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Labour Market Integration of
Migrants in the European Union
An aging population, a decrease in the workforce, and lack of human capital:
European countries are facing some demographic and economic challenges.
Could innovative migration policy instruments offer a solution?
by Alessio J. G. Brown

I

n light of the refugee crisis, the migration and labour market integration of migrants have become
significant challenges for European labour markets
and for the unity of the EU. Public opinion and political action are driven by fears and misconceptions
rather than by facts and evidence. Ultimately, the
crisis must be seen as a European crisis and not the result of
migration (ConstantZimmermann 2017; Zimmermann 2016).
At the same time, European countries are facing significant
demographic challenges (low fertility rates, aging and declining workforce) and lack of human capital in certain segments
of the economies. These challenges will increasingly impact
productivity growth and the stability of social security systems and cannot be solved solely by the domestic workforce
or the education systems.
Free labour mobility in the EU has effectively countered imbalances and improved the allocation of qualified workers, but it
has not reached the scale it should have from an economic
perspective of optimal resource allocation. Furthermore, free
mobility is also temporary. Mobility barriers continue to exist
in the EU and have to be torn down (e.g. language, accreditation of qualifications, transferability of social transfer claims,
lack of mobility opportunities in the public sector, etc.). As a
consequence, European labour markets need to rely on immigration from third countries and this calls for clear institutional settings in order to be able to attract the necessary international human capital in the global competition for talent
(Constant, Zimmermann 2017; Zimmermann 2016).
Globalization and digitalization increasingly interconnect labour markets and fuel their dynamism and, thus, increase the
demand for flexibility in terms of migration as well.
What is needed is a comprehensive concept for migration and
integration, covering economic as well as humanitarian migration, based on scientific evidence and rigorous evaluation
of best practices.
A successful integration into the European labour markets is
essential to put the potential of the refugees into productive
use and thereby, to realize the potential, long-term positive implications for the labour market as well as for the whole economy. In contrast to populistic prejudices the long-term effects
of the integration of refugees into the labour market can be of

benefit not only to the refugees, but also to the domestic workforce and the whole economy (Bevelander 2016).
It is necessary to understand integration as a future investment, which pays off in the long-run (Hinte et al. 2015). To this
end it is essential to base the society-wide, political debate
and policies on scientific facts and evidence relating to the
effects of immigration and refugees on the labour market and
explicitly to counter existing common prejudices.
Contrary to the evidence, digitalization and migration are
seen as the hounds of globalization, displacing native workers
and cutting their wages. Without ideas on how to stop robots,
migrants are to be stopped by walls and development aid.
However, while the latter will increase the opportunities for
migration from poor countries, which requires resources, the
former usually backfires (Zimmermann 2017).
Restricting Labour Migration Backfires
Workers adapt to policies restricting labour migration: they
may pursue illegal ways to enter a country and given that once
they leave they will not be able to get back, they do not migrate
back home but instead, they bring in their families. Ultimately,
this not only increases the number of immigrants residing permanently in the country, but it also changes the composition
of the immigrant population (Zimmermann 2014a). A common example is the US-Mexico Bracero programme which
regulated flows of temporary low-skilled labour between 1942
and 1964. This effective system of circular migration based on
temporary work intentions was cancelled in order to improve
the situation of domestic workers. First, cancelling the program had no effect on US agricultural wages or employment as
employers adapted to the reduced supply of low-skilled labour
and adopted less labour-intensive technologies and different
crop mixes (Clemens et al. 2017). Second, as a consequence
of the restrictions for labour migration Mexican families began settling permanently throughout the US (Zimmermann
2014a). A successful temporary migration scheme was thus,
turned into a de facto permanent residence of undocumented Mexican workers. Other examples are the German guest
worker and the EU Eastern enlargement. The end of the active
recruitment of low-skilled workers in Germany after the 1973
oil crisis led to a decrease in migration and stock of workers

7

D

DOSSIER

from EU countries. But the
The often called-for increased
migrants from non-EU counemployment protection legtries (e.g. Turkey), who were
islation which protects doA successful integration into the European labour
not able to easily return to
mestic workers, therefore not
markets is essential to put the potential of the
Germany if they left, settled
refugees into productive use and thereby, to realize only protects domestic workpermanently. The EU Eastern the potential, long-term positive implications for the ers in the short run but it also
Expansion in 2004 and 2007
inhibits their professional adlabour market as well as for the whole economy.
increased the number of cirvancement and occupational
cular labour migrants, but
upgrading.
due to unfounded fears GerFurthermore, the process of
many and Austria used the
occupational upgrading away
7-year transition period without opening their borders. As a
from physically demanding tasks also implies better working
consequence, skilled workers moved to the UK and Ireland,
conditions, and improves the quality of work, well-being and
while Germany was left with older and lower-skilled workers,
the health of native workers (Giuntella 2014). As a consewho immigrated illegally or as self-employed workers.
quence, health care costs fall (Giuntella et al. 2018).
In conclusion, restricting labour migration has unintended
Overall, these effects enable the economy to absorb more laconsequences or just misses out.
bour, the diversity of skills increases productivity, new employment is created and wages rise (Spoonley 2014; Lofstrom
The Impacts of Immigration and
2014; Peri 2014; Constant 2014). Furthermore, evidence from
Successful Integration on the Labour Market
generational accounting has shown that taxes and social seOpen labour markets and immigration lead to a better allocacurity contributions paid by migrants clearly outweigh the
tion of resources, reduce imbalances and ultimately increase
transfers received in the long-run (Bonin 2014, 2015).
output and prosperity. This has been confirmed as the case in
The positive impacts of migration on domestic labour marthe USA in a report by the Commission of the US National Acadkets, the demystification of wrong misconceptions and again
emy of Sciences (Blau and Mackie 2016) as well by many studies
the crucial influence of bad policies can be found in many
from the EU Eastern Enlargement (e.g. Kahanec and Zimmerstudies which analyse different aspects.
mann 2009, 2016). Common myths such as migrants taking the
jobs of native workers or depressing their wages have no sciFurther Evidence
entific base. There is no conclusive evidence that native workThere are other positive effects in the medium and long term,
ers are systematically pushed out by immigrants, rather, on
contrary to various fears circulating about the presence of
the contrary, evidence shows that in the medium to long-term
foreigners.
the employment prospects of native workers actually improve
The immigration of low-skilled workers – by pushing down
due to immigration (Constant 2014; Cataneo et al. 2013). The
the costs for household services, child and elderly care – can
evidence also shows that negative wage effects for native workincrease the employment of high-skilled women with family reers are negligibly small or non-existent, and studies looking at
sponsibilities (Furtado 2014; Constant 2014).
longer time periods show that immigrants – by stimulating firm
There is no evidence regarding welfare migration in the EU. In
growth and contributing a range of skills and ideas – boost procases where migrants use the welfare state more than natives,
ductivity and the wages of native workers in the long-run (Peri
it is a result of different socio-demographic characteristic or
2014; Brücker and Jahn 2011; D’Amuri et al. 2010).
failed integration (Giulietti 2014).
Firms may adjust their technology to use the available cheapContrary to common misconceptions, evidence for various
er labour supply, enabling them to expand production and
countries shows that there is no straightforward causal reto create complementary jobs which are then filled by native
lation between immigration and crime. Clearly, immigrants
workers (Peri 2014). Furthermore, migrants and natives have
with little labour market prospects tend to engage in properdifferent skill sets and are often not in direct competition due
ty crime, but this also holds true for similarly disadvantaged
to different language skills, professional networks, and social
natives. At the same time, the creation of legal employment
and cultural knowledge (Peri 2014). For example, migrants
possibilities and naturalizations leads to a reduction in crime
may have comparable manual skills but due to their relatively
(Bell 2014; Bell et al. 2013).
inferior language skills they have a comparative advantage in
With regards to the interaction between digitalization and mimanual and physically demanding tasks. Thus, native workgration, recent evidence shows that immigration helps to reduce
ers react to migration by leaving manual tasks and specializthe impact of polarization for natives at the lower end of the
ing in tasks which are more complex or which have stronger
wage distribution caused by digitalization. As a consequence,
communication or cognitive components (Ottaviano and Peri
policies which restrict immigration in order to protect mid2012; Peri and Sparber 2009). This specialization shields native
dle-class workers may have the opposite effect (Basso et al. 2017).
workers from competition and at the same time leads to an occupational upgrading, i.e. an acceleration of their professionThe Impacts of Refugees and
al advancement into complementary and better paid jobs of
their Successful Integration on the Labour Market
higher quality (Peri 2014; Cataneo et al. 2013; Peri and Sparber
Most of the studies do not find that refugees have significant
2009). The higher qualified the migrants are and the more fleximpacts on the native labour force. Historical examples of
ible the labour markets are, the greater these effects will be.
the impact of unforeseen refugee flows found there were no
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effects on wages, but in the short-term, there were low negative employment impacts for the native population (Tumen 2015; Clemens and Hunt 2017). The impacts of these
historical flows greatly depend on the local institutional
frameworks and labour market circumstances and, thus, it
can be difficult to infer the impacts of the recent flows on
the labour market.
A recent study on the impacts of refugee flows to Denmark between 1990 and 2008 which focused explicitly on low-skilled
native workers provides clear evidence of the positive impacts
on professional advancement, wages and employment of lowskilled native workers in line with the mechanisms discussed
above. Mostly due to language barriers, refugees took on jobs
involving simple and manual tasks and the native workforce
reacted by moving to non-manual and more complex tasks
(Foged and Peri 2015).
Again, contrary to public perception, the evidence on the
impacts of refugees on the labour market broadly confirms the
evidence for migrants in general though with generally lower positive impacts and potentially short-run small negative
employment impacts for low-skilled natives (Foged and Peri
2015; Tumen 2015). Decisive for the realization of the positive
impacts though is a successful integration into the labour market which starts with granting refugees fast and unrestricted
access to the labour market. This would enable refugees to
earn their own living, to become qualified and to integrate.
Employed immigrants pay taxes and are not costly inactive,
nor do they resort to other means of income generation.
Restricting Refugee’s Access to the
Labour Market Can Backfire
Evidence of the influxes of Syrian refugees to Turkey empirically shows that refugees pushed out 10% of the native workforce in the informal market. But the central issue is that Syrian refugees are not granted official work permits and so they
then work as cheap labour in the labour-intensive part of the
informal market. Thus, a lack of legal employment possibilities and the existence of informal markets, in which there is
high substitutability, can have negative impacts for the native
workforce (Balkan and Tumen 2016; Ceritoglu et al. 2015).
Similarly, research on criminal activities of labour migrants
and refugees in the UK shows that compared to labour migrants, refugees tend to have a relatively higher rate of property crime. However, the main difference between these two
groups is that refugees have no work permits.
These examples highlight the important need to provide access to the labour market in order to promote a successful
integration. How successful has labour market integration
been in the past?

D

L’integrazione lavorativa dei
migranti nell’Unione europea

L

a gestione della crisi dei rifugiati e l’integrazione dei migranti nel mercato del lavoro sono
diventate in questi ultimi anni sfide strutturali
per i mercati del lavoro europei e per l’unità
stessa della UE. L’opinione pubblica e l’azione politica
sono infatti spesso guidate da paure e percezioni errate
e non da fatti e prove. In definitiva, la crisi che stiamo attraversando deve essere considerata piuttosto una crisi
interna dell’Europa che una crisi legata alle conseguenze del fenomeno migratorio.
Allo stesso tempo, i Paesi europei stanno affrontando
problematiche demografiche dovute a bassi tassi di fertilità e a un progressivo invecchiamento, che portano
inevitabilmente alla diminuzione della forza lavoro e alla
mancanza di capitale umano in alcuni segmenti dell’economia. Questo fenomeno inciderà sempre più sulla
crescita della produttività e sulla stabilità economica e
sociale e non potrà trovare una soluzione facendo affidamento solo sulla forza lavoro interna.
La libera circolazione del lavoro all’interno della UE ha
efficacemente contrastato gli squilibri e migliorato l’accesso a prestazioni lavorative da personale qualificato,
ma ciò non è sufficiente nell’ottica di una prospettiva di
crescita a lungo termine. Inoltre, anche all’interno della
stessa UE persistono ostacoli e barriere che limitano
una circolazione del lavoro veramente libera, come ad
esempio le differenze linguistiche, una certificazione
delle competenze condivisa, il riconoscimento di titoli di
studio e qualifiche, e così via.
Per queste ragioni, per soddisfare una domanda interna che richiede, tra l’altro, sempre maggiore dinamismo
e flessibilità, i mercati europei devono fare affidamento
anche sulla forza lavoro proveniente da Paesi terzi.
È necessario, dunque, considerare l’integrazione dei migranti come un investimento nel futuro, che si ripaga nel
lungo periodo, con un approccio lungimirante, basato
su un dibattito che tenga conto anche degli effetti positivi che l’immigrazione può apportare nel mercato del lavoro e volto a contrastare esplicitamente alcuni pregiudizi comuni esistenti. Studi scientifici dimostrano anche
che un accesso rapido e senza restrizioni dei rifugiati nel
mercato del lavoro e l’attivazione di misure di integrazione attiva, rafforzate nei primi mesi della loro permanenza
in un Paese europeo, sono fondamentali per favorire le
prospettive di integrazione a lungo termine.

Mind the Gap
Integration refers to convergence in the outcomes of immigrants and natives in various social and economic dimensions. This is important, since it enables immigrants to pay
taxes and use fewer public resources as well as improve their
quality of life, reduce their risk of illegal activities and ultimately, generate positive attitudes among the host population. Children of immigrants profit from their parents’ integration and this improves their outcomes (Anderson 2015).

9
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The evidence clearly shows income and employment gaps
between immigrants and the host population. While these
gaps close over time, for some immigrant groups the gap never disappears. In particular, the labour market integration
of refugees in Europe has been unsuccessful in the past. It
takes refugees at least 20 years to catch up with labour migrants. Access barriers to the labour market, lengthy asylum
processes, difficulty in determining qualifications and a lack
of knowledge of the language can delay access to the labour
market for up to 6 years. This leads to skill depreciation, inhibits investment into their own human capital as well as, ultimately, their integration and labour market prospects (Bevelander 2016; Dustmann et al. 2016; OECD 2006).
European countries adopt a variety of different measures ranging from not granting working permits or labour market tests
to installing waiting periods and restricted access to certain

10
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sectors. While these policies are designed to prevent abuse of
the asylum channel and protect the domestic workforce they
are costly for refugees in the long run and can severely affect
their integration outcomes. Evidence from Switzerland and
France shows that 1 additional year of inactive waiting reduces
the future employment rate by 5% points (see Hainmüller et
al. 2016; Havrylchyk and Ukrayinchuk 2016). In the long-run
refugees may be disadvantaged in terms of employment and
wages and more likely to be welfare dependent which in turn
may endanger social cohesion and ultimately the host population’s willingness to accept subsequent refugees.
Evidence-Based Policy Making
The evidence calls for a promotion of migration and reduction
in barriers to migration and also shows that flexible labour
markets strengthen the positive effects for native workers.

DOSSIER

D

The evidence calls for a promotion of migration
and reduction in barriers to migration and also
shows that flexible labour markets strengthen the
positive effects for native workers.

criteria as well as the flexible adjustment in response to labour
market needs are core strengths of such policies. Furthermore, bilateral training and employment agreements which
promote circular migration could be pursued in collaboration
with north African countries (Zimmermann 2017, 2016, 2014b;
Constant, Zimmermann 2017). Evidence on the impact of
dual citizenships and naturalization provide valuable policy
guidance. Naturalizations did not result in prolonged stays,
but rather the opposite, since migrants had the freedom to
chose to work in the country which provides the best job opportunities. Evidence from various countries also shows that
citizenship improves labour market success (Gathmann 2015).
Scientific studies show that a swift and unrestricted access
for refugees to the labour market and strengthened active
integration measures in the first months are crucial for longterm integration prospects. Adequate policies implemented
in Norway significantly accelerated labour market entry and,
in the US, refugees outperformed labour migrants in terms of
labour market success (see OECD 2016; Cortes 2004).
Thus, in order to avoid repeating past mistakes, European
countries need to implement evidence-based active asylum
and integration policies to realize the potential of refugees,
their successful integration and the discussed positive effects.
While few refugee policies have been thoroughly scientifically evaluated, clear policy implications and best practices to
follow do exist. These range for example from implementing
early profiling and mapping of skills in the labour market,
basing dispersal policies on labour market potentials, to providing a fast track for those with high residence prospects as
well as combining language learning on the job with hiring
subsidies (see Constant and Zimmermann 2016; OECD 2016).

A timely and unrestricted access to the labour market is decisive for successful integration. © Francesco Guidicini

While the common European labour market has not yet been
achieved, this needs to be the aim in order to bring European
mobility to the level it should be. This in turn implies removing barriers which are often mentioned but still existent (Constant and Zimmermann 2017; Zimmermann 2016).
To address the increasing need for immigration from third
countries, Europe should establish a clear channel for
work-related entry. Examples of immigration laws with transparent selection processes for qualified migrants from non-EU
countries could be point systems as Canada and Australia have
done. The transparent signals towards potential immigrants
and the host population on limited opportunities and clear

Conclusion
International labour migration is typically circular and the
restriction of labour mobility and migration usually backfires
and comes at a huge economic and social cost in the long-run.
A successful integration of migrants into the labour market
has positive effects on the domestic workers and scientific evidence continuously falsifies prejudices and common
misconceptions. The existing empirical evidence also indicates that reception and integration of refugees are not
only a humanitarian responsibility but also economically
beneficial. A timely and unrestricted access to the labour
market is decisive for successful integration. And the more
successful the integration of refugees into the labour market
is the greater the benefit for all involved.
Europe has reached a cross-roads. Instead of following the
slope towards the collapse of Europe, the right way to go is
towards a Europe with free internal labour mobility and a
shared external migration policy.

11

D

DOSSIER

REFERENCES

J. Hainmüller, D. Hangartner, D. Lawrence, When Lives Are Put on Hold: Len-

K.H. Anderson, Can Immigrants Ever Earn as Much as Native Workers?, in

gthy Asylum Processes Decrease Employment Among Refugees, in «Science

«IZA World of Labor», n. 159, 2015

Advances», n. 2(8), 2016

B. Balkan, S. Tumen, Immigration and Prices: Quasi-Experimental Evidence

O. Havrylchyk, U. Ukrayinchuk, Living in Limbo: Economic and Social Costs

from Syrian Refugees in Turkey, in «Journal of Population Economics», n.

for Refugees, mimeo, Nov. 2016

29(3), 2016, pp. 657-686

H. Hinte, U. Rinne, K. F. Zimmermann, Flüchtlinge in Deutschland: Herau-

G. Basso, G. Peri, A. Rahman, Computerization and Immigration: Theory

sforderung und Chancen, in «Wirtschaftsdienst», n. 95(11), 2015, pp. 744-751

and Evidence from the United States, NBER Working Paper n. 23935, 2017

OECD, Making Integration Work: Refugees and others in need of protection,

B. Bell, Crime and Immigration, in «IZA World of Labor», n. 33, 2014

OECD Publ., Paris 2016

B. Bell, F. Fasani, S. Machin, Crime and Immigration: Evidence from Large

G.I.P. Ottaviano, G. Peri, Rethinking the Effects of Immigration on Wages, in

Immigrant Waves, in «Review of Economics and Statistics», n. 95(3), 2013,

«Journal of the European Economic Association», vol. 10, n. 1, 2012, pp.

pp. 657-686.

152-197

P. Bevelander, Integrating Refugees into Labor Markets, in «IZA World of La-

G. Peri, Do Immigrant Workers Depress the Wages of Native Workers?, in «IZA

bor», n. 269, 2016

World of Labor», n. 42, 2014

F.D. Blau, C. Mackie, The Economic and Fiscal Consequences of Immigration,

G. Peri, C. Sparber, Task Specialization, Immigration, and Wages, in «Ameri-

The National Academies Press, Washington DC 2016

can Economic Journal: Applied Economics», n. 1(3), 2009, pp. 135-169

H. Bonin, Der Beitrag von Ausländern und künftiger Zuwanderung zum deut-

P. Spoonley, Superdiversity, Social Cohesion, and Economic Benefits, in «IZA

schen Staatshaushalt, Bertelsmann Stiftung, Gütersloh 2014

World of Labor», n. 46, 2014

H. Bonin, Langfristige fiskalische Erträge künftiger Zuwanderung nach Deut-

S. Tumen, The Use of Natural Experiments in Migration Research, in «IZA

schland, in «Wirtschaftsdienst», n. 95(4), 2015, pp. 262-268

World of Labor», n. 191, 2015

C. Cataneo, C.V. Fiorio, G. Peri, Immigration and Careers of European Wor-

K.F. Zimmermann, Migration for Development: From Challenges to Opportu-

kers: Effects and the Role of Policies, in «IZA Journal of European Labor Stu-

nities, GLO Discussion Paper, n. 70, 2017

dies», n. 2, 2013, pp. 2-17

K.F. Zimmermann, Refugee and Migrant Labor Market Integration: Europe

E. Ceritoglu, G. Yunculer, H. Torun, S. Tumen, The Impact of Syrian Refuge-

in Need of a New Policy Agenda, mimeo, paper presented at the EUI Con-

es on Natives’ Labor Market Outcomes in Turkey: Evidence from a Quasi-Expe-

ference on the Integration of Migrants and Refugees, 29-30 September,

rimental Design, in «IZA Discussion Paper», n. 9348, 2015

Florence 2016

M. Clemens, E. Lewis, H. Postel, Immigration Restrictions As Active Labor

K.F. Zimmermann, Circular Migration, in «IZA World of Labor», n. 1, 2014a

Market Policy, «NBER WP», n. 23125, 2017

K.F. Zimmermann, Migration, Jobs and Integration in Europe, in «Migration

M. Clemens, J. Hunt, The Labor Market Effects of Refugee Waves: Reconciling

Policy Practice», n. 4, 2014b, pp. 4-16

Conflicting Results, in «NBER WP», n. 23433, 2017
A. Constant, K.F. Zimmermann, Challenged by Migration: Europe’s Options,
GLO Discussion Paper, n. 46, 2017
A. Constant, K.F. Zimmermann, Towards a new European Refugee Policy
that Works, UNU-MERIT WP 2016-62, 2016
A. Constant, Do Migrants Take the Jobs of Native Workers?, in «IZA World of
Labor», n. 10, 2014
K. Cortes, Are Refugees Different from Economic Immigrants? Some Empirical Evidence on the Heterogeneity of Immigrant Groups in the United States, in
«Review of Economics and Statistics», n. 86, 2004, pp. 465-480.
F. D’Amuri, G.I.P. Ottaviano, G. Peri, The Labor Market Impact of Immigration in Western Germany in the 1990’s, in «European Economic Review», n.
54, 2010, pp. 550-570
C. Dustmann, F. Fasani, T. Frattini, L. Minale, U. Schönberg, On the Economics and Politics of Refugee Migration, in «IZA DP», n. 10234, 2016
M. Foged, G. Peri, Immigrants’ Effect on Native Workers: New Analysis on
Longitudinal Data, in «Applied Economic Journal: Applied Economics»,
vol. 8, n. 2, pp. 1-34, 2015
D. Furtado, Immigrant Labor and Work-family Decisions of Native-Born Women, in «IZA World of Labor», n. 139, 2015
C. Gathmann, Naturalization and Citizenship: Who Benefits?, in «IZA World
of Labor», n. 125, 2015

Alessio J. G. Brown

C. Giulietti, The Welfare Magnet Hypothesis and the Welfare Take-Up of Migrants, in «IZA World of Labor», n. 37, 2014
O. Giuntella, Do Immigrants Improve the Health of Native Workers?, in «IZA
World of Labor», n. 102, 2014
M. Lofstrom, Immigrants and entrepreneurship, in «IZA World of Labor»,
n. 85, 2014
O. Giuntella, F. Mazzonna, C. Nicodemo, C. Vargas-Silva, Immigration and
the Reallocation of Work Health Risks, GLO Discussion Paper 215, 2018

12

Africa e Mediterraneo 88 • Settembre 2018

is Honorary Professor in Labour and Macroeconomics at
Maastricht University as well as Head of Strategy and Data/AI
at Saloodo!. Previously he was founding director of the Global
Labor Organization and has held various research and management positions at the Institute for the Study of Labor (IZA),
the World Bank and the Kiel Institute for the World Economy.

