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Pathways to Employment:  
Expanding legal and legitimate labour 
market opportunities for refugees 

BACKGROUND TO MIGRATION AND REFUGEES IN THE REGION 

MIGRATION IN THE REGION 

Migration is an integral component of economic activity and socioeconomic development across 
ASEAN and the Asia-Pacific region more generally. For example, as of 2013 over 5.3 million 
documented migrants from within ASEAN were resident in other ASEAN states (with another 12 
million in countries outside of ASEAN).1 Additional countries within the Asia-Pacific region with large 
documented migrant populations include Bangladesh (with 1.4 million), India (5.3 million), Iran (2.6 
million), Japan (2.4 million) and Pakistan (4.1 million).2 There are also a significant number of irregular 
migrants who, in some countries, may equal or outnumber those that are documented.3  

The main recipients of migrants from other countries in ASEAN are Singapore, Malaysia, and Thailand. 
These countries host around 90% of all intra-ASEAN migrants. The main sending countries are Vietnam, 
the Philippines, Lao PDR, Indonesia, Myanmar, and Cambodia. As noted above, countries in the larger 
Asia-Pacific region with large migrant populations include Bangladesh, India, Iran and Japan. Large 
source countries include Afghanistan (5.6 million), Bangladesh (7.6 million), India (13.4 million), 
Pakistan (6.2 million) and Sri Lanka (1.7 million). 

Both sending and receiving countries benefit from these migration trends, which are caused by, among 
other things, varying: labour demand and supply; income disparities; and economic resources and 
opportunities.  

Labour sending countries receive substantial remittances from their overseas migrant workers. The 
two biggest sending countries in ASEAN, Indonesia and the Philippines, received over USD 1.8 billion 
each in 2014 from migrants within ASEAN alone.4 These countries also benefit from knowledge 
transfers which occur when migrant workers return and can apply their skills in domestic markets.  

Receiving countries benefit from a steady supply of labour which allow businesses to meet labour 
demands and boosts domestic economic growth. Inward labour migration can also generate 
employment opportunities for local populations. 

Migrants in the ASEAN region primarily seek employment in industries that recruit low skilled workers. 
The largest industries are: (a) agriculture, forestry, and fishing, (b) manufacturing, (c) construction, and 
(d) wholesale and retail trade. The main industries also vary from country to country; for example, 
Malaysia’s largest employer of migrant workers is the agricultural sector, while Thailand’s is the 
manufacturing sector.5 

 

                                                   
1 World Bank World Development Indicators, Bilateral Migration Matrix 2013. 
2 Ibid. 
3 For example, the Malaysian government estimated that, in 2011, that there were 1.8 million documented migrants, 
and a further 500,000 to 1.8 million undocumented migrants (Immigration Department, Malaysia, February 2010, 
cited in ILO, Research on occupational safety and health for migrant workers in five Asia and the Pacific countries: 
Australia, Republic of Korea, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand, (ILO Asia-Pacific Working Paper Series, 2011), p 21). 
4 World Bank World Development Indicators, Bilateral Remittances Matrix 2015 
5 Data downloaded from ILOSTAT Database. Data does not include migrant workers in Brunei, Lao PDR, Philippines, 
Myanmar, and Vietnam. These countries collectively hold 7% of the total intra-ASEAN migrants in 2014. 
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The industries in which migrant workers are employed varies by, among other things, gender and skill 
levels. For examples, countries such as the Philippines export a significant proportion of skilled or semi-
skilled workers and others, such as Indonesia and Myanmar, export a proportionately higher number 
of low-skilled workers. Similarly, a large proportion of female migrants from the Philippines work as 
nurses while a large proportion of females from Indonesia work as domestic workers.6 

REFUGEES IN THE REGI ON 

According to data from the Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, the total 
population of refugees and persons in refugee-like situations in the Asia-Pacific region was 
approximately 3.8 million at the end of 2015.7 Pakistan, Iran and Afghanistan host the largest share of 
this population, totalling more than 2.7 million between them. Together, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka 
and Nepal host approximately 466,000. ASEAN countries host approximately 208,729 refugees, 
primarily in Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand. 

 

                                                   
6 Asia-Pacific Migration Report 2015, Migrants’ Contributions to Development, at pages 20-22. 
7UNHCR Global Trends 2015, <http://www.unhcr.org/cgi-bin/texis/vtx/home/opendocAttachment.zip?COMID=576 
402377>. Note that this number is inclusive of refugees and persons in refugee-like circumstances only, and excludes 
other “persons of concern” to UNHCR including asylum seekers, internally displaced persons, returnees and stateless 
persons. 
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This short paper provides an overview of existing labour migration schemes, with a focus on Asia Pacif ic. 
It is intended to serve as background to discussions on f inding labour market access for refugees, and 
is designed to provide information on the features of schemes which could be expanded or developed 
to incorporate refugees into the workforce. The four broad classif ications of arrangements discussed in 
this paper are:

 1. Temporary work permits, which allow countries to incorporate workers into the domestic
  economy for a specif ied amount of time;
 2. Regional labour migration schemes, which provide time-limited access to labour markets 
  across a number of countries. A seasonal labour migration scheme is a variety that limits the
  duration of a contract to particular sectors requiring labour at specif ic times of the year;
 3. Status changes, which permit in situ refugees and/or asylum seekers to change their status so 
  that they are permitted to work until they are able to return to their home country, or until another 
  durable solution is identif ied; and
 4. Special Economic Zones, which are specialized manufacturing areas with f lexible regulations 
  that employ large numbers of workers within particular industries.

In the next section (“ii. Types of Schemes”), this paper addresses each of these schemes in turn, with a 
focus on the mechanics of how such schemes have been developed, implemented and operated. In the 
section which follows (“iii. Discussion”), key considerations regarding the implementation or expansion 
of labour migration schemes are explored. These considerations include: the identif ication of labour 
demands, and the nature of those demands; typical requirements for accessing labour schemes, such 
as skills and documentation; and the determination of what resources are required to develop and 
administer labour schemes, and what actors may be in a position to provide these resources.

 1. Temporary Work Permits
  Description
  Temporary work permits are available for both high and low-skilled migrant workers. They are 
  typically government-led schemes which are most often created to address a specif ic demand in 
  the labour market.

  Typical Features
   Provide migrants with access to specif ic sectors in the domestic labour market for def ined 
   periods of time. For example, in sectors such as construction, manufacturing, agriculture 
   and aquiculture and hospitality and other services, temporary work rights may be afforded 
   in two year increments.

OVERVIEW OF
RELEVANT LABOUR MIGRATION SCHEMES

Andonis
Marden

i. Introduction

ii. Types of Schemes
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OVERVIEW OF RELEVANT LABOUR MIGRATION SCHEMES

   Designed to accord with domestic labour demands, particularly in sectors which 
   traditionally attract irregular migration.
   Require registration with the Ministry of Labour (or its equivalent) in the host country.
   Employer normally bears costs related to period of the stay.
   Require that applicants have lived in the country for a minimum amount of time in order to 
   receive a permit.
   May specify the geographic areas in which migrants can work.
   Provide legal protections such as a guaranteed minimum wage and social security benef its.
   Extension of work permit on case-by-case basis.
   Skills training is not provided by the government.
   Would typically require the following documentation in support of an application:
   a passport/nationality card (or equivalent), evidence of education (if relevant), certif ication
   of skills (if relevant), a CV and a medical examination certif icate.
   Typically include an individual contract for each employee and an ID card which shows the 
   employer.

  Examples
  - Singapore allows foreign workers from approved source countries to apply for a “Work 
   Permit” scheme. If applicants work in the construction, manufacturing, marine, process or 
   services sector, they can be resident in Singapore for up to two years.1

  -  Indonesia’s Izin Tinggal Sementara (Temporary Living Permit) allows foreign workers who 
   are sponsored by an Indonesian employer to work between six months and one year.2

  -  Malaysia’s “Employment Pass” is issued to foreigners who are endorsed by a Malaysian 
   company and approved by a relevant authority to work in country for up to 60 months.3

  - Turkey’s “Regulation on Work Permits of Foreigners Under Temporary Protection” came into 
   force in early January 2016 to allow Syrians access to work permit applications that are 
   already available to other foreigners seeking legal employment in Turkey.4

  - India, Uganda, Rwanda, and Sweden allow refugees (or some refugees) to work until they 
   are able to resettle in a third country or return to their countries of origin.

 2. Regional labour migration schemes
  Description
  Regional labour migration schemes are sometimes governed or negotiated with the assistance of 
  a larger regional body. They can be negotiated on a bilateral or multilateral basis. They can be 
  similar to the “Temporary Work Permit” schemes in that they are designed to provide temporary 
  solutions to labour supply issues.

1 Ministry of Manpower, “Work Permit for foreign worker” (updated 27 July 2016),
Retrieved from: http://www.mom.gov.sg/passes-and-permits/work-permit-for-foreign-worker
2 Directorate General of Immigration (Indonesia), “Izin Tinggal Terbatas (ITAS)” (accessed 6 August 2016) Retrieved from:
http://www.imigrasi.go.id/index.php/layanan-publik/izin-tinggal-terbatas-itas.
3 Ministry of Home Affairs (Malaysia), “Foreign Worker” (updated 12 August 2016), Retrieved from:
http://www.imi.gov.my/index.php/en/main-services/foreign-workers.html
4 Refugees International, “Planting the seeds of success? Turkey’s new refugee work permits” (14 April 2016), Retrieved from: 
http://static1.squarespace.com/static/506c8ea1e4b01d9450dd53f5/t/570ebcf01bbee0bc27a2fdb5/1460583665950/20160414+Turkey.pdf;
Multeci Haklari Merkezi, “Access to labor market for persons seeking international protection in Turkey: Questions and answers” 
(February 2015), Retrieved from: http://mhd.org.tr/assets/ip_work_eng.pdf.
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  Seasonal migration schemes allow actors from particular industries to enter into short-term 
  arrangements that provide access to migrant workers during peaks in labour demand over the 
  course of the year.

  Typical Features
   Can provide permission to work in multiple countries within particular regions.
   Require compliance with local, national, and regional legislation.
   Specify sectors where migrants can work and are designed to f  ill domestic shortages.
   Accommodate various skill sets and skill levels, depending on the nature of labour demand.
   Seasonal labour migration schemes identify specif ic sectors with seasonal labour demands
   (e.g. hospitality, tourism, construction, agriculture, seasonal recreation). These schemes 
   have also been used to encourage migrants to temporarily move to different regions within 
   a country to satisfy seasonal labour demands.
   May allow for renewal of visas.
   Establish processes to uphold rights for labour migrants:
   1. Government-run recruitment schemes have been created so as to increase transparency 
    and accountability in both origin and destination countries.
   2. Agencies in sending countries select suitable candidates based on work experience, 
    skills, and language prof iciency and oversee placement in appropriately matched jobs. 
    Regulatory agencies ensure that migrants receive, among other things, an employment 
    contract, health insurance and a guaranteed minimum salary.
   Have, in some instances, removed limits on the number of workers allowed to participate in 
   labour schemes in response to widespread support from employers across various industries.
   Would typically require the following documentation in support of an application: a police 
   clearance certif icate, a medical examination certif icate, proof of health insurance coverage, 
   an offer of employment, conf irmation that the requested employer is eligible to employ 
   migrant workers, evidence of suitability for job (skills certif ication, etc.), proof of ability to 
   support oneself f inancially, fees associated with visa/permit and passport/birth certif icate (or 
   equivalent).

  Examples
  - Korea’s “Employment Permit System” (EPS) has established MOUs with 15 countries of 
   origin and has facilitated the employment of approximately 600,000 foreign workers.5

  - Australia’s “Seasonal Worker Programme” (SWP) helps businesses to employ workers from 
   participating Pacif ic Island countries and Timor-Leste.6
 

5 Employment Permit System (South Korea), “Information about employment” (2015), Retrieved from: https://www.eps.go.kr/ph/index. 
html; Kim, M., International Labour Office (Geneva), “The Republic of Korea’s Employment Permit System (EPS): Background and 
Rapid Assessment” (2015), Retrieved from: http://www .ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_protect/@protrav/@migrant/documents/ 
publication/wc ms_344235.pdf.
6 Department of Employment (Australia), “Seasonal Worker Programme” (updated 18 My 2016), Retrieved from:
https://www.employment.gov.au/seasonal-worker-programme.
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  -  Thailand’s Department of Employment programmes allow migrants from Laos, Myanmar, 
   and Cambodia to work throughout the country.
  -  The Philippines’ “Overseas Employment Administration” establishes a labour export 
   scheme with countries in the region.
  -  New Zealand’s “Recognised Seasonal Employer” visa allows offshore workers to be
   employed in horticulture and viticulture for 2-5 years.7

  -  The United States and Spain have seasonal labour schemes for migrants working in
   agriculture.
  -  The Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS) agreed to the “Free
   Movement Protocol” to establish a regionally integrated labour market. Citizens of the 15 
   ECOWAS countries have the right to reside and work in other ECOWAS states. Has been 
   used to integrate refugees into existing legal and political schemes for protection, 
   residence, and employment opportunities.8

 3.  Changes to legal status to allow for labour market access
  Description
  A change in status scheme allows for displaced people to obtain labour migration status. This
  scheme enables migrants to work until they can safely return to their home country.

  Typical Features
   Provides temporary labour market opportunities for displaced persons until they can be 
   voluntarily returned to their country of origin.
   Can authorize individuals to work in specif ic labour sectors or geographic areas.
   Encourages workers to f ind employment in industries where their skills will be utilized upon
   return to their home country.

  Example
  Iran’s “Alternative Stay Arrangement” (ASA) was created in 2011, allowing refugees from Afghan 
  to exchange their refugee identif ication card to opt, on a voluntary basis, for migrant status with 
  the issuance of a residence permit to stay in Iran.9

 4.  Special Economic Zones
  Description
  Special Economic Zones (SEZs) are geographically delineated production areas within
  a country’s borders that attempt to increase trade through attractive taxation levels and reduced 
  customs duties. SEZs are present throughout the Asia Pacif ic region. The f  lexibility in conditions,
  governance, and operation have given rise to these main types of SEZs:10

7 New Zealand Immigration, “Hire a Candidate: Recognised Seasonal Employer” (accessed 21 August 2016), Retrieved from: https:// 
www.immigration.govt.nz/employ-migrants/hire-a-candidate/options-for-repeat-high-volume-hiring-new/recognised-seasonal-employer.
8 Adepoju, A. et al., “Promoting integration through mobility: Free movement under ECOWAS” (2007),
Retrieved from: http://www.unhcr.org/49e479c811.pdf. Boulton, A., Forced Migration Review no. 33 , “Local integration in West Africa” 
(2009), Retrieved from: http://www .fmreview .org/sites/fmr/files/FMRdownloads/en/FMRpdfs/FMR33/32-34.pdf.
9 UNHCR, “Solutions Strategy for Afghan Refugees: Regional Overview-Update 2015-2016” (2015), Retrieved from: <http://www.un-
hcr.org/uk/protection/operations/542522922/afghanistan-regional-portfolio-solutions-strategy-afghan-refugees-20152016.html.
10 Tilleke and Gibbins, “Special Economic Zones in Thailand and Myanmar” (21 May 2015),
Retrieved from: http://www .tilleke.com/resources/special-economic-zones-thailand-and-myanmar.
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   Export Processing Zones, which encourage commercial exports in developing economies;
   Enterprise Zones, which encourage urban development in economically depressed areas;
   Free Trade Zones, which are tax-free areas for the production of labour intensive 
   manufactured goods;
   Freeports, which provide human capital intensive goods and services; and
   Specialised Zones wherein technical products and specialised services are produced.11

  Typical Features
   Have flexibility in their regulations which allow migrants to be incorporated into the work
   force.
   o E.g., Have attracted investment from foreign businesses and governments by negotiating 
    privileged rules and regulations such as the issuance of work permits for foreign workers.
   Employ migrants in sectors where there is a domestic labour shortage, minimising
   competition with nationals.
   Establish quotas to ensure a balance between local and international employees.
   Can be monitored by the state so that rules and regulations can be adapted appropriately.
   Successful SEZ models:
   o Establish preferential production and trade agreements that generate economic benefits 
    to the host state.
   o Position the zone to maximize benef its of the country’s comparative advantage.
   o Typically restrict sales to export markets.
   o Put in place a clear and transparent legal and regulatory framework.
   Recruit migrant employees through job fairs, agency placements, and national scouts.
   Refugees can be allowed to work in SEZs by going through the same application processes
   as typical economic migrants.
   Application processes vary in each country, but commonly require obtaining an off icial work
   permit with the zone administrators and registering with the government.

  Examples
  -  Malaysia’s Iskandar Development Region (IDR) benef its from being located next to the 
   Singapore airport and contains more than 3,500 small and medium-sized Singaporean
   businesses. Foreign administration rules allow migrant workers to find employment in the IDR.12

 

11 Parliament of Australia, “Special Economic Zones” (accessed 28 July 2016), Retrieved from:
http://www.aph.gov.au/parliamentary_business/committees/house_of_representatives_committees?url=jscna/subs/sub0147%20 
attach%20i.pdf.
12 Iskandar Regional Development Authority, “About IDRA” (accessed 28 July 2016), Retrieved from: http://www .irda.com.my/.
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  -  In Thailand, the government approved the establishment of 14 SEZs throughout the country 
   in 2014. Each zone is assigned a predetermined focus for the businesses and services that 
   are operated therein and have been incentivized to take on migrant workers.13

  -  The Jordan Compact is a multi-stakeholder agreement that provides Jordan with a USD 2.1 
   billion aid package from 2016-18 on the condition that jobs are created for Syrian refugees 
   who have not previously been able to work legally. The government intends to create as 
   many as 200,000 jobs for Syrian refugees inside various SEZs by 2021. They will work
   alongside other migrant workers, providing services in industries where Jordanians have not 
   historically participated.14

  -  Bangladesh has established an Economic Zones Authority to establish and manage its SEZs.15

In developing and/or expanding a labour scheme which incorporates migrant workers, the country 
context is the most signif icant factor in determining how a scheme can be most effectively structured. In 
particular, the following issues must be considered and addressed:
  1) In what industries is there a demand for labour? In what industries are local populations not 
   able to meet that demand?
  2) Are any demands for labour continuous or are they seasonal in nature? Is it appropriate to 
   provide temporary employment access that is limited by time (example: two years) or limited 
   by a specif ic situation (example: while someone is in need of international protection)?
  3)  Is the demand for labour geographically limited? Is there an existing SEZ in which migrants 
   can be employed?
  4)  What skills and qualif ications are required from migrant workers in order to meet existing 
   labour demands?
  5)  What documentation would be required for participation in a scheme? 
  6)  What measures can be taken to meet concerns relating to national security and community 
   perceptions (example: requirements for police clearance certif icates)? 
  7)  What resources (training, recruitment, matching, etc.) are available that may reduce or 
   remove the burden of administration on the government and/or private sector? Who is best 
   placed to provide access to those resources (international agencies, civil society, etc.)?
  8)  How can existing schemes be adapted in order to include new populations of migrant
   workers?

13 Royal Thai Government, “Special Economic Zones” (accessed 28 July 2016), Retrieved from:
http://www .thaigov .go.th/index.php/en/issues/item/92580-92580.html.
14 UNHCR, “Access to jobs improving for Syrian refugees in Jordan (19 April 2016), Retrieved from:
http://www.unhcr.org/uk/news/briefing/2016/4/5715ef866/access-jobs-improving-syrian-refugees-jordan.html; Interview with UNHCR 
Jordan (unpublished); 
15 Bangladesh Economic Zones Authority, “About BEZA” (accessed 6 August 2016), Retrieved from: http://www.beza.gov.bd/.

iii. Discussion
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The Asia-Pacif ic region is home to the largest undocumented f low of migrants and the largest number of 
refugees and displaced people in the world.1  As these numbers have climbed globally, so too has the 
mobility of the people they represent. Forced migrants – refugees, asylum seekers, traff icked persons and 
stateless persons – displaced by conf lict, civil unrest and natural disasters, are a segment of those people 
moving. Key trends in these ‘multi-causal’ movements include an increase in environment-induced
movement and mixed f lows of voluntary and forced migrants.2  These migratory movements involve people 
in the most vulnerable of circumstances and raise complex challenges within national communities.

The movement of labour migrants is the region’s most signif icant form of migration, with associated issues 
of irregular movement, traff icking in persons, smuggling, exploitation and forced labour. By way of
example, Thailand and Malaysia host up to three and six million migrant workers respectively, many of 
whom have ‘undocumented’ status.3 Numbers of refugees and asylum seekers are comparatively lower; 
just over 150,000 asylum seekers and refugees are currently registered with UNHCR in Malaysia, and 
approximately 105,000 are registered in Thailand.4

This paper examines the perspectives of host countries on providing refugees with labour market access. 
By refugees, we mean those people benef iting from temporary or permanent protection who may be 
eligible to work. Economic, community and security considerations are each addressed.

 1. Economic considerations
  Refugees have been found to have a net positive impact on economies and the economic situation 
  of their host communities, as workers, taxpayers and consumers. Such benef its become more 
  prominent when a longer term perspective is taken, that is, ‘changes over the working l ifetime of 
  settlers, and also considering their children’.5 In large resettlement  countries that prioritise labour
  market integration for refugees, promising practices include microenterprise programs, private and 
  community sponsorship, robust settlement networks, tailored language training and counselling 
  support, recertif ication and recognition of prior learning. Private and community sponsorship of 
  refugees has been seen to ‘bring down costs to the state and accelerate integration outcomes’.

  Evidence suggests that the arrival of people willing to work can expand investment and output 
  whilst accelerating the long-term economic growth rate.7  Refugees in Thailand have been found 
  to make signif icant contributions through local procurement of materials and food supplies, and
 

1 See http://www.iom.int/asia-and-pacific.
2 See Norwegian Refugee Council and Internal Displacement Monitoring Centre, ‘Global Overview 2015’, pp. 56-58, http://www.internal- 
displacement.org/assets/library/Media/201505-Global-Overview-2015/20150506-global- overview-2015-en.pdf.
3 See Asia Dialogue on Forced Migration, Briefing Paper “Rohingya Case Study”, January 2016, cpd.org.au/intergenerational- wellbeing/asia-dialogue- 
on-forced-migration/.
4 Further information available at http://www.unhcr.org.my/about_us-@- figures_at_a_glance.aspx; https://www.unhcr.or.th/en.
5 See Graeme Hugo, Economic, Social and Civic Contributions of First and Second Generation Humanitarian Entrants, May 2011, p. 1, 
256, http://www.border.gov.au/ReportsandPublications/Documents/research/economic-social-civic-contributions-about-the-research 
2011.pdf.
6 Elizabeth Collett, Paul Clewett and Susan Fratzke, ‘No Way Out? Making Additional Migration Channels Work for Refugees, Migration 
Policy Institute, March 2016, p. 1.
www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/.../MPIEurope_UNHCR- Resettlement-FINAL.pdf.
7 Uri Dadush and Mona Neibuhr, The Economic Impact of Forced Migration, OCP Policy Centre, April 2016.
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  development projects set up around refugee camps.8 Brookings has reported that in the past two
  years the Lebanese economy has seen a 2.5% growth rate in real terms, in part associated with 
  hosting large numbers of Syrian refugees.9

  A key concern for national governments in providing labour market access to refugees is the 
  impact on the local labour market. Fears that providing labour market access will increase
  unemployment and reduce wages amongst the local population have not been substantiated.10 
  Studies have found that the impact of extending work rights to refugees on local labour markets 
  ‘tends to be small, and is often positive, raising the wages of people in communities where they 
  settle’.11 In countries where the local labour forces have ceased to grow or which are experiencing 
  declining fertility rates, labour market access for refugees can address skills and labour shortages, 
  particularly for labour-intensive, low-skilled, low-paid employment.12

  Several other economic and reputational benef its diff icult to quantify are worth noting. The f irst is 
  improved and more expeditious self-suff iciency of refugees as a result of receiving work rights and 
  labour market access. Though not immediate, the economic cost to the state through welfare
  assistance and to international agencies is gradually reduced.13 In many cases, labour market 
  integration is a necessary (though not suff icient) element of successful integration. A 2016
  International Monetary Fund staff note argued that the ‘net f iscal impact of migrants is mostly driven by 
  their success in the labour market’, and that impact of asylum seekers ‘on medium and long-term 
  growth depends on how they will be integrated into the labour market’.14

  Secondly, recognised pathways and legal channels for refugees to acquire work reduce the
  attractiveness of irregular movements and counterbalance the incentive to move and secure work 
  irregularly.15 This helps to repel a considerable ‘pull factor’ for irregular migration. Given concrete 
  measures taken to tackle traff icking and forced labour, including the ASEAN Convention Against 
  Traff icking and the U.S. Traff icking in Persons report, regularisation and other anti-traff icking
  measures are also important to enhancing regional and international reputations. 

 

8 Malee Sunpuwan and Sakkarin Niyomsilpa, Perception and Misperception: Thai Public Opinions on Refugees and Migrants from 
Myanmar, Journal of Population and Social Studies 21, July 2012, p. 47-8.
9 Massimiliano Cali and Samia Sekkarie, Much ado about nothing? The economic impact of refugee ‘invasions’, Brookings, September 
2015, http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/future- development/posts/2015/09/16-economic-impact-refugees- cali; The World Bank, Lebanon 
Economic Monitor: The Economy of New Drivers and Old Drags, Spring 2014, p. 4.
10 Note, however, IMF Staff Discussion Note, ‘The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges’, January 2016, p. 27,
http://www.imf. org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2016/sdn1602.pdf.
11 See Samantha Power, U.S. Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Remarks on “The Global Refugee Crisis: Overcoming 
Fears and Spurring Action,” at the U.S. Institute of Peace, June 29 2016, http://usun.state.gov/remarks/ 7360.
12 See Graeme Hugo, ‘Migration in the Asia-Pacific region’, paper for the Policy Analysis and Research Programme of the Global
Commission on International Migration, 2005, p. 21, https://www.iom.int/jahia/webdav/site/myjahiasite/ shared/shared/mainsite/policy 
_and_researc h/gcim/rs/RS2.pdf; IMF Staff Discussion Note, ‘The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges’, January 2016, pp. 
29-30, http://www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2016/sdn1602.pdf; Azizah Kassim & Ragayah Haji May Zin, Policy on Irregular Migrants in 
Malaysia: An Analysis of its Implementation and Effectiveness, Philippine Institute for Development Studies Discussion Paper Series, No. 
2011-34, p. 34, http://dirp4.pids.gov.ph/ris/dps/pidsdps1134.pdf.
13 IMF Staff Discussion Note, ‘The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges’, January 2016, pp. 29-30,
http:// www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2016/sdn1602.pdf.
14 IMF Staff Discussion Note, ‘The Refugee Surge in Europe: Economic Challenges’, January 2016, p. 26-28, 4,
http:// www.imf.org/external/pubs/ft/sdn/2016/sdn1602.pdf.
15 Elizabeth Collett, Paul Clewett and Susan Fratzke, ‘No Way Out? Making Additional Migration Channels Work for Refugees, Migration 
Policy Institute, March 2016, p. 1-2, 15.
www.migrationpolicy.org/sites/default/.../MPIEurope_UNHCR-Resettlement-FINAL.pdf.
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   Finally, regularisation of labour market integration is benef icial in terms of practical and monetary 
  remittances once the conditions in the source country are conducive to repatriation and returns.

  In discussing the benef its of labour market integration and regularisation for refugees, it would
  be remiss not to acknowledge the so-called ‘benef its’ of undocumented or irregular labour
  migration. The 2014 ILO report, Prof its and Poverty: The Economics of Forced Labour, reported that 
  the Asia-Pacif ic region prof ited the most from forced labour, receiving an annual prof it of US$51.8 
  billion from the practice.16 Undocumented migration channels can be attractive to some actors in 
  the economy where they are faster, less expensive and allow greater freedom of movement 
  between workplaces. However, the disadvantages are signif icant, including exposure to abuse, 
  exploitation and traff icking in persons.

  For these reasons, refugees may be a suitable pilot group for countries in the region to improve 
  labour market access and regularisation. Labour market integration of refugees would afford them 
  greater protection from the abuse, exploitation and traff icking associated with being undocumented 
  migrants in the informal labour market. Projects to generate employment opportunities for refugees 
  could leverage expertise and capability common to labour migrants and refugees from other 
  regional institutions, such as the APEC Business Mobility Group and the Colombo Process, the 
  latter of which has particular experience in fostering more effective management of overseas 
  employment and contractual labour in Asia. These projects would also nurture growing business 
  interest in responding to forced migration issues from peak private sector bodies like the
  International Chamber of Commerce and the World Economic Forum.17 Granting refugees access 
  to the labour market offers a modest economic return, and, for the reasons that follow, may also 
  generate clear benef its in relation to community and security perceptions.

 2. Community considerations
  Public perceptions about immigration and refugees inf luence policymaking as well as the well 
  being and experience of migrants. Perspectives in Asia are particularly inf luenced by attitudes 
  towards migrant workers, given their dominance in migrant f lows in the region. There is evidence 
  that high percentages of the public in Asia:18

   voice antipathy towards extending work rights to undocumented migrants;
   believe that undocumented migrants commit more crimes than locals;
   believe that acceptance of migrants threaten culture and heritage; and
   agree with harsher and more restrictive government policies towards undocumented migrants.

  Gallup polling in 2011 suggested only 35% of people in Asia believed their city or area is ‘a good 
  place’ for immigrants to live, compared to much higher percentages (between 66 - 71%) in the 
  Americas, Europe and Sub-Saharan Africa.19 A more recent 2014 poll found Asian residents were 
  more likely to want immigration levels to decrease (46%) rather than stay the same (23%) or 
  increase (14%).

  There appears to be an opportunity to improve community attitudes towards immigration in Asia 
  given the 2014 Gallup Poll f inding that, “relative to all other regions, Asia is the one where residents

16 See http://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_243201/lang-- en/index.htm. Full report http:// www.ilo.org/global/-
publications/ilo-bookstore/order-online/books/ WCMS_243391/lang--en/index.htm.
17 World Economic Forum, 2016, ‘Responsible Investment in Fragile Environments’,
http://www3.weforum.org/ docs/GAC16_Responsible_Investment_Fragile_Context.pdf.
18 See Tunon and Baruah, Public attitudes towards migrant workers in Asia, Migration and Development, vol. 1(1), 2012, pp. 149-162; 
Malee Sunpuwan and Sakkarin Niyomsilpa, Perception and Misperception: Thai Public Opinions on Refugees and Migrants from 
Myanmar, Journal of Population and Social Studies, vol. 21, July 2012, pp. 47-8.
19 http://www.gallup.com/poll/158438/worldwide-communities-good-immigrants.aspx?g_source=refugees%20asia&g_medium=search& 
g_campaign=tiles.
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  are least likely to have an opinion about immigration levels”.20 The same poll found relatively high 
  levels of public sympathy in a number of Asian countries toward immigrants who have f led
  persecution or a lack of political or religious freedoms, particularly in Indonesia (58-62%), Malaysia 
  (63-70%) and Vietnam (73-79%).

  Efforts have commenced to encourage social cohesion and more positive attitudes towards 
  migrant workers, including the Migration Works campaign in Malaysia21 and the Saphan Siang 
  (Bridge of Voices) campaign in Thailand.22 Further indicators point towards more positive
  perceptions of refugees. A November 2015 Essential survey found that 80% of respondents in 
  India, 75% in Vietnam and 72% in China agreed with providing social protection and work rights to 
  refugees – a much higher percentage than in the United States (55%) and the United Kingdom 
  (53%).23

  Globally, prevailing public perceptions and attitudes towards migrants, including forced migrants, 
  can change quickly. Recent Gallup polling recorded 52% of Europeans desiring lower immigration 
  levels in December 2015, whereas only 34% worldwide wanted immigration to decrease.24 Such 
  perceptions are fuelled by economic insecurity, concerns for community and personal safety, and 
  fears that migration is uncontrolled. Prejudices towards migrants may be more pronounced if their 
  mode of arrival is perceived to be illegal or irregular, especially when these issues are politicised or 
  when new arrivals fail to integrate quickly into the life and society of the receiving country.25

  Regularisation and registration of migrants, therefore, can positively inf luence perceptions. For 
  instance, public opinions in Thailand are more positive towards ‘registered’ migrants and – albeit 
  less so – refugees, than they are towards other ‘non-registered’ migrants.26 Greater proximity and 
  familiarity between migrants and community members, including in workplaces, can also open up 
  interpersonal channels and improve perceptions. In Thailand, people living closer to refugee 
  camps are much more likely to hold positive views of refugees than those living in urban centres 
  away from camps.27 Other studies in host Asian countires have conf irmed this pattern.28 Research 
  suggests that the converse – namely that a lack of interaction with migrants can perpetuate
  negative stereotypes – is true in other Asian countries.29

 
 

20 See IOM, How the World Views Migration, 2015, p.11, http://publications.iom.int/system/files/how_the_world_gallup.pdf.
21 http://migrationworks.org/
22 http://www.saphansiang.org/#home.
23 See Essential Media Frontline Poll for the International Trade Union Confederation, November 2015, http://www.ituc-csi. org/IMG/pdf/ 
ituc_1510_res_omnibus_frontlines_refugee_report_09112015.pdf.
24 See http://www.gallup.com/poll/186209/europeans-negative-toward-immigration.aspx?g_source=Asia-Pacific%20 Immigration&g_me-
dium=search&g_campaign=tiles.
25 See Malee Sunpuwan and Sakkarin Niyomsilpa, Perception and Misperception: Thai Public Opinions on Refugees and Migrants from 
Myanmar, Journal of Population and Social Studies, vol. 21, July 2012, pp. 47-8; Harriet McHugh Dillion, Public attitudes towards unautho-
rized arrivals in Australia, Foundation House 2015.
26 Malee Sunpuwan and Sakkarin Niyomsilpa, Perception and Misperception: Thai Public Opinions on Refugees and Migrants from 
Myanmar, Journal of Population and Social Studies, vol. 21, July 2012, pp. 47-8.
27 Ibid.
28 Tunon and Baruah, Public attitudes towards migrant workers in Asia, Migration and Development, vol. 1(1), 2012, pp. 149-162.
29 See, further, Vanessa Steinmayer, ‘Social cohesion, migration policies and the perception of migrant workers in the Asia-Pacific region’, 
paper presented to EU-Asia Dialogue Conference on Addressing Social Cohesion and Effects of Migrants’ Integration in Europe and Asia, 
November 2014, http://lkyspp.nus.edu.sg/ips/wp-content/uploads/sites/ 2/2014/10/P6_S1-KAS-2014_Steinmayer.pdf.
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  There are ways in which allowing refugees labour market access can increase public conf idence 
  and positively inf luence perceptions. Access to formal employment is a signif icant factor inf luencing 
  the experience of refugees in host countries, creating greater stability, relationships with local
  community members and reducing anxieties and risks associated with the informal labour market. 
  The ILO has suggested that refugees who remain in a country of f irst asylum or in transit and lack 
  access to labour markets struggle to gain socio-economic independence.30 This leads to protracted 
  displacement from the local community, imposes socio-economic impacts on refugees and host 
  communities, and eventually culminates in tensions between the groups. The overall result is a less 
  productive and cohesive society.

 3. Security considerations
  The Asia-Pacif ic region faces a changing security environment. Conventional threats like interstate 
  conf lict and civil war remain, as do the risks of escalating tension between major powers and
  nuclear proliferation. Other risks posed by terrorism, cybersecurity and pandemics are signif icant. 
  Many of these threats, at any given time, may force individuals to move internally or internationally. 
  The security environment impacting forced migration in the Asia-Pacif ic is further complicated by 
  non-traditional threats. Some of these, such as political uncertainty (short of civil war), climate 
  change, economic downturns and rising inequality, impact the likelihood of forced migration and 
  refugee movements as much as traditional security threats.

  Community conf idence in migration, hosting forced migrants and resettling refugees often depends 
  on the understanding that governments will regulate the volume of immigrants, and persons offered 
  permanent protection, in accordance with:
   the ability of the economy and society to absorb immigrants;
   the nature and character of the immigrants or temporary entrants will not unduly disrupt civil 
   society; and
   the preservation of national security, public order and community harmony.
  
  There is a public perception that refugees pose a security risk, which can be accentuated during 
  periods of electoral campaigns and when populist political parties attempt to gain ground. A 2016 
  Pew Research Centre Survey of ten European nations, for example, found that more than 50% of 
  respondents in eight countries believed ‘incoming refugees increase the likelihood of terrorism in 
  their country’.31

  There is little evidence, however, to suggest refugees pose a greater security threat than other 
  groups of migrants. A recent study for the International Centre for Counter Terrorism reported that 
  ‘historically, the number of criminals and terrorists in mass migration movements has been low’ and 
  that ‘fears about “refugee terrorists” are largely unfounded’.32 

30 International Labour Organization, The access of refugees and other forcibly displaced persons to the labour market, July 2016, p. 6, 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/--- ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/meeting document/wcms_490753.pdf.
31 http://www.pewglobal.org/2016/07/11/europeans-fear-wave-of-refugees-will-mean-more- terrorism-fewer-jobs/.
32 See Alex Schmidt, ‘Links between Terrorism and Migration: an Exploration’, Paper for The International Centre for Counter-Terrorism– 
The Hague, 2016, pp. 4, 44, http://icct.nl/wp- content/uploads/2016/05/Alex-P.-Schmid-Links-between-T errorism-and-Migration-1.pdf.
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  Of the 800,000 refugees admitted to the United States since 9/11, not one has committed an act of 
  domestic terrorism.33 Only 3 individuals have been arrested. Yet, in a recent Brookings survey, 
  58% of U.S. respondents believed the number of arrests was more than 25. Nearly one third of 
  respondents estimated the number of arrests to be more than 100.34

  Even if the actual number of those refugees who pose a threat is low, the nature of the risk and the 
  public perception of the threat requires considered attention by governments. The longer run
  security considerations are equally important because security issues can arise if resettlement and 
  integration of refugees is done poorly. Recent research suggests a lack of attentiveness to effective 
  settlement services may generate greater security risks over the long-term.35 This problem will be 
  more pronounced if ‘refugees are treated as a short-term humanitarian problem rather than as 
  a long-term integration challenge.’36 It is these longer run security considerations that support 
  enhancing labour market integration for refugees. This can only be facilitated if the initial screening 
  procedures are sound.

  A key consideration of national governments in the region in relation to granting refugees access to 
  labour markets, will be how such programs can be aligned to, and support more, consistent and 
  reliable security and character assessment processes. When contemplating whether or not to grant 
  refugees permission to work, governments will be cautious not to exacerbate security fears. 
  Accordingly, identifying opportunities to build security features into the identif ication and
  registration processes would alleviate some state and community concerns. The ability of these 
  assessment processes to improve documentation and underpin a more conf ident understanding
  of who is within a country’s borders and the risks that they do or do not pose will be important.
  This too would have a positive impact on the conf idence of the public.

  Of course, the migrant f lows giving rise to the greatest security concern of countries in the Asia-
  Pacif ic is irregular or undocumented labour migrants. These f lows raise associated problems of 
  traff icking, smuggling, forced labour, criminal syndicates and money laundering. They affect the 
  integrity of borders and immigration regimes. At a human level, large numbers of irregular migrants 
  trying to f ind work and working illegally can result in high levels of disenfranchisement and poverty, 
  and lead to criminal behaviour and social unrest. Often irregular labour migrant f lows are mixed with 
  refugees. These large, mixed f lows of people moving irregularly and not tracked through off icial 
  channels are themselves a source of insecurity.

33 See Ambassador Samantha Powers, U.S. Permanent Representative to the United Nations, Remarks on “The Global Refugee Crisis: 
Overcoming Fears and Spurring Action,” at the U.S. Institute of Peace, June 29 2016, http:// usun.state.gov/remarks/7360.
https://www. brookings.edu/research/american-attitudes-on-refugees-from-the-middle- east/.
34 https://www.brookings.edu/research/american-attitudes-on-refugees-from-the-middle-east/.
35 See Alex Schmidt, ‘Links between Terrorism and Migration: an Exploration’, Paper for The International Centre for Counter-Terrorism– 
The Hague, 2016, pp. 45-46, http://icct.nl/wp- content/uploads/2016/05/Alex-P.-Schmid-Links-between-Terrorism-and-Migration-1.pdf.
36 See Daniel Byman, ‘Do Syrian refugees pose a terrorism threat’, Brookings, 2015, https://www.brookings.edu/ 2015/10/27/do-syrian- 
refugees-pose-a-terrorism-threat/.
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  Flows of asylum seekers and refugees in the region are comparatively smaller. Yet the nature of the 
  security inquiry for a government is often the same, that is, whether or not an individual represents 
  an actual or potential threat to national security, public order and/or community harmony. Arriving 
  refugees who have been screened and who are in possession of documentation can often satisfy 
  this inquiry faster than undocumented labour migrants. Accordingly, robust security checks built 
  into refugee status determination procedures are a necessary condition for greater community
  conf idence. This was demonstrated by a recent Brookings f inding that 59% of Americans would 
  support the United States taking more refugees from the Middle East if they were screened for 
  security risks.37

  Conf idence in the security screening process for refugees and forced migrants is essential. 
  Governments must judge in the f irst instance whether the claimant for refugee or immigrant status 
  represents a potential threat to national security.38 In practice, the receiving country will want to 
  satisfy itself that an applicant for entry (of any type, not just refugees) will not:

  (A) be a threat to national security (which includes terrorism, and the export of terrorism);

  (B) seek to exercise improper political inf luence; or

  (C) threaten communal harmony.

  The receiving country will also want to be assured that the applicant is of good character and will 
  not conduct serious or organised criminal activities – for which the principal test has been evidence 
  of a conviction for a serious crime involving a prison sentence of one year or longer.

  These determinations often need to be made on the basis of insuff icient or unreliable information. 
  They can be inhibited by def iciencies in the ability of the transit and destination countries to verify 
  claims, incorrect or incomplete information provided by claimants, and a prohibition against
  seeking collaborative information from the country of origin (including protecting the identity of the 
  claimant). Security and character checking is also constrained by insuff icient cooperation,
  information-sharing, record-keeping and standardisation of security criteria between international 
  agencies and intermediary and f inal destination countries. This contributes to more diff icult
  decision-making and extends the time claimants are left in limbo (with the consequent deleterious 
  humanitarian impacts).

  Cooperative reform measures to speed up the process and make it more reliable could include:

37 https://www.brookings.edu/research/american-attitudes-on-refugees-from-the-middle-east/.
38 Article 33 of the Refugee Convention allows for a national government to refuse entry or residence to a person who there are reasonable 
grounds for regarding as a danger to national security or who, having been convicted of a particularly serious crime, constitutes a danger 
to the community of that country.

16



HOST COUNTRY PERSPECTIVES

CPD

  (A) early sharing of claimant details between countries of f irst asylum, UN authorities and potential 
   receiving countries;
  (B) early checking of international police records and, where possible and consistent with non-
   refoulement and refugee protection principles, with the country of origin (source country);
  (C) agreed protocols for standardised reception and interviewing procedures applicable at each 
   point in the journey to refugee status;
  (D) agreed requirements on the nature of information to be obtained;
  (E) proper recording of information and documentation provided by claimants;
  (F) full information-sharing with the putative receiving country of information obtained in the 
   preceding phases; and
  (G) development of capability across immigration, law enforcement and intelligence agencies to 
   manage information f lows lawfully and effectively.

Labour market integration for refugees can be challenging, but promising practices have emerged
involving micro-finance, community mentorship, recognition of prior learning, and private sector
partnerships. For Asia-Pacif ic countries who are considering extending work rights and labour market 
access to refugees, there is an opportunity to adopt the best of these practices and, at the same time, 
improve economic, security and community outcomes over the long term.

Given the signif icant increase in displaced people worldwide, it is not surprising the global emphasis has 
been on managing the f low of refugees and other forced migrants. That focus has meant less attention on 
how refugees are faring once they arrive in a receiving country. Even so, refugee settlement and
employment outcomes must improve to strengthen community cohesion and avert alienation or
radicalization. Governments, international agencies, business and civil society cannot address the f low of 
refugees without turning their attention to these issues.

Conclusion
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“The problems we face as a regional community can no longer be seen as ad hoc,
but as a long-term, continuous occurrence that will only become normality. The mass migration of those
f leeing conf lict or natural disasters, or to seek a better living elsewhere, can no longer be perceived as a 

humanitarian consideration, but as a development issue that will ultimately determine our sustainability and 
success as an economic community. In this light, all sectors now need to work harder, together, to ensure 

that some of the most marginalized in our society are able to integrate and contribute.”
Oranutt Narapruet, International Rescue Committee (IRC), 2016

The business case for employing refugees and engaging in refugee-related CSR

  Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)1 in Asia. An indisputable body of evidence shows a correlation 
  between responsible business actions and f inancial performance in the long-term. Asian companies 
  have increasingly been expected to play a more positive role in society and there are several
  international frameworks as well as a number of regional CSR regulations and ‘soft laws’ incentivizing 
  the application of CSR principles within different Asian jurisdictions. This has been a key driver for
  companies to invest in and develop CSR programs, mainly among global brands and those listed on
  stock exchanges in the region. It is estimated that increasingly stringent stock exchange reporting 
  requirements for listed companies (i.e. in Singapore, Hong Kong and Malaysia) will increase the 
  volume of sustainable investment signif icantly over the coming f ive years.

  Inclusive Business and Shared Value. The private sector has shown increasing interest in a more
  innovative approach to solving social issues such as poverty, exclusion and pollution. These business 
  models essentially involve creating both economic and social value by addressing societal needs and 
  challenges. Governments also have the opportunity to promote and develop a network of
  companies in Asia that shift the conversation beyond CSR to Inclusive Business and Shared Value 
  opportunities both in the public and private sector.

  Future trends. For the past decade, CSR Asia has been researching and tracking the CSR trends in 
  Asia and projecting future developments. In the latest issue of the “Tracking the trends” report (2016), 
  climate change, labour and human rights and water scarcity remain the key issues. Refugee challenges 
  were for the f irst time identif ied as a key concern that should be carefully considered by CSR
  practitioners and businesses alike.

1 CSR refers to management actions taken in recognition of a company’s operational impacts on the environment, society and the 
economy, both interacting with and integrating the views of stakeholders as an integral part of the process. While the concept has 
been in use for several decades, CSR activities were initially seen as discrete actions taken for the social and environmental benefit 
of the overall community; however over the last decade this has been modif ied to include impact assessments and the management 
of a company’s operations to ultimately provide both social and economic value in a sustainable manner. CSR also falls under terms 
such as Sustainable Business, Responsible Business, Triple Bottom Line or Corporate Citizenship. Most corporations with complex 
operations also see the need to perceive their products or services as opportunities to fulf ill environmental and social needs while 
providing them with a f inancial return. Governments are also developing regulatory frameworks for the private sector with a view to 
setting benchmarks for offsetting external social, environmental and other effects of corporate operations.

Introduction
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“Refugees are entrepreneurs. They are artists. They are teachers, engineers, and workers of all types. They 
are a rich source of human capital that we are failing to cultivate.”

Filippo Grandi, UNHCR, 2016

  At a time when businesses are expected to play a more active role in creating stable and inclusive 
  societies, there is a chance for them to simultaneously engage with governments and other relevant 
  actors in developing common strategies in order to leverage opportunities for integrating refugees into 
  their workforce. There are opportunities for value creation in engaging with refugees in four key areas:

 1. Direct employment. Businesses across Asia are often facing labour shortages. There is an opportunity 
  to recruit refugees, providing them with new opportunities and creating a loyal workforce. The business 
  case for employing refugees is strong:

   o Motivation. Refugees are usually enthusiastic, motivated and highly-adaptable workers, and 
    may lead to increased productivity for a business that chooses to hire them.

   o Turnover. Refugees tend to have lower turnover rates and higher loyalty to employers, which in 
    turn saves companies costs associated with recruiting new staff in the long-term.

   o Diversity. Hiring refugees increases workplace diversity. A diverse labour pool can help
    companies to strengthen existing market share or reach new markets. This is particularly true 
    for businesses wanting to expand into emerging Asian markets. Additionally, a diverse workforce 
    is usually more innovative and creative, helping companies think of new ways of doing business.

   o Reputational benef its. Companies that demonstrate commitment to social responsibility will win 
    the loyalty of their customers and gain trust with communities and other stakeholders.

 2. Inclusive Business Along Value Chains. As well as directly employing refugees, there are many
  opportunities to create more inclusive value chains involving refugee workers. Refugees can become 
  assets along the value chain as suppliers, distributors, retailers, and customers. Businesses can identify 
  possible roles for refugees along value chains and create business opportunities that provide incomes 
  for them. There are also opportunities to provide refugees with much needed goods and services in 
  affordable ways, creating new markets for businesses.

 3. Social Enterprises And Small Business Start-ups. Refugee resilience can forge a new generation of 
  entrepreneurs, for example by starting their own small businesses. An Australian research paper 
  suggests that migrants from non-English speaking backgrounds are comparatively more successful at 
  establishing small business enterprises when compared to Australian-born entrepreneurs and migrants 
  from English-speaking backgrounds. Some of these start-ups can have a social purpose, creating 
  much needed incomes as well as goods and services that meet particular social needs. There are 
  opportunities for the private sector to support such businesses through investments and mentoring 
  activities as well as exploring roles for such businesses in local communities and along value chains.

A. The business case
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 4. Skills Recognition. The economic contribution of refugees also depends on their ability to use their skills 
  productively. In many cases, refugees who have specif ic (and often much needed) professional
  qualif ications face barriers transferring their skills and experience across borders. An impediment to 
  getting the new arrivals working is the failure to assess their education and skills systematically.
  Companies (and/or others) can create innovative approaches to identifying those skills. 

  Despite the clear economic value, the private sector in Asia is often unaware of the opportunities
  associated with hiring refugees. However, hiring refugees can provide solutions and opportunities at 
  the regional level in the following areas:

  Job creation and reduction of labour market imbalances. Several global studies f ind that immigration has 
  little to no effect on local unemployment, and may actually result in a slight decrease in unemployment 
  due to the income multipliers it creates. In the case of refugees, a study in Europe found that the macro
  economic effect in the short-term is likely to be a modest increase in GDP growth, ref lecting the f iscal 
  expansion associated with support to asylum seekers, as well as the expansion in labour supply as
  the newcomers begin to enter the labour force. However, the medium-term impact could be larger and 
  depends crucially on labour market integration. A study conducted in Rwanda has found that adult 
  refugees receiving cash aid increases annual real income in the local economy by USD205 to USD253, 
  signif icantly more than the USD120–USD126 in aid each refugee receives. Also, trade between the 
  local economy and the rest of Rwanda increased by USD49 to USD55. An ADB policy paper also 
  suggests that labour migration can play a benef icial role in reducing the structural imbalances in 
  regional and global labour markets.

   According to the annual Malaysia Economic Monitor: Immigrant Labour, foreign labour contributes 
   a 1.1 per cent net increase to the gross domestic product and creates employment for Malaysians. 
   For every 10 new migrant workers in a sector in state, there are 5.2 additional Malaysians 
   employed; with two of these Malaysian workers being women.

  Labour shortages. Many labour markets in Asia Pacif ic are experiencing labour shortages, with workers 
  that are available not aligning with the vacancies that exist. A survey conducted by The Economist 
  showed that up to 36 per cent of employers in Asia Pacif ic indicated unhappiness with their new hires. 
  Refugees can help to f ill such gaps in a productive way, and as noted above, are often highly motivated 
  and productive.

   In Malaysia, 84 per cent of manufacturers are facing manpower shortages. Currently, companies 
   involved in labour intensive sectors are struggling with an acute labour shortage.

  Aging populations. Countries with an aging labour force and a declining birth rate need an injection of 
  young workers in order to maintain economic growth and industrial output. Such a demographic shift 
  will also be necessary to fund the pensions of an expanding elderly population.

   A World Bank report: Live Long and Prosper: Aging in East Asia Pacif ic shows that East Asia and 
   the Pacif ic is aging faster than any other region, posing risks for public f inances and healthcare 
   delivery, and increasing the challenges for sustained economic growth.

B. Opportunities in regional policy development
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  Responsible labour practices. An important aspect of a company’s social responsibility will involve 
  demonstrating that it has responsible labour practices which are in line with international standards and 
  contribute to stakeholder demands for better labour standards that respond to human rights concerns.

  Social impact. Once a refugee acquires new skills, these will eventually trickle down to their home
  communities when they return. This can have a multiplier effect when clusters of new economic
  opportunities grow out of job creation, inclusive business models and new business start-ups.

   Through a US-funded project, RMA in Afghanistan provided support to the Afghanistan National 
   Army by establishing and operating a Maintenance Management Program. RMA developed a 
   special visual training programme tailored to illiterate mechanics. The mechanics have been 
   deployed in six regional Equipment Maintenance Sites, and fourteen Forward Support Sites. At the 
   end of the programme, the Afghan mechanics were expected to be hired by the Army or return to  
   their communities to become qualif ied workers or start their own businesses.

 

  Only a limited number of companies in Asia-Pacif ic have begun to take action towards integrating 
  refugees into their workforce. Though in the early stages of development, we can draw some conclusions 
  from their experiences so far. This is based on direct dialogue with companies and examples from 
  sectors that may be promising for refugees. The following guidance is a good starting point for
  business engagement with refugees:

  Identify potential along value chains. Companies that are facing labour shortages will be increasingly 
  interested in absorbing refugees into their workforce, for example in Malaysia and China. There are 
  likely to be more opportunities in countries where the pool of experienced and skilled candidates is 
  limited, such as Myanmar, Cambodia and Lao PDR. A recent UNHCR market survey (unpublished), 
  identif ied hotels and restaurants as the value chains that could absorb the largest number of refugees 
  and other vulnerable groups. Buildings and infrastructure were identif ied as the third potential contributor.

   Unilever identif ied this potential and launched an inclusive business programme called “Shakti”, 
   which means “empowerment” or “strength” in Sanskrit. Shakti leverages the network of self-help 
   groups in villages in India and chooses one woman (or sometimes more, depending on the size of 
   the villages) from the self-help group to become a Shakti-amma or Shakti entrepreneur, who will 
   promote and distribute Unilever products within a group of four to six neighbouring communities. 
   These Shakti entrepreneurs are supported by Unilever with training on commercial skills to 
   become distributors. As a result, Shakti not only helped the women entrepreneurs enhance their 
   income and social status, but also enabled Unilever to scale up its rural distribution network and 
   generate sustained consumer demand in more than 165,000 villages across 15 states in India.

  Develop clear internal policies and involve existing employees and value chains. This is a critical
  component, and programmes and education should be provided to both refugees and existing 
  employees to encourage social cohesion.

   Patagonia developed a comprehensive migrant worker standard for their factories that covered 
   every aspect of employment, including pre-hiring interactions, labour contracts, wages and fees, 
   retention of passports, living and working conditions, grievance procedures and repatriation.

C. Best practices
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  Increase the capacity of refugees. In the f irst instance, companies will be more likely to hire refugees 
  in low skilled roles, particularly where they experience labour shortages. However, if supported in 
  providing additional training, some Asian-based companies may consider developing and then hiring 
  more skilled workers. There is a good potential return on investing in the skill sets of enthusiastic 
  refugees.

   Gammon, in partnership with others, has provided structured “on-the-job” training of semi-skilled 
   workers to become skilled workers, thereby increasing the supply of skilled construction workers 
   needed to meet rising demands and at the same time maintaining high standards.

  Corporate advocacy. The private sector can also play a role in creating an environment which 
  provides refugees opportunities for employment, ensuring that they can sustain their liveli hood in the 
  future. Businesses can also help shape societal attitudes towards refugees. Companies that succeed 
  in this will be able to more effectively recruit and retain dedicated talent, as well as become involved in
  innovative human capital investment initiatives that will help shape the future development of the wider
  region.

  Collaboration outside the organization is crucial. Collective impact groups or roundtable discussions
  provide opportunities for the exchange of experiences, contributing to skills development initiatives,
  and identifying ways to be inclusive of refugees. There are several ways that companies can invest in 
  refugees:

  Working in partnership with civil society. Partner with civil society organisations to leverage their 
  signif icant expertise on refugee issues and begin working on solutions to deal with the underlying 
  causes of exclusion (including discrimination and stigma). Engage with experts who understand
  different issues in varying geographic locations, and respect local cultures and traditions.

   IRC and CSR Asia have helped companies assess their own future needs and work with them on 
   the vocational training and knowledge transfer that will ensure they have a pool of qualif ied talent. 
   Helping to develop the skill set that the private sector needs for expansion will help the company, 
   the economy and refugees.

  Financial and in-kind donations. Given the importance of providing adequate skills and knowledge 
  to refugees to ensure that they can compete in the labour market, companies can provide f inancial as 
  well as in-kind donations to support training and development programmes that are aligned with their
  business needs.

   At the end of 2015, UNIQLO and UNHCR announced a new agreement to support refugees
   worldwide with USD 10 million in funds over three years, starting in 2016. The funding will respond 
   to emergencies and humanitarian crises, and support programs in Asia that help refugees 
   become self-reliant. Through its All-Product Recycling Initiative, UNIQLO was able to donate over 
   12 million clothing items to UNHCR in more than 37 countries.

D. Collective impact: Tackling complex challenges together
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   The IKEA Foundation works with UNHCR to improve access to energy and lighting for refugees in  
   camps in parts of Asia, Africa and the Middle East. For every lamp and bulb sold in a participating 
   IKEA store during the campaign period from November-December 2015, the IKEA Foundation 
   donated €1 to UNHCR. As a result, twenty-two biogas plants have been constructed in the refugee 
   camps in Bangladesh, allowing for 15% of human waste to be processed and generating green 
   fuel for cooking.

  Business-led initiatives. Engage with industry-wide initiatives that examine the root causes of refugee 
  exclusion and begin to work on common standards. Work alongside other businesses to address 
  issues potentiality associated with employing refugees, recognising that a motivated and responsible 
  workforce is in the long-term interest of value chain security and competitiveness.

   Google has led a team of tech companies and NGOs to better understand how their technology 
   expertise can be put to work in the Syrian refugee crisis. One issue identif ied was the lack of timely, 
   hyperlocal information for refugees. Working with the IRC and Mercy Corps, Google has helped 
   develop an open source project called “Crisis Info Hub” to disseminate such information in a
   lightweight, battery-saving way.

  Multi-stakeholder initiatives. It would be optimal to develop multi-stakeholder initiatives at the industry 
  level to work towards solutions to refugee issues, whilst at the same time increasing benef its for vulnerable 
  groups. Also key will be developing joint initiatives to foster responsible and inclusive value chains and 
  consider links to industry standards, certif ication schemes and labels, where appropriate.

   The Tent Alliance is a coalition of businesses that have committed to supporting NGOs, the public 
   sector, as well as taking individual action to make a difference in refugee crises. It was launched 
   in 2016 at the World Economic Forum to leverage the dynamism and entrepreneurial spirit of
   businesses to work with one another, and the public sector. The inaugural members included 
   Airbnb, Becton, Dickinson and Company, Chobani, Henry Schein, the Ikea Foundation, Johnson 
   & Johnson, LinkedIn, MasterCard, Pearson, UPS, and Western Union. Currently there are more 
   than 30 businesses, including Salesforce, Deloitte, and Cisco. The coalition commissioned a study 
   that outlines the argument that accepting refugees in the workforce can lead to signif icant 
   economic growth, increased productivity and wages, and new jobs. The study also provides 
   policy analysis and recommendations.

  Cooperation between businesses and other organisations, such as governments and civil society, will 
  be necessary in creating the conditions required to encourage refugee self-reliance. Examples of steps 
  that can be taken by various actors to create an environment that enables progress include:

  Engaging appropriate supports from other sectors. Employing refugees may require investments 
  and, therefore, companies need to receive support from other relevant actors. For example, civil society 
  could be well positioned, in some instances, to provide resources for housing and training. Civil society 
  and academia could provide strategic and constructive research and advocacy to identify the best 
  approaches for supporting refugees and migrant workers.

  Economic incentives. Gover nments and civil society could f ind ways to incentivize, rather than restrict, 
  the private sector in offering opportunities for employment.

E. Creating an enabling environment
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   To help Jordan cope with a massive inf lux of refugees from Syria by integrating them in the local 
   labour market and hiring them in dedicated special industrial zones, the EU will ease the
   conditions under which Jordan may export goods duty-free to the EU.

  Support to businesses in their efforts to identify the skills and abilities that would benef it their industries; 
  establish guidance and training programs; and offer apprenticeships. By collaborating with governments 
  and NGOs, businesses can help to ensure that they acquire the employees they need.

   In 2014, the Department of Social Services of the Australian Government issued a guide to provide 
   useful tips and resources to help Australian businesses and their employees understand the
   benef its of, and know where to f ind advice or support for, taking on new migrants or refugees.

  Involve businesses at an early stage in the process of assessment, education and integration
  planning. This would allow the private sector to help shape policy from the outset.

  Support businesses to measure social impacts. Governments and civil society have vast expertise in 
  measuring social impacts. Particularly after the launch of the Sustainable Development Goals, companies 
  have been asked to make an active contribution to sustainable development and this will need to be
  measured and communicated.

  Promote dialogue. Support the formation of and participation in multi-stakeholder dialogues to promote 
  systemic change.
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August 2016 
Applying Disruptive Innovation to Address Regional 
Challenges  
 

Executive Summary 

Disruptive innovation is a concept private sector actors use to develop breakthroughs that transform 
existing industries and create new ones by making complicated problems simple and expensive 
propositions affordable. This paper provides an overview of this concept to help readers apply                  
the underlying tools to complex regional issues. Proper application of disruptive innovation concepts 
can identify new methodologies and strategies that successfully shift responses to longstanding 
challenges in a manner that creates previously unrealized benefits for all stakeholders.  

 

I. Overview of disruptive innovation 

The concept of disruptive innovation was identified by Harvard Business School Professor and Innosight 
co-founder Clayton Christensen.1 Christensen’s research highlighted a paradox: in certain 
circumstances, organizations would fail despite doing everything they were supposed to do.  

His research focused on technological developments in the 1970s-1990s in the hard disk drive industry 
but has been subsequently expanded to dozens 
of industries and contexts.  

Exhibit 1 presents the basic model of disruptive 
innovation. It demonstrates the three key pieces 
of the disruptive innovation puzzle which are 
outlined below. 

1. Performance supply outpaces performance 
demand  

Pick up the remote control in your hotel room. An 
engineer somewhere believes passionately in the 
power of the 53rd button on that remote, but 
most normal people don’t utilize, and therefore don’t care about, all of the performance packed into 
the remote. This phenomenon is called overshooting, and is a core component of the disruptive 
model. 

Christensen observed that companies innovate faster than customers’ needs change (represented in 
the model by the solid lines having a steeper slope than the dotted line). That leads to a company 
offering a solution that is in essence too good for what a customer needs. Of course, the customer will 
always take something better. When the performance offered overshoots customer needs, however, 
they grow unwilling to pay for further improvements.  

Overshooting can result in failure in the face of complex problems – including policy-related ones – 
due to a disproportionate focus and desire to create responses that all stakeholders view as “perfect.” 
The quest for unattainable perfection crowds out practical responses that could be directed at 

                                                            
1 Innosight is a professional services company that specializes in innovation-driven growth; see About Innosight for 
more. 

Exhibit 1: The disruptive innovation model 
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improving/altering existing systems in order to respond more effectively, in a manner that is “good 
enough” for all stakeholders.  

2. Organizations naturally seek to solve hard problems 

What drives overshooting? Any market contains a distribution of potential customers. There are highly 
demanding customers with complex problems, mainstream customers, and lesser-demanding 
customers facing more straightforward problems. Exhibit 1 stylistically displays this with a rotated bell 
curve on the right side of the model. Organizations typically seek to solve hard problems presented 
by the most demanding customers because solving those problems allows them to push prices up 
and earn higher margins. That’s precisely what business school teaches, but it can blind market 
leaders to disruptive threats and opportunities. It may be the case that there are opportunities to make 
more progress by bringing simple solutions to simple problems.  

3. Disruptors do it differently 

There are two broad categories of innovation strategies. Sustaining innovations move along                             
an established improvement trajectory by making products or services better along dimensions that 
historically mattered to the mainstream of the market. Planes that fly further, televisions with clearer 
screens, and mobile phones with longer-lasting batteries all are classic examples of sustaining 
strategies. Disruptive innovations redefine performance by intentionally trading off performance along 
dimensions that historically mattered in favor of better performance on historically overlooked 
dimensions such as simplicity, convenience, or price.  

Consider the computing market. The minicomputer offered lower performance than a mainframe 
computer, but was simpler and more affordable, bringing computing from mission-critical applications 
to more mainstream corporate applications. The personal computer offered lower performance than 
a minicomputer, but was simpler and more affordable, bringing computing from the corporation to 
the home. Smartphones offered lower performance than personal computers, but were simpler and 
more affordable, dramatically expanding the market for computing and reshaping the mobile phone 
market. 

Disruptive thinking guides policymakers to consider simple, affordable solutions that leverage existing 
models, with a focus on developing, piloting and testing “good enough” solutions. These approaches, 
which may not be “perfect” may actually have the biggest impact by allowing practical progress 
along dimensions of simplicity, convenience and cost.   

* * * 

Christensen’s research showed that, historically, incumbents would win battles of sustaining 
innovation. Sometimes they would be slow to respond to a technological change, but they ultimately 
would marshal the resources required to respond effectively. Historically, market leaders stumbled in 
the face of disruptive change. Ironically, this was because they did everything they were supposed 
to do. They listened to their best customers, innovated to meet their needs, and pushed up prices and 
margins. They prioritized investments that promised to make more money, not less. In doing so, 
however, market leaders under-invested in simple, affordable solutions that took root among less 
demanding customers or in seemingly fringe markets. Because the pace of technological change 
outstrips the pace of market change, these disruptive solutions would get better and better until they 
burst into the mainstream. Entrants with lower cost structures or fundamentally different business 
models would offer a powerful combination of solutions more attuned to market needs at lower price 
points, and incumbents would have little hope of responding. 

While disruptive innovation emerged from research seeking to understand the causal mechanism for 
outcomes in competitive battles, the most critical implication of the model for countries hosting 
refugees and other members of The Bali Process is how disruptive innovators find novel ways to 
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overcome barriers that historically consigned consumption to those with expertise, specialized skills, or 
sufficient wealth. Disruptive approaches drive significant market expansion, and could as such be                   
a tool to develop win-win approaches tackling the problem of refugees not being permitted to work. 
One starting point might be to find ways to use existing resources to connect the ready, willing and 
potentially mobile workforce of refugees with existing schemes into which they could be incorporated. 
Another starting point might be to draw inspiration from relevant private sector disruptions                   
(discussed in Section III below) to develop new, high-impact interventions.   

 

II. Key principles of disruptive success 

Over the past two decades, Innosight has worked with executives from more than 100 organizations 
to apply the disruptive innovation model to a range of problems. This work suggests five keys to 
disruptive success: 

1. Understand the job-to-be-done. Why do people buy and use products or services? Legendary 
management thinker Peter Drucker once wrote, “The customer rarely buys what the company 
thinks it is selling.” The reason people consume is because they have problems they are trying 
to address. People hire a product or service to get a job done. Pinpointing innovation 
opportunities requires deep understanding of these jobs to be done. What progress is someone 
trying to make in a given circumstance? How does she measure that progress functionally, 
socially, and emotionally? What solutions does she consider? What barriers stand in the way of 
success? It is necessary to understand points of conflict and points of compatibility between 
different actors in the system. One reason, for example, that healthcare reform has been so 
difficult is because of the wide range of different actors. A patient, his family members, doctors 
and nurses, hospital administrators, government regulators and the ultimate payor often have 
unique perspectives and objectives. A lack of understanding of underlying conflicts often 
inhibits well-intentioned change efforts. It is essential that all stakeholders focus on the key issue: 
what is the real job to be done? 

2. Good enough can be great. Quality is a relative term, which can only be expressed relative to 
the particular stakeholder, their circumstance, and the job they are trying to get done. Was 
the first version of the iPhone good? It depends on how you define good. When Apple 
introduced the product in 2007, the iPhone’s call quality and battery life was vastly inferior 
compared to solutions offered by Nokia and Research-in-Motion (Blackberry). Apple’s intuitive 
interface, simplified access to the Internet, and, from 2008, platform to enable users to access 
millions of apps, made the iPhone a winning proposition to many customers. Organizations 
often fixate on functional performance, when the best path to make an impact is often 
embracing simplicity, accessibility, or affordability. In the context of refugees, high-impact 
solutions might simply remove barriers in order to allow refugees to contribute meaningfully in 
their local context or to access existing schemes/models, as opposed to creating new models 
or establishing new regulatory regimes.   

3. Innovate holistically. Delivering simpler, more affordable solutions often involves innovations 
that go beyond product features to new ways to market, distribute, support, or produce                  
a solution. Consider Amazon.com., the company didn’t just offer cheap products; it 
reconfigured the industry supply chain, pioneered a subscription offering (Amazon Prime), and 
created mechanisms to enable peer-to-peer selling. Reconfiguring existing models and using 
technology-based models could be a way to overcome the mismatch between domestic 
populations and domestic needs that inhibits providing labor market access for refugees               
(for example, where there is a demand for labor). 

4. Embrace disciplined experimentation. Every idea starts its life imperfect, with a range of risk 
and uncertainties. Established organizations often seek to address this problem through 
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analysis. They interview potential customers, create detailed forecasts, interview experts, and 
hold internal discussions to build alignment. But no business plan survives first contact with       
the marketplace. Successful innovators smartly manage risk through disciplined 
experimentation. By way of metaphor, before the Wright Brothers built a plane, they flew                
a kite. The great thing about kites is, if they crash, no one gets hurt. To optimize the kite,                
the Wright Brothers built a simple wind tunnel, which made it much easier to run experiments.  

For successful experimentation, remember the acronym DEFT: document an idea thoroughly 
to detail what needs to go right for it to succeed, evaluate it exhaustively in a quest to identify 
weaknesses, risks and uncertainties, focus on the areas of biggest uncertainty related to                    
the depth of the need the idea targets, the ability to meet that need, and the idea’s financial 
or operational viability, and test rigorously and adapt rapidly.2 There will be no perfect plan to 
address work rights for refugees; carefully designed and monitored pilots will enable 
compelling solutions to emerge through trial-and-error experimentation.  

5. Create sufficient organizational space for disruption. The first four principles apply to both 
startups and established companies. This final principle applies to established organizations. 
While Christensen’s research showed that historically incumbent organizations would struggle 
in the face of disruptive change, market leaders are now increasingly driving growth through 
disruption. Apple, for example, went from a struggling computer manufacturer with single digit 
market share to the world’s most valuable company through a series of well executed 
disruptions. Incumbents bent on driving disruption must recognize that the biggest enemy lies 
within. The core capabilities that allow them to succeed today are liabilities that inhibit them 
from succeeding tomorrow. Some organizations overcome this challenge by top-down 
leadership (think Steve Jobs from Apple or Jeff Bezos from Amazon.com); others by setting up 
autonomous organizations (such as X, where Google’s parent company Alphabet works on 
strategic “moonshots”).   

 

III. Relevant Case Studies and Suggested Discussion Questions 

Some of the barriers that exist to refugees accessing employment regimes include: 

 Negative community perceptions 
 Lack of or inadequate data/knowledge/information or sharing of same 
 Costs of administering temporary employment schemes  
 Insufficient private sector incentives 
 Inadequate legal frameworks and procedures for providing temporary legal status 
 National security and vested interests 

Disruptive innovation principles suggest asking the following questions to spur innovative approaches 
to overcome identified barriers:  

Negative Community 
Perceptions 

 How might we help local community members develop empathy for 
refugees?  

 What would make someone welcome refugees (e.g., knowledge, 
external incentives)? 

 How can we empower refugee communities to be change agents? 
 Are there analogous situations in which efforts to shift community 

perceptions have been successful? What lessons can be learned? 

                                                            
2 This acronym appeared in Innosight Managing Partner Scott Anthony’s 2014 book The First Mile  
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Data, Knowledge & 
Information Issues 

 How might we enable refugees to “do it themselves”? 
 What empirical data/evidence is required and how can it be 

collected and used? 
 How can we enable anonymous information sharing? 
 How can data be maintained effectively and efficiently? 
 What might be “good enough” ways to verify identities?  

Administration Costs 
 Are there innovative ways to turn costs into a business opportunity? 
 How might we engage non-traditional actors? 

Insufficient Private 
Sector Incentives 

 Who might be motivated to simplify the process of matching 
employment seekers and companies?  

 What skill upgrades would increase the demand for refugees 
(language, vocational training, etc.)? 

Inadequate Legal 
Frameworks 

 How might inconsistent or incomplete legal frameworks be viewed 
as an enabler of experimentation vs a challenge to overcome? 

 What legislative or regulatory changes would enable exploration of 
technology-driven opportunities or experimentation more broadly? 

 How might we simplify the parts of the process that are most 
confusing to refugees?  

National Security and 
Vested Interests 

 How might a jobs-to-be-done perspective re-frame the national 
security discussion? 

 How might we address incentives that encourage governments to 
not address identified barriers? 

A select number of historical and in-process disruptive developments could further help to highlight 
different paths to address these and related barriers. The table below profiles eight developments that 
resulted from global brainstorming sessions involving close to 30 Innosight consultants, providing                   
an overview of each and questions to consider based on the example. 

Example Description Questions to Consider 

 

 
 

In the 1950s, banks largely gave out loans based on 
individual assessments from skilled credit officers. In 
1956, Bill Fair and Earl Isaac created a mechanism to 
determine what is now known as a credit score based 
on a simple set of common criteria. Now known as a 
FICO score, this simplified the process of assessing 
credit worthiness, helping to drive the rise of the credit 
card industry. 

 Could we capture the employability 
of refugees in a simple score? 

 How might we simplify the process of 
assessing refugees suitability for 
particular work environments? 

 

Amazon’s Mechanical Turk serves as a task-sharing 
platform to parcel out tasks that are best solved by 
humans, such as image recognition, across 
geographically dispersed participants. Task 
completers receive a micropayment for each 
completed task. TaskRabbit follows a more localized 
model, with platform participants helping with tasks 
like furniture assembly and home repair. 

 Could we create an online 
marketplace to allow refugees to 
participate in task-sharing activities? 

 What local activities could be win-
win areas of focus? 

 

Rumie has created a custom tablet that brings 
education to underprivileged people in the world who 
lack Internet access. Its affordable tablets are pre-
loaded with educational content curated by NGOs 
and government partners to educate students, 
including those in crisis situations. Rumie was named 
the World’s Best Social Startup by Global 
Entrepreneurship Week.   

 How might we make a custom-
purpose device for the unique needs 
of refugees? 

 How might a technology platform 
enable work to be done and 
remunerated in new ways? 
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Example Description Questions to Consider 

 

Users who have lost their passwords to some social 
media sites can identify themselves in non-traditional 
ways, such as by identifying friends and family in 
pictures. Social identification makes it more difficult for 
hackers to illegally obtain passwords and further 
humanizes a user’s experience with a social network. 

 How might we create new ways to 
prove identification for those lacking 
official documentation? 

 

In the mid-2000s, Unilever created a unique micro-
distribution model in India. It trains women in rural India 
and provides do-it-yourself sales kits about products 
like hand soaps and shampoos. Not only do                            
the women sell the products locally, they train villagers 
in habits and practices that might otherwise be 
unfamiliar. 

 What kind of do-it-yourself kits could 
empower refugees? 

 What kind of franchise opportunities 
could exist for refugees? 

 

Brigham Young University’s Idaho campus created              
a blended online/offline model to reach wider student 
populations. The program combines online modules 
with small groups meetings at local churches. Local 
volunteers donate time to support students.                            
The program now teaches close to 40,000 students per 
year, eclipsing the 30,000 students at BYU-I’s campus. 

 Could existing training platforms be 
repurposed for the unique needs of 
refugees? 

 How might we enable peer-to-peer 
education for refugees by refugees? 

 

In return for receiving a house from Habitat for 
Humanity, a family is required to put in a set amount of 
time and effort of their own in building the house.                 
The “sweat equity” model develops not just greater 
responsibility for the house but also helps participants 
to develop a broader skillset to be able to then take 
care of the house. 

 What activities could refugees do in 
conjunction with local communities? 

 How might we get local communities 
to put “skin in the game” to help with 
integration? 

 

The rise of the commercial Internet in the 1990s 
enabled new content creation models, called 
“crowdsourcing.” For example, in the travel industry, 
instead of relying on a small cadre of experts, 
TripAdvisor relies on the mass wisdom of millions of 
visitors. Many crowdsourced models such as Wikipedia 
and Reddit have sophisticated self-policing to ensure 
the quality of the content. 

 How might we tap into the “wisdom 
of the crowds” of refugees, 
particularly amongst existing 
diasporas? 

 What platforms would facilitate           
peer-to-peer connections between 
refugees? 
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About Innosight  

Innosight is a growth strategy firm, focused on helping companies design and create the future. 
Innosight builds on the path-breaking research of its co-founder, Harvard Business School Professor 
Clayton Christensen, to help companies imagine and create new ways to grow in their core business 
and in markets that don’t yet exist. Innosight has worked with leading global organizations such as 
Aetna, the Ayala Group (Philippines), Boeing, Citi, Godrej (India), Medtronic, Singtel, Time Warner, 
Walgreens, and the government of Singapore. Recent publications—Harvard Business Review Press 
published books The Little Black Book of Innovation, Building a Growth Factory, and The First Mile and 
Harvard Business Review Articles “The New Corporate Garage,” “Two Routes to Resilience,” “Building 
an Innovation Engine in 90 Days,” and “Knowing When to Reinvent” – detail Innosight’s thinking on 
how to make successful innovation predictable and how to design and lead organizations through 
strategic transformations. Innosight has further market-tested its ideas via a dedicated venture capital 
arm in Singapore, which has provided seed capital to 10 local startups and generated a 15% Internal 
Rate of Return in seven years of operations. Innosight has close to 100 employees between                                 
its headquarters in Lexington, MA in the United States and offices in Lausanne, Switzerland and 
Singapore.  
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