitment to prevent 
human trafficking and to foster fair migration: Models, challenges and opportunities 
(Geneva, ILO). 

 ETF (European Training Centre); CEDEFOP (European Centre for the Development 
of Vocational Training); ILO (International Labour Office) 2014. Working at sectoral 
level, Guide to Anticipating and Matching Skills and Jobs Series, Vol. 3 (Brussels 
and Geneva). 

 —. 2015. The role of employment service providers, Guide to Anticipating and 
Matching Skills and Jobs Series, Vol. 4 (Brussels and Geneva). 

 ILO (International Labour Office). 2007. Guide to private employment agencies: 
Regulation, monitoring and enforcement (Geneva). 

 —. 2016. Tripartite Meeting of Experts on Fair Recruitment Principles and Operational 
Guidelines (Geneva). 

 —. 2018. Employment services in the evolving world of work (Geneva). 

 —. 2019. Portfolio of policy guidance notes on the promotion of decent work in the 
rural economy, 3rd ed. (Geneva).  

 IOE (International Organization of Employers). 2018. Position paper on labour 
migration (Geneva).  

 OECD (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development). 2019. 
International Migration Outlook 2019 (Paris). 

 



31 

 

SECTION 2 

GETTING TO KNOW YOUR TARGET GROUPS 

Employment services that facilitate skills recognition of migrant workers are oriented toward 
the following five main target groups – employers, migrant workers, potential migrant workers, 
returning migrant workers and refugees. This section provides a brief overview of these groups 
with regard to recognition of prior learning (RPL). 

2.1 Employers 

International employers are those businesses or professional associations based abroad, who 
are recruiting or are likely to recruit migrant candidates. The services provided to them by the 
employment agencies of the origin country include helping employers to fill their staff gaps by 
matching candidate profiles to available job vacancies and, sometimes, offering additional 
training in order to adapt workers’ skills to match employer demand. 

Understanding the economic structure of a country may help providers of employment 
services to better target and focus on what employment services they can offer. For example, 
for a country where small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) make up a large share of its 
total economic contributions, it is wiser to invest and make efforts to reach out to these 
companies. It is often argued that these companies have little information about or access to 
RPL procedures for their (potential) employees; therefore, creating awareness and promoting 
relevant employment services will benefit all. 

The value of RPL lies with and depends on employers, from the perspective of employment and 
labour mobility. RPL is only useful when the outcomes of these processes are recognized and 
accepted by employers. From the employers’ point of view, recognizing skills is necessary to 
improve productivity and the competitiveness of their enterprises; from an occupational point 
of view, recognition is a tool that improves a worker’s status and value in the labour market 
(Brañka, 2016). 

It is noted that the extent to which employers value qualifications and/or outcomes of RPL is 
often sector-specific. An example from Australia shows divergent views: in the construction 
and manufacturing sectors, a majority of employers considered formal certificates and 
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qualifications to be essential and allocated more importance to them than experience during 
the recruitment process. 

In contrast, certificates and qualifications are less valued in service sectors, especially in those 
where the job turnover is high and there is a large pool of candidates to choose from. This is 
seen in the case of clerical and administrative jobs, where even formal qualifications as proof 
of recognized skills are given less importance. As previously mentioned, it is ultimately up to 
the employer to accept, for non- regulated trades, the outcome of RPL process as “equivalent”. 
These validation and recognition procedures should therefore involve employers; a feature of 
many of the most successful measures is precisely a strong level of employer involvement 
(Werquin, 2010). 

Another key mechanism for social partners to become engaged in skills and lifelong learning 
policies is through engagement at the sectoral level. This is often facilitated by sectoral 
committees or councils which are established to provide a coordination mechanism for skills 
development in key economic sectors (see box 2.1). 

Box 2.1. Employers’ involvement in skills recognition 

In South Africa, there are currently 21 sector education and training authorities (SETAs), 
which cover the entire economy. They manage sector skills plans (SSPs), aiming at ensuring 
the correspondence between the skills on demand and what has been delivered.  

A tripartite approach can also be observed in Bangladesh, where employers, workers and 
government representatives collaborate in Industry Skills Councils (ISCs) on skills 
development in each economic sector (ILO, 2013). 

In the Netherlands, some industrial branches, trade unions and employers’ organizations 
have joined efforts through sectoral collective bargaining, and established training and 
development funds (O&O-fondsen) to support educational opportunities for employees. 
These funds are also used for the assessment of employees’ personal competences. There 
are 140 O&O funds linked to 116 different sectors, which cover 5.9 million employees, 
accounting for some 85 per cent of Dutch employees. One of the main O&O funds is the 
Foundation for Education and Development Fund in vocational freight transport.  

Sources: https://nationalgovernment.co.za/units/type/8/seta; 

https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/observatories/emcc/erm/support-instrument/sectoral-training-and-development-
funds. 
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2.2 Migrant workers 

There are various factors that influence the outcomes for migrant workers in the labour 
markets of countries of destination. Among them, migrant workers’ skill levels and education 
backgrounds play a significant role in determining their migration experience. These, together 
with other factors such as language barriers and a lack of local work experience, put many jobs 
out of reach. 

An important factor is that, often times, migrant workers are not well informed about the 
employment services available in countries of origin and are unaware of the local labour 
market conditions. As a consequence, they may find it difficult to navigate services and the 
pathways among them and often end up having to rely on social networks, which are less likely 
to offer access to labour mobility (Benton et al., 2014). 

Temporary and circular migrant workers usually arrive in host countries with a pre-arranged 
work agreement in place and thus may not need specific support with job searching from 
employment agencies in countries of destination. These migrant workers, however, need 
assistance in handling legal procedures to enter the countries of destination and to address 
other grievances they might face while abroad. 

Permanent immigrants instead might need support if they: 

 become unemployed; 
 seek to change jobs, or 
 pledge for recognition of skills acquired in the country of origin (through formal, non-

formal or informal learning), an important aspect of the social integration of migrants. 

As migrant workers may face social and labour market disadvantages, an early identification 
of risk factors is essential to provide effective employment assistance. Multi-component 
interventions that combine language training with work experience programmes and job-
search assistance, as well as raising awareness among employers that hire them, could be 
more cost-effective than single measures. 

Migrant workers are vulnerable to skills mismatch for several reasons. Some of the skills and 
knowledge that migrants have may not be recognized in the host country, for example due to 
barriers in transferability of qualifications. Work experience acquired abroad may be 
discounted, while limitations in language skills may hamper the full use of other skills. 
Discrimination may also prevent jobseekers with a migrant background from obtaining 
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appropriate employment. Furthermore, self-selection of immigrants as well as migration 
integration policies affect labour market outcomes including matching of jobs and skills 
(Sparreboom and Tarvid, 2017). 

Box 2.2. Skills recognition for effective labour migration governance: Resolution 
concerning fair and effective labour migration governance, 106th International 
Labour Conference 

In June 2017, during the 106th Session of the International Labour Conference, the 
Committee for Labour Migration acknowledged certain challenges and adopted a 
resolution concerning effective labour migration governance. 

Among the issues discussed, skills recognition and development for migrant workers was 
given fair attention, particularly for low-skilled migrant workers who are frequently 
confronted with limited access to such services as recognition of prior learning. The 
Committee stressed that when properly regulated, public employment services and private 
employment agencies can play an important role in providing effective skills recognition 
programmes for migrant workers. 

It was acknowledged that participation of the ILO’s tripartite constituents can strengthen 
the effectiveness and sustainability of labour migration policies, including skills 
development and recognition of qualifications. This then resulted in the proposal of actions 
for the ILO to prioritize the provision of support for, among others, the development of skills 
and of mechanisms for the recognition of skills whether acquired formally or informally, 
including at the sectoral level. 

Source: ILO, 2017b. 

 

A study on labour market integration for medium-skilled migrant workers in Europe suggested 
that not many PES in European countries, with the exception of Germany and Sweden, 
highlighted the issue of qualifications as an employment barrier for newly-arrived migrant 
workers or as a significant part of its integration strategies – suggesting that the systems for 
recognizing foreign qualifications for these groups have not yet become fully embedded into 
PES (Benton et al., 2014). 

National systems that deal with recognition of informal and non-formal learning also vary 
between major migration destination countries. Some countries, and migrant workers therein, 
see these recognition systems as a pathway to achieving formal education certification, 
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whereas other countries such as the Netherlands and Sweden have stressed a preference for 
previous employment experience. 

Where RPL services are available, several obstacles such as the lack of information, high costs 
and long and complicated bureaucratic procedures tend to account for and lead to the large 
proportion of migrant workers who do not have recourse to the opportunity of recognition. 
See Section 3.1.1 for more information on how to raise awareness of RPL. 

2.3 Potential migrant workers 

Labour demand in destination countries can be managed through the effective 
implementation of bilateral labour migration agreements, and by identifying the skill needs of 
the host labour markets and adequately preparing migrants to respond to these requirements. 
For potential migrants who are preparing to enter the foreign job market, the employment 
services provided to them fall under employment services mainly in countries of origin. The 
role of employment services providers in the provision of services to potential migrants 
are elaborated in Section 4.2. For example, a pre-departure training/orientation programme 
can play an important role in this process of preparation for migration (see box 2.3). 

In some cases, though, the country of destination may offer training courses to potential 
migrant workers in countries of origin prior to departure. This typically happens in those cases 
where a destination country receives a significant number of migrant workers from a particular 
geographical region in order to fill the labour gap in a certain sector. 

Box 2.3. Facilitating skills matching for migrant workers through preventative actions 

Recognition of foreign qualifications, validation of prior learning and skills development are 
key to migrant workers’ integration in the labour market, but these aspects are often 
overlooked, or not considered at all. One way to address this deficiency is in anticipating the 
recognition process through mechanisms such as pre-departure training organized in the 
origin countries on occupational profiles in demand in the destination countries. Another 
possibility is to design curricula leading to certification valid in both origin and destination 
countries.  

Some examples are offered by the Training Centre “Don Bosco” in Cairo, which issues 
competence certificates valid in both Egypt and Italy.  



36 

 

Another example is offered by the German–Moroccan educational partnership set up in 
2011 in the context of the “Deauville Partnership”. This project is targeted at integrating the 
skills of young Moroccans trained in the hotel/restaurant/catering or food service industry 
(HORECA) sectors with working experience in Germany. The professional apprenticeship 
carried out in German companies ensures that the competencies of the workers concerned 
are fully recognized in both origin and destination countries. The Moroccan employment 
agency ANAPEC (Agence Nationale de Promotion de l’Emploi et des Competences) is in charge 
of pre-selecting the candidates, in cooperation with the German Corporation for 
International Cooperation (GIZ).  

The same logic is present in a similar initiative put in place by the Italian Government aimed 
at aligning the skills possessed by migrant workers with Italian labour market requirements 
through specific training experience within Italian enterprises. Foreign citizens who have 
started training in their country of origin may participate in such initiatives in Italy, thereby 
gaining practical experience. The visa for study-related purposes in this case provides the 
migrant with the opportunity of being employed during the period of practical training. The 
sponsors are local authorities (regions and provinces), which are responsible for providing 
a detailed training plan for each individual. The apprenticeship has to last between 3 and 12 
months. 

Similarly, the Italian Government is providing for the organization of training courses in the 
countries of origin of potential migrants. The courses are to include Italian language, 
information on the Italian labour market, and specific vocational training on skills for which 
migrants might be hired in Italy. The skills on which potential migrants will be trained are 
identified by the main promoters, which are: employers’ and workers’ organizations, public 
and international institutions, and NGOs that have been operating for at least three years 
in the area of migrant protection. The eligible countries are those having bilateral labour 
migration agreements (BLMAs) with Italy (e.g. Albania, Republic of Moldova, Sri Lanka) or a 
readmission agreement (e.g. Algeria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Egypt, The Gambia, Ghana, 
Nigeria, Philippines, Senegal, Tunisia). 

Getting skills and competencies recognized before departure is ideal, but many developing 
countries have weak skills recognition systems in place and lack the relevant authorities to deal 
with this issue. While qualifications may be readily recognized, recognizing informal and non-
formal learning of potential migrant workers is challenging. For low- and medium-skilled 
migrant workers in particular, the lack of these systems in the country of origin and of access 
to RPL services in destination countries may deprive them of decent work opportunities. 
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Nevertheless, it is important to advise potential migrant workers to take a record of their 
current skills and qualifications, which may require an assessment. To facilitate the RPL 
process of migrant workers if/when they return later to their home countries, collection of 
evidence of training and work experience is equally important. It encourages the regular 
collecting of evidence of skill development while overseas so that the material for skills 
recognition is available when a migrant worker returns (ILO, 2010). 

2.4 Returning migrants 

Being a returning migrant does not translate into automatic social and labour market 
integration, and returnees may need support for the following services: 

 career counselling; 
 domestic/international labour market information; 
 support for self-employment; and 
 recognition of skills and competencies acquired through non-formal and informal 

learning while abroad. 

See Section 4.3 for detailed information on labour market services available to this group. 

Upon arrival in their countries of origin, some migrants feel empowered, confident and willing 
to reintegrate into society. Others, however, face problems, which increases their social and 
economic vulnerability even more than prior to departure. The latter usually happens when the 
migration experience has been a negative one, associated with financial losses, de-skilling, and 
sometimes even abuse, fraud, etc. These divisions (positive/negative migration experience, see 
figure 2.1) can help specialists working with returning migrants to tailor the specific 
reintegration programmes to match the individual needs of the beneficiary. These categories 
are not exhaustive and can vary from case to case. Here, it should also be noted that the 
migration experience has often been a blend of positive and negative occurrences. 
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Figure 2.1. Returnees with different migration experiences 

 

As migrant workers acquire new skills and knowledge, and gain competencies through their 
work experience, recognition and validation of informal learning upon their return is a crucial 
factor to ensuring their reintegration into national and international labour markets, thus 
ensuring proper skill matching and preventing deskilling and skills waste. Moreover, through 
RPL, returning migrants can enter a formal training institution to further strengthen their skills 
and make themselves eligible for more advanced employment. 

It is important to provide services for retuning migrants which allows them to (i) assemble data 
from their overseas employment, including any skills training, into a comprehensive portfolio; 
(ii) map that data against identified national or international competency standards; (iii) be 
assessed; and then (iv) achieve formal recognition of their new skills and work experience (ILO, 
2010). An example of a successful system is shown in box 2.4. 

Box 2.4. Services for returning migrant workers in the Philippines 

The Philippines has established a Skills Registration Database for returning migrant workers 
in Davao province. Six government agencies under the leadership of the Technical 
Education and Skills Development Authority (TESDA) oversee the Permanent Returning 
Overseas Filipino Workers Network (PeRSON). TESDA maintains the database and, together 
with the overseas Worker Welfare Agency, links their expertise to prospective employers or 
other useful services. Local government, industry, and training organizations recognize the 
workers as “heroes of the modern Philippine economy” and tap their expertise.  

Returnees with a positive 
migration experience, who...
• earned the money they planned to
• acquired new technical knowledge and 
skills

• did not manage to collect the planned 
amount of money, but paid all family 
debts

• do not intend to re-migrate
• are determined to invest their 
resources into a business in their 
native community

• are determined to find a job on the 
local market

Returnees with a negative 
migration experience, who...
• did not earn anything and lost what 
they had

• returned in a forced way
• experienced various forms of abuse, 
including smuggling, trafficking, 
exploitation, etc.

• intend to re-migrate
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The network operates to link returning workers with businesses and other opportunities, 
with an emphasis on the importance of the skills and work experiences acquired. A detailed 
analysis of the return and reintegration policies and services can be found in the ILO report: 
The Philippines and return migration (Go, 2012). To support the reintegration of returnees in 
the health sector, Public Services International and the ILO issued a specific information 
guide in 2015.  

TESDA launched in 2015 the Onsite Assessment Program (TOAP) to provide opportunities 
for overseas Filipino workers to acquire a certification or recognition of their technical skills 
and knowledge. The TOAP targets migrant workers in vulnerable occupations, such as 
domestic workers, and provides migrant workers with the opportunity to undergo an 
assessment and certification process in the country of destination through TOAP visiting 
teams. As of December 2018, a total of 2,681 oversees workers had benefited from TOAP 
(Wickramasekara, 2019).   

2.5 Refugees  

Refugees differ from other migrant groups in terms of their status − the fact that they are 
recognized as in need of international protection. In addition, they face greater barriers 
(including legal ones) than those encountered by other migrants in transitioning into 
employment. There are also contexts where refugees might receive preferential treatment 
over other migrants, e.g. in Jordan where the arrival of Syrians in large numbers have moved 
other migrant groups − e.g. Egyptians − out of work in certain sectors. One of the reasons is 
that they are often not able to provide proper documentation of their level of education, 
training or skills. Recognition of prior learning is one way to address these barriers, e.g. due to 
the COVID-19 situation refugee health workers are now able to practise as medical 
professionals in their host countries in the European Union and beyond.    

Labour market integration is more challenging if refugees lack language skills, or have low 
levels of educational attainment or transferable job qualifications. An additional burden stems 
from the length of the asylum procedure, which puts refugees in temporary, insecure 
residence status. These barriers prevent refugees from quickly and fully participating in the 
labour market. Here, it should be noted that until they are recognized as refugees, they are 
considered asylum-seekers, a group often denied access to the labour market. It should also 
be mentioned that in some countries refugees are not allowed to work. Additional challenges 
include less developed social networks, housing regulations, health conditions and trauma 
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during transportation, as well as cultural barriers which are also linked with the labour market 
outcomes. Refugees face a number of (extra/specific challenges), and in a number of countries 
the UN High Commission for Refugees (UNHCR) and the ILO will support their inclusion in the 
labour market, following the 2016 ILO document Guiding principles on access of refugees and 
other forcibly displaced persons to the labour market (see box 2.5). 

Box 2.5. Guiding principles on access of refugees and other forcibly displaced persons 
to the labour market 

The ILO guiding principles (2016b) represent a tool for inclusive job creation and equality of 
treatment for refugee populations and their host communities. In particular, Guiding 
Principle 18 on employment strategies stipulates that these should include measures to: 

 “(a) enhance the capacity of public employment services and improve cooperation with 
other providers of services, including private employment agencies, to support the access 
of refugees and other forcibly displaced persons to the labour market, particularly as 
regards job placements and career counselling;  

(b) strengthen specific efforts to support the inclusion in labour markets of youth and 
women from refugee and other forcibly displaced populations, including through access to 
education, life-long learning, childcare and after-school programmes;  

(c) support recognition and accreditation of acquired skills and competencies by refugees 
and other forcibly displaced persons through appropriate skills determination tests, if 
required;  

(d) facilitate tailored vocational training, including occupational safety and health training, 
with a strong on-the-job component (for example, apprenticeships), and intensive language 
teaching;  

(e) strengthen access to skills development and upgrading opportunities, and 
entrepreneurship and business start-up training for refugees and other forcibly displaced 
persons; and 

(f) facilitate increased access to decent work opportunities for refugees and other forcibly 
displaced persons and host communities, including by fostering transitions of employment 
from the informal to formal economy.” 

Further, Guiding Principle 19 indicates that:  

“Members should take steps to facilitate the portability of work-related entitlements (such 
as social security benefits, including pensions), skills accreditation and skills recognition of 
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refugees and other forcibly displaced persons between countries of origin, transit and 
destination.” 

See Section 4.1 for information on labour market services available to refugees. 

An increasing number of countries hosting refugees have taken measures to help refugees 
integrate into the host society. A number of European countries allow those who have been 
granted a legal residency status to access a wide range of employment services available in the 
country, including recognition of prior learning services. 

The Jordanian case study in box 2.6 serves as a good example of how RPL can help refugees in 
a fragile environment integrate into formal employment through recognition and certification 
of their skills. 

Box 2.6. The first RPL scheme in Jordan, for both Jordanians and refugees 

Following the London Conference on Supporting Syria and the Region in 2016, the 
Government of Jordan committed itself to the delivery of 200,000 work permits for refugees 
in return for concessional financing and preferential trade terms with the European Union. 

Thus, Jordan became the first country in the region to facilitate Syrian refugees’ access to 
the labour market. This milestone was achieved through the signing of the Jordan Compact, 
which reduced barriers to the legal employment of refugees in the kingdom. 

The ILO has been providing support to Jordanian nationals and Syrian refugees in accessing 
job opportunities in Jordan’s labour market through skills development and RPL, leading to 
a certificate by the Centre for Accreditation and Quality Assurance (CAQA) and a work 
permit. It also helps refugee workers with work permit issuance in selected sectors, 
including through an ILO-developed web-based platform. Until the end of 2019, the ILO 
helped train and certify over 5,000 Jordanian nationals and Syrian refugee jobseekers, using 
RPL, in the construction sector.  

See: https://www.ilo.org/beirut/projects/WCMS_711512/lang--en/index.htm. 

In Turkey and Jordan refugees have been granted temporary work permits and pursue formal 
employment. Turkey has extended recognition of prior learning services to refugees.  

Education institutions, certification authorities and employers of various kinds face at least 
some uncertainty in attempting to assess and recognize refugees’ qualifications and/or prior 
learning. One of the biggest barriers is the lack of understanding, among employers and public 
authorities who deal with this group, of foreign qualifications that refugees have earned 




































































































































