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Immigration plays an important role in helping developed economies to maintain and improve their 
standards of living while their societies are aging. Developed economies are increasingly dependent 
upon highly skilled immigrants to provide scarce skills and boost innovation. They also rely on a 
broad range of low and middle skilled immigrants to perform work for which few native workers are 
available. These demands remain even in times of economic downturns, in particular the need to 
attract and retain the most talented immigrants. The aim of this paper is to outline how the EU and its 
member states approach the immigration-growth question. It examines the short and long term trends 
in how the immigration system supports economic growth and prosperity.  

The paper is organised into five parts and each provides a partial contribution to the question of how 
immigration contributes to the economic growth of the European Union. The first part outlines the 
theoretical framework for this study, which combines the national innovation systems approach with 
studies of the migration system, in order to get a better understanding of the relationship between 
immigration and economic development. The second aims to provide a general background to the 
question of how different migrant workers contribute to economic development. It explores, in 
particular, the differences between the contribution of immigrants at different skill levels1 and the way in 
which policy makers have responded to this in general. The third part focuses in on developments in the 
European Union and its member states. It studies the nature of the economic contribution expected of 
different types of migrant workers and which impacts are short term as opposed to long term. It also 
discusses the types of immigration which the EU member states have experienced in recent decades and 
how these trends have changed. The paper devotes special attention to (super) highly skilled immigrants 
because of their expected contribution to economic development and the performance of European 
innovation systems. It also highlights the difference between immigration from third countries and intra 
European migration as there are important differences in the nature of these flows and the extent to 
which national governments can influence them. The fourth part consists of the evaluation of policies 
and institutions, focusing on the features of the migration system which affect economic growth and 
competitiveness. More specifically, it discusses the extent to which the European innovation and 
migration systems succeed in selecting, attracting, absorbing, and retaining talented immigrants who 
contribute to economic development. The final part assesses the impact of the economic crisis on 
migration flows, policy responses and the role of immigrants in the economy in both the short and 
medium term. It argues that changed economic conditions and the policy measures taken in response 
have an impact on immigration flows in the short term. The economic restructuring which accompanies 
the downturn may lead to a jobless recovery and a changed demand for different types of migrants. In 
the medium and long term the need for, in particular, highly skilled migrant workers remain. 

I. Introduction 

This paper analyses short and long term contributions to the economic progress and shared economic 
prosperity of EU member states as a result of migration at a range of skill levels. It does so by 
adopting the national innovation system approach to the analysis of economic development and its 
relationship to the migration system.  

Immigrants arrive through various channels. Refugees and those arriving for family reunification 
are important groups in terms of size, however, they often do not contribute much to economic 

                                                      
1 Even though many kinds of migration can contribute directly or indirectly to economic development and innovation, (super) 

highly skilled migration is thought to be most directly linked to innovation and is, therefore, at the centre of this paper. The 
immigration of workers at different skill level can also directly or indirectly influence the propensity for innovation in a 
system over the short and longer term. For this reason the paper also discusses the relative importance of these other types of 
economic immigration and the migration system in place in European countries. A further reason not to focus exclusively on 
highly skilled immigration is that this paper was intended as a twin paper comparing the management of migration flows and 
the impact of immigrants at all skill levels on economic competitiveness in the European Union and the US. 
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development in European member states.2 Economic migrants are more important here and it is for 
this reason that this paper focuses on this group. Between migrant workers, it is useful to make a 
distinction between different types on the basis of their skill level. Low and highly skilled immigrants 
offer different contributions to economic development and they face different unemployment risks as 
well as differences in their general ability to integrate into their host society. Partially because of these 
differences, public opinion and the approach policy makers have taken to either limit or promote the 
entry and retention of these immigrants differ as well. A fourth group of immigrants are those who 
enter national systems illegally or overstay their visas. Normally this is a specific subgroup of 
economic migrants and in many cases individuals from this group find low skilled work in the 
(irregular) economy of the host system. Since the size of this group is considerable it will also be 
included. While both illegal and low skilled immigration and immigration policies are discussed in 
this paper, the emphasis lies on immigration of the highly skilled as a group which is expected to offer 
the most significant contribution to innovation and economic development in advanced economies. An 
additional category, particularly relevant for the purpose of this paper is foreign students even though 
they often are not counted as immigrants. 

A socio-economic system consists of a complex of organisations, networks, and institutions. 
National systems are not only national because they are demarcated by physical borders, but they also 
tend to have their own institutional framework, are governed by a national government and have a 
national ecology of public and private organizations, which engage in economic and other societal 
activities. The institutions relevant for both the innovation system3 and immigration system consist of 
both formal (laws, regulations) as well as informal institutions (ways of doing things, professional and 
cultural norms) (Edquist & Johnson, 1997). Economic growth can occur through a growth in the size 
or productivity of the employed labour force, an increase in invested capital, an increase in the number 
or size and nature of organisations and/or through innovations in institutions or technologies.  

Immigration is one of the ways in which the national innovation system is related to and interacts 
with the outside world. For this reason, it is particularly interesting to see how the immigration system, 
that is, the organisations, networks and institutions which together determine the inflow, selection, 
retention, return, and integration of migrants, is related to the innovation system.4 Clearly one can 
understand these systems as overlapping to a certain extent. The labour demands of the public and 
private organizations, which constitute the innovation system, form the main attraction to economic 
immigrants. These organisations employ and retain immigrants as well as often playing an important part 
in their selection and integration into broader society. At least this is the case for migrant workers which 
are the focus of this paper. Economic immigration can lead to an increase in the size (and productivity) 
of the labour force in the host country. The economic restructuring with which social and technological 
innovations are often accompanied, can lead to a changed demand for labour at different skill levels and 
can thus also have its effect on the demand for migrant workers - a competitive knowledge-based 
economy tends to be more attractive to high-skilled immigrants than less innovative systems. 

Neoclassical economic approaches to skilled labour migration often do not take full account of the 
importance of institutions in managing migration flows and economic development. Since most recent 

                                                      
2 There are examples of family reunion and refugee movements that contribute to the development of the receiving country 

(such as the Palestinans in Jordan). See, for example, Jacobsen (2002).   

3 The National Innovation System approach which is loosely based on evolutionary and institutionalist economics emerged in 
the 1990s as a way to study the development of economic systems with a specific focus on the institutions, organizations 
and networks which play a role in the development, diffusion and use of new economically useful knowledge and skills 
(Freeman, 1987, Lundvall, 1988, 1992, Nelson, 1993). 

4 While recognizing the overlap between the migration and innovation system, a full analysis of this relationship and thus 
an answer to the question about the role of selective migration policies to economic growth would be a complete 
research program rather than a single paper. The focus of this paper is on a more restricted part of the migration 
process, namely the formal institutions (laws, regulations, policies) which influence migration flows in and out of 
innovation systems and their effects. 
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studies of migration from both economic and other perspectives do actually highlight the importance 
of institutions, they may be relatively close to the national innovation systems approach even if so far 
this has not been made explicit. Implicit in the national innovation system approach, is a 
conceptualisation of individuals as socially embedded actors who continue to develop their skill set 
beyond formal education. Job and occupation specific skills are acquired by a process of learning 
which can take many years. These types of skills are often not recognized in the available statistics, 
which tend to use formal education levels as a proxy for skill level (for an alternative approach see 
Ortega and Polavieja, 2009). Cultural capital (including linguistic skills) also has a considerable effect 
on the success of migrants on the labour market. Access to professional networks is another factor 
which is important for labour market performance, perhaps especially, though not exclusively, among 
highly skilled professionals. Migrant networks are also important, especially for low skilled migrants, 
as they can provide (prospective) immigrants with information on labour market opportunities and are 
a method to generate social and economic support. Finally the innovation system approach recognises 
the importance of entrepreneurial drive. Individual actors, migrants included, can set up new 
organisations or lead existing ones and, in doing so, contribute to economic development in ways 
other than being employed in an organisation.  

II. Immigration and economic growth 

This section provides some general background to the question of how different types of migrant 
workers can contribute to economic development. It explores, in particular, the differences between 
the contribution of immigrants at different skill levels and the way in which policy makers have 
responded. Immigration, at all skill levels, helps to sustain welfare programs in aging societies and 
help to address labour shortages. Considering the expected differences in immigrants’ contributions to 
economic development according to their skill levels, governments in destination countries have 
implemented migration systems that favour highly skilled immigration over low skilled immigration. 
However, the limited possibilities for low skilled immigration are partially offset by substantial flows 
of illegal immigrants taking up low skilled occupations in the informal economy.  

Increased immigration can help to resolve or postpone some of the problems created by the aging 
society of developed host countries, since new immigrants tend to be young relative to the average age 
of the native population. Immigration may, therefore, contribute to economic development by 
addressing labour shortages which are the result of the retirement of aging workers (Brücker et al, 
2001, OECD, 2009a). Their contributions can help to finance social welfare programs in the short and 
medium term. Immigrants can thus help to improve the age structure of developed economies and, in 
doing so, can offer a temporary respite for welfare systems allowing governments to carry out more 
structural reforms. As, in the long term permanent immigrants also age, they will thereby draw on 
pension and health expenditures themselves. On the other hand, if migration flows continue in the 
future, they could continue to contribute to the active workforce and help finance pension 
systems5(Brücker et al, 2001, OECD, 2009a). Another reason to consider the potential positive impact 
of immigration is that many countries face, or are expected to face, shortages in various types of 
skilled and unskilled workers which is thought to hamper their economic development (Brücker et al, 
2001, OECD, 2009a). While the immigration of migrant workers is often considered to contribute to 
economic growth, it is important to realize that a higher GDP does need to be shared by more people, 
meaning that actual incomes per person may not increase much (Economist, 2008a, OECD, 2009a). 

                                                      
5 Because permanent migrants are themselves subject to a process of ageing, the more one calls immigrants to replace ageing 

natives, the more one will have to call new immigrants to compensate for the ageing of the first immigrants. This is a 
spiral process. (See also the UN publication (2001) on ‘Replacement Migration' and the criticism it has received from 
demographers). 
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Highly skilled immigrants can also provide scarce skills and boost innovation. Immigrants with a 
scientific or engineering background can, for example, play an active role in strengthening the 
scientific knowledge base and have the ability to engage in technological innovation.6 ‘High tech’ 
entrepreneurs can create employment and help drive the development of the knowledge based 
economy to which many governments in developed countries aspire. In general highly skilled migrants 
can prevent shortages of workers with required skill sets in the host country. Considering the 
anticipated positive economic and social impact this group of immigrants can have, many countries 
have imposed measures which favour the immigration of highly skilled workers above that of other 
groups. To a certain extent one may consider developed economies to be in competition for this group 
of immigrants (Mahroum, 2001, MPI, 2008). As a result of variations in the institutional and 
organisational set up of national innovation systems; including the differences in size and importance 
of economic sectors and the public research system, taxation levels and the structure of labour 
markets, as well as variations in their migration systems, there are also differences in the extent that 
they are attractive to this group of immigrants.  

Countries also rely on a broad range of low skilled and medium skilled immigrants to perform 
work where insufficient native workers are available. This type of immigration can, therefore, 
contribute to the prevention of labour shortages and, therefore, to economic development. Low and 
medium skilled immigrants may also contribute to economic growth through innovation. However, it 
is safe to assume that the contribution of this group of immigrants will be lower than the contribution 
of highly skilled immigrants. Another argument which does not favour low skilled immigration is that 
low skilled workers in most developed countries have a relatively high risk of unemployment. If they 
attain permanent residency or citizenship, low skilled immigrants may, therefore, on average place a 
relatively high demand on the host country’s welfare system – indeed, they are sometimes claimed to 
cost more in public transfers and services than that they contribute in taxes7, 8 (Brücker et al, 2001, 
OECD, 2008a). The children of low educated migrants tend to lag behind the children of native born 
parents in terms of educational attainment. This is one of the factors which affect their relatively lower 
chance of success in the labour market and this has long term social and economic repercussions 

                                                      
6 See e.g. Hunt and Gauthier-Loiselle (2010) for a study showing the significant positive impact of highly skilled immigrants 

on patenting in the US. This positive effect is mainly attributed to the high share of natural scientists and engineers 
among highly skilled immigrants.  

7 Net fiscal benefits or costs refers to the difference between the taxes paid by immigrants and the cost of services provided to 
immigrants. The argument that low skilled immigrants have a relatively high net fiscal cost is well established and well 
known. As Borjas (1995) argues that unskilled immigrants are more likely to use many government services and pay 
lower taxes. Existing estimates of the net fiscal costs of different groups of immigrants vary. It is also quite likely that the 
fiscal costs or benefits will differ between European member states according to the type of immigrants they receive, the 
duration of their stay and the nature of their innovation system (as well as the nature of their welfare and tax system). 
Measuring the costs or benefits of immigrants is a contentious, politically salient, issue in. for example, the Netherlands 
(NRC, 2010). As a result there are not many studies, let alone cross European ones, on this topic. For an overview of 
studies on the fiscal impact of immigration in the UK see House of Lords (2008). The argument of the net fiscal benefits 
and costs of immigrants does not take into account less direct benefits such as, for example, the contribution of highly 
skilled immigrants to innovation in a country.  

8 Another factor that should be considered is that low skilled immigrants may compete with the native born low skilled 
population for available jobs (OECD, 2008a, 2009). Whether this really occurs or not is an empirical question and several 
studies indicate that there is only a limited effect on the wages of the native low skilled labour force (e.g. Ottaviano and 
Perry, 2008, Kahanec and Zimmermann, 2008, and Carrasco, Jimeno and Ortega, 2008 in OECD, 2009a). If one would 
follow the logic of complementarity, highly skilled immigrants would be expected to have a positive effect on the 
employment and average wages of the low skilled native born population, while low skilled immigrants would be 
expected to have a depressing effect on their labour market opportunities and wages (Brücker et al, 2001). However, 
other studies do attribute the relatively negative attitude of native born individuals from lower educated segments of the 
population to their perception of this type of competition, even if other factors are also likely to play a role (see also 
Mayda, 2006, Ortega and Polavieja, 2009). The OECD (2010) studied the effect of rising unemployment rates during the 
economic downturn on the perception by natives of the economic contribution of immigrants. 
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including an effect of the future innovative potential of the host system (OECD, 2007, 2009).9 These 
and other factors have led most governments of developed countries to implement migration systems 
which offer relatively few legal entry options to low skilled immigrants. Still, most of these countries 
do have a demand for low skilled labour, which is not always met by the local population (Brücker et 
al, 2001, OECD, 2009a).  

The limited possibilities for a large contingent of potential low skilled immigrants to enter 
developed countries legally in combination with the job opportunities and relatively high incomes in 
these countries have resulted in considerable inflows of immigrants who enter the country illegally or 
who overstay their visas (Brücker et al, 2001, OECD, 2009a). These illegal immigrants manage to 
survive in part by doing low skilled jobs which are unattractive to the local population. In general 
illegal immigrants have high levels of employment. By taking up work in occupations where 
insufficient workers are available, illegal immigrants also play a role in helping to address labour 
market shortages. In some cases they even contribute to taxes and welfare programs (SSA, 2002 in 
OECD, 2009a). Still, most governments consider it desirable to either limit this inflow or redirect it 
into legal channels, so that there is greater control and also so these immigrants can fully contribute to 
societal programs (OECD, 2009a). 10  

Economic migrants are often thought to be more entrepreneurial than either their co-nationals or 
the average native of their host country (Glover et al, 2001). Indeed, the fact that they choose to leave 
their country to search for opportunities elsewhere may in itself be evidence of this entrepreneurial 
drive. They may, therefore, be more likely to set up businesses in their host country which can 
increase employment levels and economic development. Another potential positive impact of 
migration is that immigrants bring cultural skills and a professional network that are specific to their 
home country. This could lead to the development of, among other things, economic ties between host 
and home country. Finally immigration, at all skill levels, leads to cultural diversity and 
experimentation which can be important for creativity and innovation (Niebuhr, 2010). The 
institutional and organisational set up of the innovation systems in host countries influences the ease 
and propensity with which new firms are established and the extent to which they perform well. 
Immigrant businesses are no exception, and the conditions offered in national innovation systems, e.g. 
tax regimes, regulatory pressure, the knowledge base, the presence of suppliers and customers, etc, can 
affect the attractiveness of a system to immigrant entrepreneurs as well as their relative success.  

Governments are expected to aim for a migration system which increases the socio-economic 
benefits of migration by admitting migrants who help improve the economic development and welfare 
in their host countries (Brücker et al, 2001, Constant and Zimmermann, 2005). The functions (Bergek 
et al, 2008) which the migration system should perform include: the attraction of immigrants with 
desired skill sets, the selection of those immigrants which generate most economic and social returns 

                                                      
9 As shown from analyses of the OECD’s PISA survey, host countries differ considerably in their (lack of) success in 

educating the children of immigrants (Economist, 2008e).  

10 Limiting illegal immigration could also help prevent the humanitarian costs which are often associated with it. This 
includes unfavourable labour market conditions, exploitation, human smuggling and the casualties resulting from perilous 
migration routes. In most countries public opinion towards illegal immigration is strongly negative for various reasons. 
This negative attitude to illegal immigration is even thought to raise public opposition towards immigration in general 
(Brücker et al, 2001, OECD, 2009a). This may be another reason why governments want to limit it, even if it is 
impossible to completely put an end to it. A potential approach to limit illegal immigration is to offer greater possibilities 
for temporary labour migration. This can also help to address existing labour shortages in some economic sectors without 
the societal costs which can result from the permanent immigration of low skilled workers. This would allow these 
immigrants to benefit economically from short periods of working in developed economies. Their home countries would 
also benefit from the investment of the capital they bring back on return (OECD, 2008a, 2009). Such programs do work 
successfully in several countries, although the OECD (2008a, 2009a) does also see various difficulties with temporary 
migration programs when the demand for certain types of workers is of a permanent nature. It expects, among other 
things, opposition from employers who would be disinclined to offer training to temporary migrants repeatedly when 
longer term migrants would need this training only once.  
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to the host system, as well as; the retention of these immigrants; the diffusion of immigrants by 
allowing them to move to locations where they can make optimal use of their skill sets; the absorption 
or integration of immigrants in their host systems, as well as; mechanisms to foster the return of 
(unemployed) immigrants to their home system. 

The rest of this paper deals with the EU immigration system and its effect on innovation and 
economic growth. As will be clear this geographical focus complicates matters. Since one might be 
able to speak of a supranational EU system, which is responsible for some of the migration policies 
which affect the European innovation system. But national member states retain a large part of their 
authority over immigration policies (Brücker et al, 2001). This at least is the case for immigration 
from third countries, since European treaties have limited the discretionary power of individual 
member states over intra European migration. The structures of the European national innovations 
systems and their respective demands and appeal for various kinds of migrant workers differ to a 
considerable extent. In order to address the question of this paper it is, therefore, important to not only 
explore the common effects of immigration on economic growth in the EU and the policies which are 
implemented at the supranational level to harness this, but also to highlight the differences between 
member states in terms of the immigrants they receive, the demands of their national innovation 
systems, and the migration systems which they have put in place.  

The following sections of this paper draw on demographic and statistical information about 
European labour markets and the relative importance of immigrants therein as well as on the 
information on the regulations influencing migration flows into the European Union and its member 
states. It provides an analysis of previously published data in an attempt to answer the underlying 
questions. Throughout the text examples are given of European member states to show the differences 
in their approach, demand, and actual migrant flows and stocks.11 

III. Immigration and economic growth/competitiveness in the EU 

In 2000, the European Council launched the Lisbon Strategy aimed at “making the European Union 
the most competitive economy in the world and achieving full employment by 2010”. This strategy 
rests on an economic pillar (preparing the ground for the transition to a competitive, dynamic, 
knowledge-based economy) and a social pillar (investing in human resources and combating social 
exclusion). The inaugural document of the Lisbon Strategy (Presidency Conclusions of the Lisbon 
European Council of 23 and 24 March 2000) does not mention migration12, a fact which implicitly 
means that Europe was then considered to already hold the required labour force and skills (European 
Parliament, 2000).  

In 2010 and despite the crisis with its ramifications on unemployment, the communication from the 
Commission on “Europe 2020 − A European strategy for smart, sustainable and inclusive growth” sets 
similar priorities (“developing an economy based on knowledge and innovation”, and “fostering a 
high-employment economy delivering social and territorial cohesion”), but now recognizes that 

                                                      
11 This paper draws on data on migration flows at various skill levels. There are various international organizations which 

collect data on (low and high) skilled migration including the OECD and Eurostat. These databases tend to be based on 
national census data or surveys carried out in different member states. There are some problems in the compatibility of 
data sets between countries – because not every country uses the same definitions and not every country collects the same 
data. For example, the definition of citizenship is not the same in all European member states: some, such as Germany 
and Southern European countries, follow jus sanguinis and thus grant citizenship to all descendants of nationals. Other 
such as France and the UK follow the jus soli principle and thus grant citizenship to everyone born on their soil. As a 
consequence second generation immigrants are still counted as foreign nationals in some countries where in others they 
are not (Zimmermann, 2005). For similar reasons it can be difficult to compare the data collected by international 
organizations (see also Lemaitre, 2005). 

12 Except in Section III on the Western Balkans: “The European Council […] will enhance Adriatic cooperation in the fight 
against organised crime, smuggling and illegal immigration and will promote cross border cooperation.” 
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migration must be part of this strategy. A Flagship Initiative entitled "An Agenda for new skills and 
jobs" states that “At EU level, the Commission will work […]to promote a forward-looking and 
comprehensive labour migration policy which would respond in a flexible way to the priorities and 
needs of labour markets” (European Commission, 2010c).  

This section explores the relationship between immigration at different skill levels and economic 
growth and competitiveness in the European Union and its member states. It explores the flows and 
stocks of immigrants at different skill levels. It discusses the extent to which immigration has helped 
to fill specific shortages in strategic areas of the economy and those with unusual labour markets. 
Finally it discusses the trends of immigration and labour market demand during the economic crisis 
and expectations during the recovery phase. 

Most of the member states of the European Union are characterized by a low birth rate and an aging 
population (see table 1).13 These trends will have a considerable effect on the evolution of their 
economies, labour markets and societies in the coming decades. In the past ten years, population growth 
in the EU27 was mainly due to net migration. In 2008, the net migration rate was three times higher 
than the natural population growth (Vasileva, 2009) and from 2015 onwards migration is expected to be 
the sole cause as deaths outnumber births (Giannakouris, 2008). Most member states experience 
positive net migration, though there are occasional exceptions14 (Lanzieri and Corisin, 2006). 
Meanwhile the average age of the EU 27 population is increasing. In 2008, the share of the population 
over 65 was around 17 %, this share is projected to have grown till 25.4 % in 2035. At the same time 
the size of the working age population (20-64) is declining though as shown in table 1 this does not 
happen in all member states in the medium term and the rate at which it occurs varies between all 
member states (Giannakouris, 2008, Eurostat, 2010a). As workers from the baby boom generation will 
retire in large numbers, there is to be a considerable decrease in the working age population over the 
coming decade. Increased labour migration is one of the ways in which the problems brought about by 
an increasing share of pensioners in EU population (which does happen in all member states though to 
different extents) could be addressed15, even if the expansion of the population through migration also 
leads to socio-economic costs (Brücker et al, 2001, OECD, 2009a).16  

                                                      
13 There are considerable differences in demographic trends between European countries. France, the UK and Ireland have 

considerably higher birth rates than countries like Germany, Austria, Italy, Spain, and Eastern European countries 
(Eurostat, 2010a).  

14 For example Lithuania and Bulgaria (a country of structural emigration at least until its accession to the EU) witnessed net 
migration rates in 2005. In the same year the Netherlands, which is normally considered a country of immigration, also 
experienced a negative net migration rate (Lanzieri and Corisin, 2006). 

15 In 2006 the median age of immigrants who settled in 14 member states that collected data on age distribution was 28.8. 
Returning nationals were the oldest on average with a median age of 30.6. Intra EU migrants were just half a year 
younger. The median recorded age of third country immigrants was 27.7 (Herm, 2008). 

16 The geographical focus of this paper is on the national system. Immigrants do, however, also have interesting effects on 
the internal socio-economic geography of the European member states. Immigration is, for example, related to an 
increasing urbanization of the population as immigrants tend to concentrate in (larger) cities (OECD, 2003). The rising 
share of immigrants in the total population may, therefore, be affecting the relative distribution of the population between 
the cities and the countryside. However, considering the already very high degree of urbanisation in most EU member 
states (Champion, 2008) the effect of international immigration on urbanisation may not lead to very large changes in 
itself. There may, however, be other effects. The presence of immigrant communities in a specific city often leads other 
immigrants from the same country to settle there as well. As a result it is common to find a concentration of immigrants 
from a specific background in particular cities or neighborhoods. This concentration can lead to positive externalities for 
the immigrants themselves. It might also play a role in limiting the integration of these immigrants in the society of the 
host country and their earning capacity (OECD, 2003, Danner & Yaman, 2010). Persisting labour demand in for example 
agriculture may be met primarily by recent (and illegal) immigrants, when established migrants have a tendency to move 
to the city. The concentration of immigrants in major cities might be less strong in the case of intra European migration. 
For example Polish workers in the UK are said to have found employments in the countryside as well as the city, 
including in places with little prior experience of immigration (Economist, 2008d)  
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Table 1. Population projections17, age structure and migration rates 

(First four 
columns in 
thousand) 

Total 
populati
on 2010

Total 
populati
on 2020 

Populatio
n between 
15 and 64 

yrs in 
2010

populati
on 

between 
15 and 

64 yrs in 
2020

% of the 
total 

populatio
n aged 65 
or over in 

2010

% of 
the 

total 
populat

ion 
aged 65 
or over 
in 2020 

net 
migrati
on rate 

(per 
1000 
pop ) 
2008

net 
migrati
on rate 

(per 
1000 
pop) 
2009

EU27 499389.2 513837.6 334907.4 331007.3 17.38 20.06 2.9 1.7
Belgium 10783.7 11321.7 7116.3 7217.7 17.22 19.51 5.6 5.1
Bulgaria 7564.3 7187.7 5224.6 4701.2 17.47 20.34 -0.1 -2.1
Czech 
Republic 10394.1 10543.4 7327.8 6862.9 15.39 20.22 6.9 2.7
Denmark 5512.3 5661.1 3612.2 3574.9 16.37 20.11 3.5 3.9
Germany 82144.9 81471.6 54204.1 52639 20.57 22.79 -0.7 -0.2
Estonia 1333.2 1311 905.8 843.3 16.99 18.77 0.1 0
Ireland 4614.2 5404.2 3137.3 3547.7 11.33 13.28 0.4 -9
Greece 11308.8 11555.8 7554.4 7453.4 18.85 21.13 3.2 2.4
Spain 46673.4 51108.6 31877.5 33892 16.69 18.18 9.2 1.3
France (FX) 62582.7 65606.6 40534.5 40426.1 16.74 20.19 1.5 1.1
Italy 60017.3 61421 39397.5 39273.2 20.34 22.68 7.3 5.3
Cyprus 820.7 954.5 576.9 644.5 12.65 15.03 4.5 -4
Latvia 2247.3 2151.4 1550.3 1422.7 17.36 18.57 -1.1 -2.1
Lithuania 3337 3219.8 2310 2178 16.05 17.57 -2.3 -4.6
Luxembourg 494.2 551 334.9 368.4 14.28 16.2 15.8 13.2
Hungary 10023.5 9893 6873 6468.1 16.61 19.82 1.6 1.6
Malta 413.5 427 238 277.9 14.76 20.34 5.9 -3.8
The 
Netherlands 16503.5 16895.7 11084.6 10900.7 15.33 19.8 1.9 2.5
Austria 8404.9 8723.4 5674.2 5785.8 17.58 19.36 4.1 2.5
Poland 38092.2 37959.8 27220.3 25436.3 13.56 18.22 -0.4 0
Portugal 10723.2 11108.2 7174.2 7272.8 17.79 20.08 0.9 1.4
Romania 21333.8 20833.8 14926.6 14145.5 14.93 17.43 0.1 -0.1
Slovenia 2034.2 2058 1414.4 1346.2 16.62 20.42 9.2 5.8
Slovak 
Republic 5407.5 5432.3 3921.8 3745.6 12.29 16.44 1.3 0.8
Finland  5337.5 5500.9 3542.2 3353.8 17.06 22.41 2.9 2.7
Sweden 9305.6 9853 6077.8 6084.7 18.16 20.81 6 6.7
United 
Kingdom 61984 65683.1 41076.4 42024.8 16.38 18.29 3.3 2.9

Sources: Giannakouris (2008) and Eurostat (2010a). 

For most of the 1990s, net migration into the EU ranged between 0.5 and 1 million per year, but it 
has increased to between 1.5 and 2 million since 2002 (European Commission, 2007). Between 2001 
and 2008, the number of foreign citizens living in EU member states has increased by 9.2 million 
persons or 42%, so that in January 2008 the total number of foreign citizens (including both intra-

                                                      
17 The data in the first six columns are projections made by Eurostat in their EUROPOP2008 convergence scenarios 

(Giannakouris, 2008). These population projections were made in 2008. As the figure shows the net migration rate had 
decreased in 2009. If this was not taken into account the actual population data for 2010, and, indeed, 2020, might be 
different from that shown in this table. 



Immigration and European Innovation Systems, Challenges for Economic Growth and Prosperity 
 

CARIM-AS No.2011/06 © 2011 EUI, RSCAS 9 

European migrants and immigrants from third countries) was 30.8 million or 6.2% of the total 
population (Vasileva, 2009).18 Over a third of these foreign nationals, 11.3 million persons, are 
citizens from another EU27 member state (Vasileva, 2009). The countries which witnessed the largest 
increase in the share of non-nationals in their total population were Ireland (from 3.9% in 2001 to 
12.6 % in 2008), Spain (from 2.9% to 11.6%) and Cyprus (from 8.8% to 15.9%) (Vasileva, 2009). 
Foreign citizens from other EU27 member states formed the main share of this increase19, though in 
Spain non EU27 citizens still formed the largest part of the foreign population. In other member states 
such as Romania, France, Greece, Italy, Lithuania, Portugal and Slovenia the increase is mainly due to 
non-EU citizens and in fact in most member states third country citizens still form a majority of the 
foreign population (Vasileva, 2009).20 In January 2009 the total stock of foreign born citizens in the 
EU27 had increased from 30.8 million to 31.8 million on the previous year, while the increase was 
smaller than between 2007 and 2008. The economic crisis has thus not led to a decline in total 
immigrant stocks (Eurostat, 2010). As shown in table 1, the net migration rate was lower in 2009 than 
in 2008 for most, though not for all, member states. The current and expected shortages for certain 
skilled and highly skilled workers have led the EU council, commission and several of its member 
states, to argue for or promote an expansion of skilled immigration (see e.g. EMN, 2007, European 
Commission, 2007d, Council of the European Union, 2009). Considering among others the differences 
in their innovation systems and the resulting differences in labour market needs (as well as 
attractiveness), not all the EU member states receive the same numbers of (highly) skilled economic 
immigrants (Brücker et al, 2001, OECD, 2006-2010). Over time, the population of European member 
states will continue to age and many21 highly skilled professionals will retire. At the same time the 
gradual transformation of European economies will lead to increasing demand for highly skilled 
professionals. CEDEFOP(2010) forecasts that the number of available jobs (at all skill levels) in the 
European Union member states will have grown by seven million by 2020 in addition to the 73 million 
job opportunities which arise from the need to replace retiring workers. It predicts that the majority of 
these new job opportunities – around 8.5 million – will be in knowledge and skill intensive 
occupations, such as technical and high level managerial professions (CEDEFOP, 2010). Increasing 
the number of EU nationals taking advanced training is one important strategy used to address these 
expected shortages, but the supply of highly skilled workers from national education systems is not 
likely to be sufficient to meet the growing demand (CEDEFOP, 2010). The immigration of highly 

                                                      
18 Net migration (immigration minus emigration) ranged between 0.5 and 1 million per year for most of the 1990s and legal 

immigration into EU countries averaged 1.5 million per year of whom around 1.2 million originated from non EU 
countries. Illegal migration, meanwhile, was estimated by Europol to be around 500,000 a year in 2000 (Brucker et al, 
2001). Over the past decade several member states, including Spain, France, Germany and the Netherlands, regularized 
specific groups of immigrants who did not have a legal residence permit (European Commission, 2007a).  

19 In the period 2004 to 2007, the relative size of the group of (Eastern European) EU8 immigrants entering Germany and 
Austria declined, while an increasing share went to the UK and Ireland. Italy and Spain were the main destination 
countries for Romanian immigrants, most likely in part because of cultural and linguistic proximity (Brücker et al, 2009).  

20 The number of foreign born citizens in some member states like France, Sweden, Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK is 
higher than the number of foreign nationals as many immigrants acquired the citizenship of the host country. Between 
2001 and 2007 nearly 4.8 million foreign nationals received citizenship of an EU member state (Vasileva, 2009).  

21 The exact numbers and relative shares of (super) highly skilled workers which will retire in the coming years differ from 
country to country. Comprehensive projections for all European countries were not found, though a range of studies 
highlights the impending retirement of highly skilled individuals from the “baby boomer” generation (Economist 
Intelligence Unit, 2009, CEDEFOB, 2010). That there are differences between sectors and between countries can be 
surmised from Eurostat data on the age structure of highly skilled individuals working in the higher education and 
governmental research sectors. In Luxembourg, 66% and 42% of the researchers working in the governmental research 
institutes and higher education are below 35 years of age. In Latvia by contrast over half of the researchers in government 
research institutes is 55 years or more. In Latvia and Italy respectively 38% and 35% of the researchers in higher 
education are 55 years or more (Eurostat, 2010c, data is from 2007).  
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skilled professionals can be a complementary way of addressing the expected shortages22 (Euractiv, 
2007, Cerna, 2010). 

At the “super skilled level”, a category which includes, for example, doctoral scientists, 
researchers, engineers, IT specialists and senior managers, immigrants are expected to make a 
contribution to scientific knowledge production, “high tech” innovation, and in general the 
development of clusters of expertise in European member states. At the super highly skilled and highly 
skilled level, unemployment levels in most European countries are relatively low23: many European 
countries expect to face a shortage of scientists and engineers as a result of a low student population in 
these disciplines, the approaching retirement of many workers and continued demand from the private 
and public sector (Gago, 2004, Cervantes, 2004, INSEAD, 2009). Maintaining and expanding an 
expert knowledge base in these fields is considered crucial for the development of a knowledge based 
economy to which many European member states aspire. Meeting the Barcelona objectives of 
investing 3% of GDP in R&D (Council of the European Union, 2002), for example, would have 
required an increase in the number of active researchers of around 700,000 by 2010 (Gago, 2004). The 
mobility of this group of workers between European countries has increased as barriers against 
mobility were lifted and programs were implemented to promote mobility. However, for most 
countries, with the possible exception of the UK and the Benelux countries, net in- and out flows of 
European scientists and engineers are thought to be more or less in balance – or even negative in some 
cases (e.g. the recently accessed 12 member states and Italy). In order to reach a substantial increase in 
super highly skilled workers to address current and expected shortages it may, therefore, be necessary 
to attract substantial numbers of scientists and engineers from third countries.  

In general, highly skilled immigrants are expected to boost economic performance by preventing 
labour shortages. Such shortages already occur in some European countries among, for example, 
health professionals. Shortages in this sector may be due to planning difficulties, as is the case for 
medical doctors in some countries, or to difficult working conditions, as is the case for nurses (EMN, 
2006, OECD, 2007, 2009). However, some immigrants with high levels of education have problems 
finding work despite their qualifications. This is the case especially for immigrants who arrive in the 
context of family reunification or among those seeking asylum. Even some highly skilled labour 
immigrants have problems finding employment in occupations which corresponds to their level of 
qualifications, though to a lesser extent than the other groups (OECD, 2009a). This may be partially 
due to a skills mismatch but often also to the fact that it can be difficult to get foreign qualifications 
accredited. Despite this risk of unemployment, European policy-makers generally tend to look 
favourably upon highly skilled immigrants as they expect them to have good potential for economic 
and social contributions as well as relatively high chances of successful integration in their host 
society (OECD, 2009a).Over the past decade several EU member states faced shortages in medium 
skilled jobs such as butchers, electricians and plumbers (OECD, 2009a). In the short term such 
shortages are expected to have been mainly met through intra European migration, which has 
increased considerably after the accession of the new European member states (EU10/EU12). 
However, according to Münz (2008), the number of third country immigrants working in medium 
skilled occupations in the EU also increased by around 50 per cent between 2000 and 2005. In general 
the shares of third country immigrants with either low levels of education or high levels of education 
are thought to be relatively high, though as shown in table two the shares of immigrants with upper 
secondary education is also substantial in all member states. In the longer term, the training of 

                                                      
22 In addition to increasing the size of the active population through other means, that is increasing the participation rate of 

women and older workers, increasing the pension age etc.  

23 Among people with high level qualifications the unemployment rate in the EU27 is less than 4%. It is not expected to 
increase beyond the 4% level due to the crisis and to decrease slightly towards 2020. By contrast among people with low 
levels of qualifications the unemployment rate prior to the crisis was between 10% and 12% in the EU27 before 2007. 
The economic crisis is projected to have a high impact on the unemployment rate of this group, rising to over 18%. In the 
next ten years it is projected to decrease only slightly to rates of well over 16% in 2020 (CEDEFOB, 2010).  
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nationals in addition to other European citizens should offer a favourable alternative to third country 
immigration for medium skilled occupations. The CEDEFOP (2010) predicts that, by 2020, the 
demand for skilled manual workers (agricultural, trade and craft workers, machine operators, etc) will 
have declined by 4 million. There will be new employment opportunities as retiring workers need to 
be replaced, but it seems reasonable to expect that these vacancies can be filled with native born and 
other EU workers. The demand for non-manual skilled workers will remain more or less constant even 
if the nature of jobs in this sector will change and, as a consequence, changes may have to be made in 
the provision of education and training (CEDEFOP, 2010).  

Apart from high and medium skilled labour shortages, EU member states have also experienced 
shortages for certain low skilled jobs in agriculture, construction, hospitality, cleaning, food 
processing, domestic help and care for the elderly. A large number of these jobs have been filled by 
immigrants because there were insufficient domestic workers (OECD, 2009a). By preventing labour 
shortages, low skilled immigration can, therefore, also contribute to economic growth. A potential 
alternative hypothesis is that the supply of relatively cheap immigrant labour reduces incentives for 
technological innovation and the improvement of working conditions and delays economic 
restructuring.24 As was discussed in Section 2, public and political opinion towards permanent low 
skilled immigration from third countries tends to be relatively negative. Several European countries, 
therefore, rely primarily on intra-European mobility to fill labour market shortages in the low skilled 
segments. After the transition periods imposed by some member states have ended, they would be 
bound by European regulations not to limit these flows either. Some member states also experiment 
with temporary migration schemes which are open to low skilled workers from third or transition 
countries. The substantial number of illegal immigrants also tends to have found work in low skilled 
jobs. By 2020, the demand for workers in low skilled jobs is projected to have increased by around 2 
million. Since the number of jobs for manual skilled workers is projected to decrease by double that 
amount over the same period (CEDEFOP, 2010) while unemployment levels are high in several 
member states, this expected demand might be met by better qualified workers and higher 
participation rates. If labour market participation and intra-European mobility would improve, the 
need for the further immigration of low skilled third country immigrants may be limited. If this does 
not prove possible, temporary or permanent immigration of these types of workers may be necessary.  

A. Stocks and flows of immigrants at different skill levels 

In the 1950s and 1960s, North Western European countries including Germany, the Benelux and 
France adopted a relatively open approach to the immigration of low skilled workers. In this period 
they received (or in many cases recruited) large numbers of economic immigrants from Southern 
Europe and other Mediterranean countries such as Morocco and Turkey. Structural changes in these 
economies in the wake of the 1970 oil crises led to high levels of unemployment among both low 
skilled native and foreign born individuals. While many, especially Southern European, immigrants 

                                                      
24 The information in this paragraph and on page 19 suggests that avoiding labour shortages in, for example, agriculture and 

construction thanks to low-skilled migration has allowed countries such as Spain or Greece to maintain their economic 
growth. One may wonder whether economic growth in these two sectors is linked to innovation in the first place. In 
agriculture investments in R&D are shown to be have a link to economic growth (Alston et al, 2000) and innovation in 
business practices and marketing may also play a role in enhancing economic growth. While we have anecdotal evidence 
of highly skilled intra European immigrants playing a role in the Spanish agricultural sector, most immigrants working in 
this sector are low skilled and are not expected to play a large role in either process or product innovation. More detailed 
studies of innovation in this sector are needed to reveal whether this R&D is focused on process as well as product 
innovations. The construction sector is often believed to be characterized by relatively low levels of innovation, though 
there are also studies which argue that innovation is prevalent and that it has the potential for significant benefits to the 
company, industry and broader society (Slaughter, 1998). The European Commission argued already in the 1990s that 
innovation is important to making the European construction sectors more internationally competitive (European 
Commission, 1997). See Manseau & Seaden (2001) for more detailed information on innovation in the construction 
sectors of various European countries.  
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returned to their home country as had initially been expected, large numbers also remained and 
consequently brought their families. Since this time EU member states have implemented migration 
systems which limit low skilled labour immigration from third countries, although substantial flows of 
immigrants continued to arrive in the context of family reunification or as refugees (Brücker et al, 
2001, Dobson et al, 2009).  

As part of the European integration process, the barriers to the intra European mobility of workers 
have been removed (Brücker et al, 2001). EU nationals have the right to seek employment in other EU 
countries and cannot be discriminated against with regard to employment, occupation, remuneration, 
dismissal, and other employment conditions (European Commission, 2002). Intra-European mobility 
has also been facilitated by the harmonization of education systems, the mutual recognition of degrees 
and the coordination of social security schemes (European Commission, 2007b). Further, attempts 
have been made to reduce the formal obstacles to the establishment of companies, self employment 
and the provision of services in other EU countries. Despite these measures intra European mobility 
long remained modest, with around 1.5% of the population of European member states being nationals 
of another EU country in the early years of this century (Brücker et al, 2001). In this period, the 
majority of foreign nationals were citizens of third countries and in most member states this is still the 
case (Vasileva, 2009). In recent years, especially since the accession of 12 new member states, intra-
European mobility has increased rapidly. Between 2002 and 2006 the number of EU27 citizens 
migrating to other European member states increased by 50% (Herm, 2008, OECD, 2010a). Several 
countries, especially Ireland, Spain and the United Kingdom (which partially or completely opened 
their labour market to the EU10 countries immediately after accession), have experienced large 
inflows of intra EU migrants. Most of these filled labour demand in low and medium skilled jobs, 
although in many cases this did not correspond to the migrants’ education level (Herm, 2008, OECD, 
2009a). Many highly skilled workers from the accession countries also migrated, but a considerable 
share went to North America instead of the EU-15 (OECD, 2009a). Meanwhile, the emigration of 
skilled and highly skilled workers posed challenges to the economic growth of EU10 member states as 
these countries faced labour shortages in several professions (Rutkowski, 2007, OECD, 2009a). Parts 
of these shortages have been met by immigration from third countries such as Russia, Ukraine and 
other member of the Commonwealth of Independent states (Schreiner, 2008). In order to address 
shortages, several of the new member states have also offered incentives to skilled expatriates to return 
home (Wieninternational, 2007, OECD, 2009a).  

In 2006 the number of immigrants arriving in the EU was 3.5 million - almost 25% higher than in 
2002. More than half, 1.8 million immigrants, were citizens of third countries, although they may have 
been living in other EU countries before migrating. The remaining 1.7 million were EU citizens of 
whom 0.5 million returned to their country of origin (Herm, 2008). Figure 1 shows the distribution of 
entry channels of legal immigrants for several EU member states in 200825 (OECD, 2010). Over 60% 
of permanent legal immigrants in Austria and Denmark are now in the free movement category (which 
refers to intra-EU migration26), with Belgium and the Netherlands also showing high shares. A 
relatively large share of permanent immigrants to Portugal, Spain, the UK and Italy are third country 

                                                      
25In the period 2002-2006 the annual rates of entry varied from 6.5 per 1000 inhabitants in Austria, 3.4 in Belgium, 3.5 in 

Denmark, 2.6 in Finland, 2.8 in France, 2.9 in Germany and Italy, 3.7 in the Netherlands, 1.4 in Portugal, 6.1 in Sweden 
and 5.3 in the United Kingdom (OECD, 2009a). As is also shown in figure 1 the way immigrants enter EU member states 
varies from country to country. In the period 2002-2006 family reunification was important in all countries, but perhaps 
especially in Austria, the Netherlands, France and Sweden where it formed the largest category (even larger than the free 
movement category as, indeed, was still the case in France and Sweden in 2008). Other member states like Portugal, Italy 
and the UK had a high percentage of work-related immigration from third countries in this period and as shown in figure 
1 still in 2008 (OECD, 2009a). This was also true for Spain and Ireland (OECD, 2006, 2010). 

26 The free movement category, refers to intra European migration. It is primarily labour migration like the “work” category 
which refers to labour immigrants from countries that do not take part in the European free movement regime.  
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immigrant workers. Family related reasons are important in all member states, but in particular, in 
France, Sweden and Portugal. 27 

Figure 1. Permanent-type immigrant inflows by category of entry 2008 

 
Source: OECD (2010) 

Before discussing the different types of migrant workers, Table 1 presents some data about the 
educational attainment of migrants living in several European member states. This data includes 
migrants who entered for family reunification and humanitarian reasons and does not make any 
distinction on the basis of citizenship. While the average educational attainment in EU countries 
increased over the previous decades, the main countries of origin lagged behind on this (it also 
increased but at a lower rate). In general and in most countries, the average educational attainment of 
third country immigrants is lower than those of the native born.28 Table 1 compares the educational 
attainment, per share of the population, of native born people living in several European countries with 
those of immigrants born outside OECD countries in 2006.29  

                                                      
27 Family related reasons appear to account for a relatively small share of total permanent immigration in the UK and 

Denmark, The OECD data for these countries also show a considerable number of accompanying family members of 
workers. Since these are probably included in the data on family related reasons in the other member states they have 
been included under the “family label” in figure 1 (OECD, 2010). 

28 By some measures the UK, Portugal and Spain may be exceptions as they have a relatively high share of well educated 
immigrants from non OECD countries in comparison to the native population. For the UK some analysts (OECD, 2009a) 
attribute this to the large number of third country nationals working in the financial industry in London, but considering 
that the number of people with upper secondary education is relatively high in comparison to the native born population 
one might wonder if this provides the full explanation.  

29 For the purpose of this table the OECD (2009a) considered Turkey and Mexico to be non-OECD countries because in 
terms of migration they are mainly countries of origin rather than destination. Data on immigrants born in other EU 
countries (or countries like the US, Canada, Australia and Japan, for that matter) are not shown in table 1  
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Table 2. The educational level of non-OECD migrants aged 25-44 
 compared to that of the native born population  

 Native-born  Non-OECD foreign-born 

 1st (%) Low 2nd (%) Upper 2nd (%) 3rd (%)  1st (%) Low 2nd (%) Upper 2nd (%) 3rd (%) 

Austria 0.0 11.3 69.7 19.0  0.0 38.3 49.2 12.5 

Belgium 5.8 14.3 40.6 39.3  27.0 16.3 32.3 24.4 
Denmark 0.3 12.5 48.8 38.4  13.4 18.2 34.2 34.2 
France 4.4 17.5 44.7 33.5  18.1 22.2 29.4 30.4 

Greece 12.9 14.4 45.7 27.0  22.7 26.0 39.0 12.3 
Italy 4.2 34.5 45.7 15.6  13.8 35.4 40.4 10.4 
Netherlands 3.6 16.8 46.1 33.6  17.5 18.3 45.5 18.6 

Portugal 47.8 17.6 18.0 16.5  24.4 23.4 33.6 18.6 
Spain 6.3 33.1 21.6 39.0  23.7 15.7 37.5 23.1 
Sweden 0.2 7.5 58.3 34.0  12.6 10.4 46.5 30.6 

UK 0.1 25.2 41.0 33.7  1.4 20.2 48.8 29.6 

Source: OECD (2009) 

Before the accession of the 12 new member states the average educational attainment of intra EU 
migrants was higher than that of the native born population. There were exceptions, however, since 
countries like Luxembourg and France also attracted many low skilled workers from Southern 
Europe (Brücker et al, 2001). Since the accession of the new member states, intra European 
migration of low skilled workers increased markedly; even if the education levels of these 
immigrants were comparable to the native population, most found work in low skilled jobs (Herm, 
2008, OECD, 2009a, Brücker et al, 2009).  

(Super) highly skilled 

Any insight into the stocks of super highly skilled immigrants in the EU27 countries depends on the 
definitions adopted for the classification of immigrants in this skill group and on the extent that this 
data is collected in national or European censi and surveys.30 The first group considered are the so-
called Human Resources in Science and Technology Core (HRSTC)31 on whom Eurostat data for 14 
Member states (see table 2) in 2006 indicate that 4.4% (1.129 million) were non national. Of these 
4.4%, 2.4% had EU-27 citizenship and 2% held the citizenship of third countries (Moguérou & Di 
Pietrogiacomo, 2008). The absolute and relative number of foreign HRSTC varies strongly between 
EU member states. The highest shares of foreign HRSTC are found in Luxembourg and Austria. The 
countries with the highest share of third country HRSTC are: the United Kingdom, Cyprus, and 
Austria (Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008). The table also shows that in several countries, e.g. the 

                                                      
30 Unfortunately there is no direct European equivalent of the US NSF’s Science and Engineering indicators. This paper will 

be limited to providing indications of the size of several groups which would, under some definitions, be classified as 
super highly skilled. Limiting itself to data for these groups it excludes many immigrants which would be considered 
super highly skilled in other definitions such as (some) high level managers and financial experts.  

31 “Human Resources for Science and Technology Core (HRSTC) are people who [have]: a) successfully completed third-
level education in an S&T field of study and those who are b) not formally qualified as above, but are employed in an 
S&T occupation where the above qualifications are normally required.” (Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008). The 14 
Member States shown in table 2 had 25.8 million HRSTC, which is 75% of the total number of 34.5 million HRSTC in 
the EU-27 as a whole (Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008).  
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UK, France, the Netherlands, Sweden and Austria, a large number of HRSTC born in third countries 
have acquired citizenship. This is also true, though to a more limited extent, for foreign born HRSTC 
from other EU27 member states (Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008). Between 2000 and 2006, the 
number of HRSTC from other EU-27 member states and third countries increased with an annual 8.6 
percent and 11.3 per cent respectively32. Growth was particularly strong in Spain with average annual 
growth rates of 23.9 and 29.4 per cent respectively (Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008). 

Table 3. Foreign and foreign born Human Resources in Science and Technology Core 
 in EU member states (2006) 

Country 

Total 
HRSTC 
(1000) 

Number 
of EU-27 
foreign 

nationals 
(1000) 

EU-27 
foreign 

nationals 
as share 
of total 
HRSTC 

(%) 

EU-27 
foreign 
born as 
share of 

total 
HRSTC 

(%)33 

Number 
of third 
country 

nationals 
(1000) 

Third 
country 

nationals 
as share 
of total 
HRSTC 

(%) 

Third 
country 
foreign 
born as 
share of 

total 
HRSTC 

(%) 
Austria 443 34 7.7 10.6 13 2.9 5.4
Belgium 919 45 4.9 5.1 8 0.9 4.7
Cyprus 65 3 4.6 7.7 2 3.1 6.2
Czech Republic 537 4 0.7 1.5 4 0.7 0.7
Denmark 676 13 1.9 2.5 11 1.6 3.6
Finland 550 3 0.5 0.9 2 0.4 1.1
France 4567 63 1.4 2.7 69 1.5 6.7
Germany 6416 162 2.5 104 1.6 
Greece 754 5 0.7 1.2 4 0.5 1.2
Luxembourg 45 22 48.9 46.7 1 2.2 4.4
The Netherlands 1640 33 2 2.7 12 0.7 5.8
Spain 3519 94 2.7 3 75 2.1 4.6
Sweden 1005 30 3 5.2 15 1.5 5.9
United Kingdom 4704 110 2.3 3.2 188 4 9.2
Total 14 MS 25840 621 2.4 508 2 

Source: JRC-IPTS based on Eurostat data in Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo (2008)  

Another interesting group of highly skilled workers consists of doctoral candidates, which is 
partially a subset of HRSTC. In 2005, 21 EU member states34 had a total of 487,000 doctoral 
candidates - 5.8 % of these were nationals from another member state and 14.1% were third country 
nationals. The United Kingdom (11,500), France (5,400) and Spain (3,100) had the highest number of 
doctoral candidates from other EU countries. In the UK as well as in Austria and Belgium, non native 
EU-27 nationals accounted for over 12% of the total doctoral candidate population (Moguérou & Di 
Pietrogiacomo, 2008). The UK (24,100), France (23,000), and Spain (11,300) also received most third 
country doctoral candidates. Together they accounted for almost 85% of all the 68,900 third country 

                                                      
32 In the nine member states for which trend data is available: Belgium, Greece, Spain, Cyprus, Luxembourg, the 

Netherlands, Austria, Sweden, and the United Kingdom 

33 Foreign born HRSTC workers may have acquired citizenship of their host country. As a result the absolute and relative 
numbers of foreign born HRSTC is higher than the numbers of non-national HRSTC as is also shown in the table 2 
(Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008).  

34 Not all member states reported data on their number of doctoral students to Eurostat and these figures are thus based on 
only 21 member states. 
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doctoral candidates hosted by the 21 countries reporting data. For comparison's sake, these three 
countries account for slightly less than 52% of the total number of doctoral candidates (Moguérou & 
Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008). 35 

The preceding paragraphs and the information in Tables 1 and 2 gave an indication of the stocks of 
(super) highly skilled immigrants.36 Apart from the immigration of people who acquired tertiary 
education in their country of origin, another channel for highly skilled immigration is offered by 
retaining international students after the end of their education. This topic is discussed in more depth 
in Section 4. While highly educated immigrants in general have a lower risk of unemployment than 
immigrants with low levels of education, the employment rate of foreign born residents with tertiary 
levels of education is considerably lower than those that are native born. This figure is influenced in 
particular by the relatively low employment ratio of highly educated female immigrants (OECD, 
2009a). In many cases immigrants with higher levels of education start in low skilled jobs which they 
may eventually change for higher qualified jobs, following on from, say, acquisition of the host 
country’s language, the accreditation of qualifications, or when appropriate openings appear (OECD, 
2008a, 2009). 

Low skilled 

While highly skilled migrants are a considerable group of migrants who are of strategic importance 
because of their contribution to the development of the (knowledge) economy of their host country, 
they are not the largest group of labour immigrants in quantitative terms. As was shown in Table 1, the 
share of the number of persons born in non OECD countries with only primary or lower secondary 
education ranged from 21.6 % in the UK to 49.2 % in Italy. In most EU member states immigrants 
occupy a large share of low skilled occupations (OECD, 2009a). The relative share of jobs held by 
immigrant workers varies strongly between EU member states. In the EU-10, shares tend to be 
relatively low (with 0.3 % in Poland, 0.6% in the Slovak Republic, 1.8% in Hungary, and 1.9 % in the 
Czech Republic). Shares are highest in Luxembourg (45.4 %), Austria (16.1%) and Spain (15.9%), 
while in Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland, the Netherlands, Sweden and the United Kingdom shares 
are between 10 and 15%. In Denmark, Greece, Italy and Portugal, shares are lower than 10%. 
However, in all aforementioned countries the share of low skilled occupations held by immigrants is 
substantially higher except in Poland and the Slovak Republic (OECD, 2009a). The employment-
population ratio of immigrants with only primary education is higher than that of native born residents 
with the same level of education in many EU member states though not in Belgium, Denmark, 
Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden (OECD, 2009a).37 Recent immigrants have a relatively higher 
rate of employment than natives who have recently entered the labour market in most aforementioned 
European member states except France and the Netherlands. When considering only low skilled 

                                                      
35 Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo (2008) also made estimates of the share of foreign post-doctoral researchers in various fields 

in 2004. In the life sciences, engineering and social sciences the share of foreign nationals was 42%, 28% and 22% 
respectively. 18%, 11% and 9% came from other EU countries and the remaining shares thus originated in third countries.  

36 Not all of these people would necessary be granted the status of highly skilled immigrant in the selective immigration 
policies discussed in section IV. The governments of member states tend to adopt criteria related to income or past 
earnings and the nature of the job that will be carried out for the granting of this status. At the same time not all of those 
who are considered highly skilled immigrants in these programs will have been included in the data on HRSTC. People 
like economists, financial experts, lawyers, and high level managers etc may not all be included in HRSTC, while some 
of them would be considered highly skilled immigrants according to the aforementioned programmes. If one would, 
therefore, take education level as the criterion then the number of highly educated migrants is expected to be higher than 
the HRSTC figures. 

37 There are various potential explanations for this. These immigrants may be more willing to take up unattractive jobs than 
members of the lowest skilled segment of the population. Possibly they have relatively higher skills and abilities, or 
different attitudes which are not taken into account by formal educational qualifications. That this observation holds in 
most member states, except in those member states with relatively high levels of welfare provisions, might also suggest a 
potential explanation. 
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occupations, this difference between recent immigrants and low skilled native born labour market 
entrants is even higher, or at least this is the case in EU15 member states (OECD, 2009a). In general, 
however, the employment rate of lower educated workers, whether they are native or foreign born, is 
lower than that of workers with higher levels of education (OECD, 2008a, Eurostat, 2010b). The high 
share of low educated immigrants working in low skilled manual occupations is related to their 
relatively high rates of unemployment (OECD, 2009a). 

Temporary employment  

In many European member states (such as Belgium, the Czech Republic, Finland, Greece, Hungary, 
the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain and the UK) a relatively large share of immigrants are in temporary 
employment (OECD, 2009a). Temporary workers particularly risk becoming unemployed in times of 
economic downturns. This will be discussed in more depth in the next section.  

Self employment 

In some countries; such as Belgium; France; most Scandinavian; and Central and Eastern European 
countries, immigrants make up a relatively large share of the self-employed.38 Some of these 
immigrants may have entered the host country on business visas bringing in their own capital or 
business ideas.  

Others may have started a company after entering the country through other means (OECD, 2009a). 
The significant rate of self-employment could be a reflection of the relatively high entrepreneurial drive 
of immigrants mentioned in section II. Another hypothesis is that people who originate in some countries 
tend to be less risk averse or have experience of self employment in their home country. Self employed 
immigrants may also want to take advantage of the ties with their home countries or exploit other 
migrant specific opportunities. These could include ethnic network resources which allow them to 
provide goods and services to the migrant population in their host country or specific skills which, for 
example, allow for the setting up of restaurants serving the food of their home country. However, self 
employment has also been argued to form an alternative to unemployment or relatively low paid work 
for immigrants who have difficulties finding regular employment (Andersson and Wadensjo, 2004, 
Constant and Zimmermann 2005, OECD, 2007, 2009a). 

B. Immigrants filling shortages in strategic areas of the economy  

Over the past decade the recruitment of low skilled migrants to fill labour shortages in sectors like 
construction and agriculture has contributed to economic growth, especially in Southern European 
countries (OECD, 2007, 2009a). In both Spain and Greece the construction sector accounted for a 
large share of immigrant employment (around 20 and 30% respectively) and of GDP growth39 in the 

                                                      
38 In some countries and sectors like construction the high level of immigrant self employment may be a reflection of “false 

self-employment”. This refers to relationships which are in fact dependent employment, but are declared as a purchase of 
services from a self-employed person. This may be done to relieve the employer from responsibilities (deduction of taxes 
and social security contributions). Self employment may also offer immigrants an easier immigration route. The exact 
scope of this phenomenon is hard to assess (OECD, 2004, 2009).  

39 Between 1998 and 2007, the gross added value of the construction sector in Spain grew at an average annual rate of 5.9%, 
exceeding the 3.8% growth in gross domestic product (GDP). The construction sector reached a 10% share of national 
GDP, twice the overall figure for the euro-zone. The construction sector was responsible for 25% of all new jobs created 
in 1998–2007. In 2007 the sector employed over 2.6 million people, accounting for 13.9% of all employees. In the first 
quarter of 2008, unemployment in the Spanish construction sector rose by 114,000 workers. This was an increase of 65% 
over the same quarter in 2007 (Eiro 2008). Around 20% of immigrants were employed in the construction sector (OECD, 
2009) and the decrease in immigrant employment between 2008 and 2009 in Spain was even greater than for that of the 
native population (OECD, 2010). Between the 4th trimester of 2007 and the 4th trimester of 2009 the number of foreign 
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past decade (OECD, 2009a).40 In general, legally resident migrant workers are not overrepresented in 
European agricultural sectors. An exception to this is in Spain, where the share of migrant workers in 
the agricultural sector is relatively high41 and would be even higher if illegal immigrants were taken 
into account (OECD, 2009a). In, for example, Finland, Germany, Poland, Spain, and the UK, there are 
special (temporary) schemes for the recruitment of seasonal agricultural workers from transition or 
third countries (OECD, 2008a, 2009a).  

Even though the manufacturing industries have shed many jobs in the past 40 years, manufacturing 
still accounts for 30% of immigrant employment in Germany and for more than 20% in Italy and 
Austria (OECD, 2009a). In other EU member states, the service sector accounts for 60% or more of 
immigrant employment and, in some countries such as Sweden and the United Kingdom, even up to 
80% (OECD, 2009a). A relatively large number of immigrants work in sectors such as food 
processing, security activities, wholesale, hotels and restaurants, industrial cleaning and domestic help 
as well as care for the elderly (OECD, 2009a). Recent regularisation programs of illegal immigrants in 
several Southern European countries have shown that most illegal immigrants eligible for 
regularization (which was in some cases limited to certain professions) worked in providing “private 
household services” while considerable numbers also worked in construction and agriculture42 
(OECD, 2009a). This may indicate that there was an unmet demand for workers in these sectors which 
was not met through legal immigration channels. Alternatively, employers may prefer to hire illegal 
immigrants either because they cannot demand the same working conditions or for other reasons (see 
also OECD, 2009a).43  

The recruitment of skilled migrants is important for, say, health professionals. The demand for 
these workers differs between European member states. For example, Greece and Italy had a shortage 
of nurses in 2005. On the other hand, these member states had too many medical doctors (EMD, 
2006). Austria is facing an increasing demand for healthcare workers, particularly with the care of the 
elderly. This is also the case in Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. Shortages in these countries 
are expected to become more pressing with the aging of the domestic population and domestic health 
professionals (EMD, 2006). The EU10 member states are experiencing severe shortages as a 
significant proportion of their healthcare workers move to EU15 member states. The immigration of 
third country health care workers is relatively low in most member states. In Austria, for example, 
only 2% of the health care workers in hospitals came from third countries in 2004. The United 
Kingdom is an exception, as around 7% of its health care workers came from outside the EU (EMD, 
2006). Around one third of medical doctors working in the UK in 2003 were foreign trained. The 

(Contd.)                                                                   
nationals in the construction sector receiving unemployment benefits increased by 158,900. While in 2009, 21.2% of 
unemployed foreign nationals had previously worked in the construction sector only 11.9 % of unemployed Spanish had 
previously worked in this sector (Pajares, 2010). 

40 Also in Ireland there was a large construction boom. Non-EU migrants were not overrepresented in this sector but 
immigrants from the Eastern European member states were. Between the 4th quartile of 2008 and the 4th quartile of 2009 
employment in the Irish construction sector dropped by 37% (CSO CNHS in Loyal 2010).  

41 Of the almost 3 million foreign nationals with registered contracts in Spain in 2009, approximately 570 thousand (19%) 
work in the agricultural sector and 15 % in construction (MTIN, 2010a). Between the 4th trimester of 2007 and the 4th 
trimester of 2009 the number of unemployed foreign nationals in the agricultural sector increased by 22,800 (Pajares, 
2010). Note that it is difficult to get a complete insight into the number of immigrants working in the Spanish agricultural 
sector. While the largest part of agricultural workers is ascribed to the “Regimen Especial Agrario”, another part is 
ascribed to the so-called “Regimen Especial de Trabajadores Autonomos” and a final, smaller part is ascribed to the so-
called “Régimen General” (MTIN, 2010b).  

42 In Spain 32% of applicants during the last regularization worked in domestic household services, 21% worked in 
construction and 15% in agriculture (OECD, 2009a),  

43 According to the OECD (2009) there are also many instances in which employers register illegal immigrants as workers in 
which case the lower wage costs may not be a motivation. Legal migration channels may not provide sufficient workers or 
such channels might be more costly. The extent to which governments impose penalties on employers hiring illegal workers 
and the enforcement of such rules may influence the behaviour of employers vis-à-vis the hiring of illegal immigrants.  
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share was 27 % in Ireland in 2005, and 11 % in Denmark. In the other European countries these shares 
are lower. The share of foreign trained nurses appears to be considerably lower though still high in, for 
example, Ireland with 14% (OECD, 2007). Third country health professionals, possibly even more so 
than other highly skilled workers, can face difficulties in getting their qualifications recognized in 
many member states.  

C. Immigration trends during the economic downturn 

This subsection explores some of the trends in migration flows and the demand for migrant labour, 
experienced by the EU during the recent economic crisis. Section IV will give more details of the 
policy response. In general, economic downturns tend to result in a sharp decrease in the number of 
labour immigrants entering host countries and also during the present crisis several European member 
states have seen a decline in the inflow of economic immigrants from both within the EU and from 
third countries (OECD, 2009a). Other forms of immigration, e.g. through family reunion and asylum 
seeking are not expected to be equally strongly affected by economic developments (Papademetriou et 
al, 2009). As was shown in Figure 1, these so-called non-discretionary flows make up a large part of 
total immigration in the European member states. The economic downturn may, therefore, only have a 
limited effect on total net migration flow.  

While complete statistics on the general inflows of immigrants in the EU member states are not yet 
available for 2009 and 2010, it is clear that the inflow has reduced sharply in the case of Spain 
(Ferrero-Turrión, 2010). In contrast to intra-European migration the general entry of third country 
immigrants into the UK labour market appears not to have decreased as a result of the economic 
downturn – though there have been fewer immigrants from some regions of origin (Sumption, 2010). 
Total net migration to the UK was 44 per cent lower in 2008 than it had been in 2007 (Koehler et al, 
2010). Net migration to Italy in the first nine months of 2009 was 21 per cent lower than in the first 
nine months of the preceding year (Koehler et al, 2010). In Belgium the number of working visas 
offered in 2009 was 30 per cent lower than in 2008 (Koehler et al, 2010). Also in Latvia there are 
indications that the inflow of immigrants has slowed (or even declined) (Koehler et al, 2010). In 
Ireland there has even been a (small) decrease in the total stock of foreign citizens over 15 years of age 
(Koehler et al, 2010)44.  

The change in net migration can in some countries be lower than expected due to the return 
migration of native born expatriates (Dobson et al, 2009). An increase of emigration of native born 
residents from some EU15 member states may also occur (and appears to do so in the case of, for 
example, Ireland and Greece (Loyal, 2010, Koehler et al, 2010), but it is unlikely to be large because 
the crisis has also affected the other main destination countries such as the United States. Indeed, 
emigration from both the EU15 and North America had decreased in 2009 (CBS, 2010). Illegal 
immigration is thought to be strongly labour motivated. Data from Frontex, and sources reporting on 
irregular migration into Spain and Greece, indicate a considerable decrease in entries in early 2009 
(Fix et al 2009). However, the size of the population of illegal migrants is likely to have increased in 
many countries, not so much because of new entrants but because labour immigrants lost their legal 
status because they could not find new employment after losing their jobs and decided to remain in 
their host country nonetheless (Koehler et al, 2010). 

Intra-EU migration is considered to be very responsive to changes in economic conditions. It is 
strongly labour motivated and because there is no visa process, immigrants face no barriers to return to 
their host country when economic conditions improve. It was expected that large numbers of 
immigrants from EU10 countries would return home especially from Ireland and the UK, as these 
received a large number of immigrants before the crisis hit (Economist, 2008c, Papademetriou et al, 

                                                      
44 It is important to realise that data on the stock of foreign residents can be influenced by other factors than emigration and 

return. For example, the uptake of citizenship of the host country may also play a role.  
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2009). However, while unemployment of migrants from the EU10 in EU15 member states increased 
considerably between 2007 and 2009, the absolute stocks of immigrants from these countries in the 
EU15 did increase between 2008 and 2009. The same is true for immigrants from Bulgaria and 
Rumania. Also in the UK no decline in the number of immigrants from the newly accessed EU12 
member states was visible (OECD, 2010a). However, according to Fix et al (2009) half of the Polish 
labour immigrants in the UK had returned to their home country by the end of 2008 and Sumption 
(2010) shows that the number of Eastern Europeans joining the UK labour market almost halved 
between 2007 and 2009.45 In Ireland the population of Eastern European migrants is said to have 
declined by 15-20 per cent since its highest point at the end of 2010 (QNHS in Sumption 2010). 

In comparison to intra European migrants, third country immigrants have fewer incentives and face 
greater barriers to return (Papademetriou et al, 2009, see also Koehler et al, 2010). It tends to be more 
expensive (in relative as well as absolute terms) for these immigrants to return home than for their EU 
counterparts – partially because of transport costs (Papademetriou et al, 2009). Even in the context of 
the economic crisis the economic and labour market situation in their home country has often 
remained worse than in their host country (Papademetriou et al, 2009, Awad, 2009, Koehler, 2010). 
Another barrier against the return of third country immigrants is that, in contrast to their EU 
counterparts, they tend not to have the guarantee that it will be possible to return to their host country 
when the economy picks up again (Papademetriou et al, 2009, Awad, 2009). For similar reasons 
illegal immigrants are likely to try to remain in their European host countries46 (Papademetriou et al, 
2009, Koehler et al, 2010). Worldwide, the recession does not appear to have led to massive return 
migration (Awad, 2009).  

With exceptions such as highly skilled immigrants working in the financial service sectors of cities 
like London, there are many highly skilled workers who work in sectors (health care, engineering, IT, 
and scientific research) where labour shortages continued during the economic crisis.47 Native workers 
cannot be retrained for jobs in these sectors in a quick and easy manner (Economist, 2009, OECD, 
2009a, Papademetriou et al, 2009, Awad, 2009). Current or expected future shortages may furthermore 
make employers reluctant to let such highly skilled workers go (OECD, 2010a). In some European 
member states (e.g. the Netherlands and Germany), governments set up programs which allowed 
employers to retain their (skilled) workers through the economic crisis, e.g. by allowing company 
researchers to be temporarily outsourced to public sector research organizations or through 
(subsidized) temporary cuts in working hours. 48, 49 

                                                      
45 Statistics of the UK home office (2010a) also indicate that there was a considerable drop in initial and approved 

applications to the worker registration scheme for (Eastern European) EU8 nationals. The number of approved WRS 
applicants in the fourth quarter of 2009 was 26,650, compared to 28,835 in the fourth quarter of 2008 and 50,830 in the 
fourth quarter of 2007. The number of approved applicants from Poland especially showed a large drop. See also Awad 
(2009) and Fix et al (2009) for a discussion of earlier statistics from the UK home office.  

46 Legal temporary or unemployed migrants who are not able to renew their permits may decide to overstay their visas, thus 
leading to an increase in the number of illegal migrants (OECD, 2009a).  

47 For example in Spain, despite high unemployment levels, two thousand work authorizations for highly skilled workers 
were approved in 2009 which is a similar number to the preceding years, suggesting that the demand for highly skilled 
workers continues (Ferrero-Turrión, 2010).  

48 In, for example, the UK, the increase in unemployment was also less severe than expected in part because employers 
“hoarded” skilled workers even at the cost of lower productivity. The downside of this is that employment growth in the 
recovery is less strong than that it would otherwise have been (Sumption, 2010).  

49 In part as a result of these measures Germany’s increase in unemployment was among the lowest of OECD countries. 
Many firms which had been suffering shortages of (highly) skilled workers before the crisis were unwilling to fire 
qualified employees. Immigrants were furthermore not particularly hard hit in terms of increasing unemployment levels 
in part because most lay-offs were made among medium and highly skilled workers and most immigrants do not fall 
within these categories. On the other hand there was a relatively higher increase of long term unemployment among 
immigrants because they had more problems to reintegrate in the labour market. Germany had relatively very low levels 
of labour immigration before the crisis and as a result inflows were not much affected by the crisis (Burkert, 2010) 
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Exact statistical information on spending on innovation in private sector firms in Europe is still not 
available. However, the “innobarometer 2009 study” indicated that while over a third of European 
enterprises in sectors, where innovation was considered likely by the analysts, reported an increase in 
spending on innovation in the period 2006-2008 only 12 % expected an increase in their innovation 
budgets for 2009. 28 % expected a decrease even though only 9 % reported a decrease between 2006 
and 2008 (Gallup, 2009).50 The reduction in spending on innovation has its effect on labour demand 
(in the short term): companies lay-off workers involved in R&D and recruitment of new highly skilled 
workers may be limited. Reports on the severity of the crisis may also reduce the attractiveness of (the 
hardest hit) European member states to prospective immigrants.  

Now that the economy in some member states (most notably Germany) is picking up after the crisis 
some employers are already reporting skill shortages again (Economist, 2010a, 2010b). In other 
member states, such as Spain, economic recovery and improving employment levels are expected to 
take more time. Also in other member states the austerity programs that are meant to reduce 
government expenditure and the levels of public debt which have risen sharply during the crisis could 
have an effect on the long term demand for highly skilled workers (including immigrants). The 
clearest examples of measures with a direct effect on the demand for highly skilled personnel are cuts 
or limited additional expenditures in public R&D and public programs to promote innovation in 
enterprises (in, for example, Spain51 and the UK52).  

Governments can also consider spending on R&D and innovation as a strategy for getting out of 
the crisis and becoming more economically competitive, a successful approach taken by Finland in the 
early 1990s. In recent years several European governments have announced increased investment in 
public R&D (e.g. Germany, EU Commision, Finland, France and Sweden) as well as specific R&D 
investment, regulations or public procurement to promote innovation in e.g. ICT and “green 
technologies” (e.g. Germany) (OECD, 2009b).  

In the long term the demand for highly skilled workers will remain, unemployment levels for this 
category of workers will remain low (CEDEFOB, 2010) and there will also be a demand for highly 
skilled immigrants in some sectors. In the short term the economic crisis is thought to have led to a 
reduced demand and even lay-offs for skilled workers in some sectors. Since in most member states 
highly skilled immigrants also require a work offer in order to be admitted this has led to a temporary 
reduction in the inflow of highly skilled immigrants (though it is too early in time to give exact 
statistical information on the changes in migration flows over the past few years). It is, furthermore, 
expected that the inflow of international students is strongly affected by economic conditions in 
countries of origin, many of which have also been affected by the economic crisis (Papademetriou et 
al, 2009). 53 Again these numbers are likely to pick up again during the recovery.  

                                                      
50 On the other hand more than half of the surveyed companies (in sectors where innovation was deemed likely) expected to 

maintain expenditures at 2008 levels in 2009 (Gallup, 2009). A decrease was most often seen in “catching up” countries: 
Bulgaria, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Romania and Slovakia (Gallup, 2009, Pro Inno Europe, 2009) The 
innobarometer survey (Gallup, 2009) included companies in sector where the analysts expected relatively high levels of 
innovation. Kannerva and Hollanders (2009) in Pro Inno Europe (2010) indicate that innovation in companies in other 
sectors is (even) more likely to decrease as a result of the downturn.  

51 The Spanish government made cuts in science and R&D spending in 2009 and 2010 and announced further cuts in the 
2011 budget (El País, 2010a, 2010b). The latter budget is still under discussion and there are also reports that science 
funding will be spared in this round (El País, 2010c).  

52 While the overall spending reviewed proposed a freezing of the budget for science over the coming four years, which came 
as a relief to the academic community, the Business, Innovation and Skills Department faces a cut of 25 % with the 
higher education budget being cut by 40%. While part of this loss in funding may be addressed by charging higher fees, a 
reduction in teaching staff in the higher education sector appears likely as well (Guardian, 2010, THES, 2010).  

53 It may be too early to tell what effect the crisis has had on the inflows of foreign and international students. The UNESCO 
Institute of Statistics does not yet offer data for 2009. Between 2007 and 2008 several of the major receiving countries in 
Europe (such as France, Germany and the UK) saw a decline in the number of foreign students. Other countries such as 
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Papademetriou et al (2009) hypothesized that during a period of economic downturn, unemployed 
highly skilled third country immigrants are more likely to return home in comparison to their low 
skilled counterparts.54 On the other hand, highly skilled immigrants tend to have more options in 
looking for new employment than low skilled immigrants, because it is easier for them to move to a 
different sector or to temporarily take up work below their level of education in countries where they 
are allowed to take up this strategy (Papademetriou et al, 2009).  

The unemployment level of low skilled individuals has increased rapidly during the economic 
crisis and immigrants are expected to be among the hardest hit.55 As for highly skilled immigrants the 
demand for low skilled immigrants and their relative labour market performance during the economic 
downturn depends in part on the sector in which they are employed (OECD, 2009a, 2010, Awad, 
2009). In several EU member states (e.g. Finland, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, France, Spain, 
Portugal, Italy and Greece) most immigrants are employed in sectors which suffered first and the 
hardest from the economic downturn such as construction, wholesale, restaurants, hotels and tourism 
(OECD, 2009a). In other countries (e.g. Sweden, Denmark, Belgium, Germany and Austria) the shares 
of immigrants working in different sectors is similar to the distribution of native born workers. As 
mentioned previously, in Sweden and Denmark, for example, immigrants account for 30% of workers 
in the health and social services sectors. These sectors tend not to react (quickly) to changes in 
economic conditions and as a result they do not experience a sharp rise in unemployment in the short 
term (OECD, 2009a). In fact employment in educational services, the health sector and residential care 
activities increased during the period of the economic downturn, which is expected to have provided 
work opportunities for immigrants as well. In the UK, Germany and Spain, immigrant employment 
increased in residential care activities and in Italy in domestic services (OECD, 2010a). Also other 
economic sectors will continue to face shortages for low skilled labour. New or recent low skilled 
migrants may also benefit from these opportunities,56 because unemployed native or established 
migrant workers may not be willing or able to move to regions where there are jobs because of, for 
example, informal barriers to intra-European mobility for low skilled immigrants or because of family 

(Contd.)                                                                   
Spain, the Netherlands and Sweden showed an increase in the number of foreign students (UIS, 2010). The OECD 
reports similar data in terms of increases and decreases with the exception of the data for the UK and Sweden, where it 
reports an increase in the number of non-citizen students in the former and a decrease in the latter (OECD, 2010b). The 
category of international students in the OECD refers to non-resident students in a reporting country, as well as those 
who have prior education outside the reporting country. This footnote provides data on non-citizen students in reporting 
countries as it is more compatible with the UNESCO data.  

54 Papademetriou et al (2009) expect this to be the case because, for this type of immigrant, the costs of returning home are 
lower in relative terms and because they tend to be young and single and, therefore, do not have strong family ties in their 
host country which could impede return. In several European member states their visas restrict them to work for a 
specific employer so that when they become unemployed they may be forced to return. In other member states, such as 
the United Kingdom, they are not able to remain in the country for some time after becoming unemployed to look for 
alternative employment. 

55 Among people with low levels of qualifications the unemployment rate prior to the crisis was between 10 and 12% in the 
EU27 before 2007. The economic crisis, it is predicted, will have a high impact on the unemployment rate of this group, 
rising to over 18%. In the next ten years it is projected to decrease only slightly to rates of well over 16% in 2020 
(CEDEFOB, 2010). Still there are differences in the relative extent to which immigrant suffered unemployment as a 
result of the economic downturn. As mentioned elsewhere, in Germany immigrants did not suffer disproportionally from 
the crisis (though indirectly they may have because of the relatively large increase in long term unemployment) (Burkert, 
2010). In the UK, Eastern European immigrants did relatively better than native workers in terms of maintaining 
employment (Sumption, 2010). In Ireland, by contrast, this group suffered more than the native population (Loyal, 2010) 
and the same can be said of Spain (Ferrero-Turrión, 2010). 

56While native European workers have only recently left some sectors (such as agriculture), the changing economic situation 
due to the downturn, may lead them to return to forms of employment which they found unattractive in the recent past 
(Awad, 2009). For example, in Spain, Ferrero-Turrión (2010) mentions emerging evidence that non immigrant Spanish 
workers have been willing and available to work in this sector since the crisis. Return to, for example, health care is more 
problematic because of the need for training. Still, people who have previously worked in the health care sector, but 
moved out might return. If this happens the reported increased demand for labour in the health care sectors of some 
countries during the downturn may not lead to an increase in immigrant employment (Awad, 2009). 
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or social ties. They may also be uninterested in the jobs on offer for financial or social reasons. 
Welfare provisions, capital savings or family and social support networks may reduce the economic 
need to move to regions in which labour demands exist or to accept unattractive employment offers in 
their home region – though in some member states, refusing work can mean the loss of unemployment 
benefits (Papademetriou and Terrazas, 2009, Visa, 2010).  

The large share of immigrants in temporary employment provides part of the explanation for the 
sharp rise in immigrant unemployment in the first phase of the crisis (OECD, 2009a). Selective lay-
offs may also have contributed to the relatively sharp increase in immigrant unemployment (Dumont, 
2009, OECD, 2009a, Fix et al, 2009). Recent immigrants may suffer from the limited availability of 
temporary work because they are often an entry point for more permanent positions (OECD, 2009a). 
There are studies which suggest that immigrants who suffer unemployment in the period after arrival 
have a relatively worse labour market performance over the longer term as well: work is one of the 
best way to integrate socio-economically in the host society, migrants may be “scarred” by prolonged 
spells in unemployment, and employers may prefer new and younger entrants to people who have 
been unemployed for some time. Previous crises have shown that it can be difficult to reintegrate 
immigrant workers who have suffered unemployment for prolonged periods (OECD, 2009a, 2010). 57 

Changes in the demand for immigrant workers and the restrictions imposed by member states are 
likely to have led to a reduction in some types of labour migration in the short term. A long and severe 
recession may also have considerable long term consequences on migration flows. Labour demand 
tends to increase only several years after economic recovery. Because higher unemployment levels 
make it easier for employers to recruit from the domestic labour force, this has an effect on the 
demand for immigrant labour (Papademetriou et al, 2009, OECD, 2009a). Economic downturns also 
tend to be accompanied or followed by economic restructuring or increase existing trends (in 
economic reconstructuring). The size of some sectors and industries will decline with, as a result, a 
reduced demand for immigrant workers in particular occupations. Other sectors and industries will 
expand in importance, leading to a changed demand for (immigrant) labour (Papademetriou et al, 
2009, OECD, 2009a). As the CEDEFOP (2010) estimates also indicate, the demand for various types 
of migrant workers will change in the longer term. If the economic recovery proves to be “jobless” due 
to economic restructuring, unemployment levels will remain high for a longer period of time and, 
consequently, the demand for economic migrants relatively weak (Global Migration Group, 2009a, 
Euractiv, 2010). When economic conditions improve, however, labour immigration is likely to pick up 
again. The continued demand for both low and highly skilled labour, the aging population and the 
need to remain internationally competitive, are likely to lead to considerable flows of economic 
immigrants to European member states in the coming decade (Papademetriou et al 2009). 

IV. Policy/institutional evaluation: what features of the system affect economic 
growth/competitiveness, and how? 

In the first section we outlined the functions the migration system should perform in order to yield a 
positive impact on economic development in the host system. These functions include; the attraction 
of migrants which can contribute most to economic development; and the selection of those migrants 
which generate the most economic and social return to the host system. The system should also help to 
retain these migrants. Whether it is desirable to allow for the diffusion of migrants across the member 
states of the European Union is probably a factor which depends on the perspective taken, as some 

                                                      
57 Self employed immigrants, (which some member states have in substantial numbers as mentioned elsewhere in this paper) 

are also likely to be affected by the economic crisis. Their companies tend to be fairly small which often means they do 
not have easy access to credit. Further, many immigrant enterprises are concentrated in sectors such as wholesale, 
restaurants and hotels, which initially suffer during economic downturns. The provision of goods or services to other 
immigrants may also become more difficult since many of these customers have less to spend due to higher 
unemployment levels (OECD, 2009a).  
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member states may benefit more than others from the lack of intra-European barriers to mobility. The 
migrants who are retained in a member state need to be absorbed and integrated into their host system. 
Finally, the system may need to have mechanisms to foster the return of migrants to their home system 
in situations where retention is not desirable.  

A. Selection and admitting 

As a result of the free movement provisions of European regulations, the governments of member 
states do not have many options of limiting intra-European migration (Brücker et al, 2001, European 
Commission, 2002).58 At least this will be the case after the end of a transition period imposed by 
some of the EU15 on immigrants from recently accessed member states (Euractiv, 2009). The extent 
to which European migration systems are successful in the selection and admission of immigrants is, 
therefore, especially relevant for immigration from third countries. According to the community 
preference principle employers who offer a new job have to give preferential treatment to EU citizens 
and third country nationals with a residence permit over new immigrants from third countries (Brücker 
et al, 2001, European Commission, 2002). Over the past decade governments from several European 
member states have been changing their immigration legislation to allow for the selection and 
admission of immigrants with desirable skill sets. The three main approaches towards selecting and 
admitting migrant workers are 1) quota systems which are used in, for example, Austria, Greece, Italy, 
Portugal and Spain, 2) labour demand approaches which are used in, for example, Belgium, Ireland, 
Sweden, The Netherlands and the United Kingdom, and 3) point based systems which are used in, for 
example, the United Kingdom, Denmark, the Netherlands and the Czech Republic (EMN, 2007, 
OECD, 2010a, MPSV, 2009).  

Countries which apply a quota system regulate the entrance of third country workers by placing a 
numerical cap on the number of work permits issued (OECD, 2006, EMN, 2007). In countries which 
adopt a labour demand approach employers play an important role in selecting which immigrants 
receive the necessary permits. If a position cannot be filled by the principle of community preference 
(i.e. after proof of advertising the position on the local and European labour market), employers can 
extend job offers to third country nationals (EMN, 2007). Countries with a point based system offer an 
easy entry channel for migrants who meet a certain number of points based on, for example, previous 
earnings, qualifications, previous work experience in or outside the host country, age and language 
requirements59 (EMN, 2007, OECD, 2008a, 2010).  

Several of the countries following the labour demand approach allow for the exemption of labour 
market tests for a select number of professions which are considered to be in shortage (such lists of 
professions tend to be subject to change) (EMN, 2007, OECD, 2009a). The quota systems and point 
based systems also make use of such shortage lists. The number of job vacancies tends to be used as 
an indicator of how to construct these shortage lists. Since this indicator provides only limited insight 
into the situation in the labour market, several countries (e.g. Denmark, France, Finland, Italy, Spain 
and the UK) also use inputs from social partners. The views and interests of unions and employers, 
however, do not necessarily match and this may cause difficulties in times of economic weakness 
(OECD, 2009a).  

                                                      
58 Excepting some limitations on employment in national public service, there is to be no discrimination on the basis of 

nationality between EU citizens as regards employment, remuneration and other conditions of work and employment 
(Brücker et al, 2001, European Commission, 2002).  

59 The criteria for the point based systems are not the same in each country. They may also be subject to change. For 
example, when the UK introduced a general point based system for several groups of immigrants, criteria for highly 
skilled migrants in tier 1 of the PBS, instead of the previous Highly Skilled Migration Program (HSMP), were changed so 
that e.g. previous work experience, significant achievements or having a skilled partner no longer contributed to an 
immigrant’s number of points. As discussed in section V further changes have been made recently to limit the inflow of 
immigrants via this program.  
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(Super) highly skilled immigrant60 

In recent years several governments have made special provisions in their migration programs for 
(super) highly skilled immigrants. Belgium, Ireland, the Netherlands and the UK, are examples of 
countries in which employers can hire highly skilled workers when there is a labour market shortage, 
directly from third countries without having to advertise first among the native or EU/EEA workforce. 
These highly skilled workers do need to meet some requirements such as having minimum earning 
levels. Some countries have introduced special categories of visa and work permits to facilitate entry 
procedures for specific groups of highly skilled migrants. Examples of this include the scientist visa in 
France and the Green card for IT professionals in Germany (in the period 2000-2004).61 (Mahroum, 
2001, Boswell et al, 2004, EMN, 2007). In 2007, Spain created an office (Division of large employers) 
responsible for allocating work and residence permits for highly skilled immigrants such as IT experts, 
scientists, university professors, business executives and renowned artists (Ferrero-Turrión, 2010). The 
UK and the Netherlands have broader programs for highly skilled immigrants who can enter, if they 
meet certain criteria or by reaching a number of points.62 In the case of the Tier 1 program of the UK 
PBS63, highly skilled immigrants can enter without a fixed employment offer and accept work in any 
sector and for any employer or be self employed. In most programs of other member states a prior job 
offer is required (EMN, 2007, OECD, 2007, 2008). 

Since the turn of the present century there has been an increasing policy debate on EU-wide 
coordination for the selection of highly skilled third country immigrants (Euractiv, 2008). Such an 
approach should increase the attractiveness of the EU for this group of immigrants as well as the 
degree of retention. This EU wide policy development64 resulted in the so-called European “blue card 
directive” which entered into force in May 2009 and which should be incorporated into national 
legislation by 2011 (Council of the European Union, 2009). The EMN reports that most European 
member states are progressing on the implementation of this directorate (EMN, 2010d, 2010e). The 
blue card offers highly skilled third country nationals a one-track procedure to apply for a work permit 
either from within the EU or from outside. The selection criteria include a work contract, professional 
qualifications and a minimum salary level. Successful applicants will receive a special residence and 
work permit for several years with the possibility of renewal. The blue card may also be issued for 
shorter periods in order to cover the work contract plus three months (Euractiv, 2008, Collett, 2008, 
2009, Council of the European Union, 2009).  

In addition to the EU blue card, the Commission is now proposing regulations to allow for short 
term mobility of highly skilled workers in the context of intra-company transfers to and within the 

                                                      
60 Within the context of this project a second paper was prepared which deals with the US situation. Interested readers will 

find information on the American instruments to select and admit highly skilled immigrants which can be compared with 
the EU instruments.  

61 Boswell et al (2004) distinguished between these programs which aim to attract qualified workers to address shortages in a 
specific sector at a relatively short notice (and, therefore, tend to have a temporary character) from the more general point 
based systems which aim to facilitate entry, residency and work for highly skilled workers with high potential regardless 
of the sector in which they aim to find work.  

62 The Czech Republic set up a point based system in 2003: the Active Selection of Qualified Workers Project. This scheme 
aims to stimulate permanent immigration of young qualified people from selected countries, including Ukraine. Criteria 
for obtaining points include previous work experience in the Czech Republic, educational attainment and language skills. 
Unlike the tier 1 part of the UK PBS, the Czech green card requires a fixed job offer (Papademetriou, 2007, OECD, 
2008a, MPSV, 2009). 

63The UK’s point based system (PBS) has five tiers. The first tier corresponds to the previous Highly Skilled Migration 
Program (HSMP). If highly skilled immigrants do not have sufficient points they can apply for the second tier program. 
This does tie them to a specific employer (EMN, 2007, OECD, 2007, 2008).  

64 Ireland, the UK and Denmark are not covered by the directive. The national governments of the member state who have 
not made an exception can continue to offer more favorable conditions if they choose and are allowed to maintain quotas 
on the number of immigrants they admit. 
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EU.65 66 This would concern highly skilled specialists and managers who have knowledge that is 
specific  to  the multi‐national  company  in which  they work and  for whom  it  is difficult  to  find 
substitutes among native workers. Allowing for the transfer of these workers, who are typically 
employed  by  multinational  companies,  may  also  lead  to  increased  investment  flows,  the 
strengthening  of  management  effectiveness,  the  expansion  of  EU  exports  and,  in  general,  an 
improvement in the economic competitiveness of the EU (European Commission, 2010a).  

Business immigrants 

Several European member states, such as Germany, Estonia, Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and the 
UK have special programs or provisions in their migration policies for third country nationals who 
want to set up their own company after entering the country. Applicants in most of these countries 
must meet certain criteria such as, having access to the necessary funding, an evaluation of the quality 
of their business ideas and the type of business they propose, these should have an economic interest 
for their host country such as contributing to the development of the knowledge economy and they 
should not have an adverse effect on domestic competition, etc (Mahroum 2001, EMN, 2007). In most 
countries, immigrants who enter under a normal work permit are not allowed to set up their own 
business, but in, for example, Italy, they are allowed to do so. Also in Italy third country immigrant 
entrepreneurs can apply for business permissions from abroad, but in that case there is an annual quota 
and they also have to meet certain criteria (EMN, 2007). 

Low skilled immigrants 

Most EU member states draw primarily on intra European migration to meet their demand for low and 
medium skilled immigrants. Due to previous experiences with the long term consequences of low 
skilled migration from third countries they were, and are, reluctant to admit more of these immigrants 
than were already arriving through routes over which they have little discretionary power. In addition 
to large numbers of low and medium skilled immigrants from the new member states, Southern 
European countries like Italy and Spain also admitted considerable numbers of immigrants from third 
countries. For those sectors, such as agriculture, in which additional labour demand is concentrated in 
particular seasons, some member states have set up seasonal work programmes. For example the UK 
has a quota based Seasonal Work Programme which is open only to Romanian and Bulgarian 
citizens.67 Germany has a seasonal work programme open for citizens of the recently accessed Eastern 
European EU8 member states (OECD, 2008a, 2009). The Spanish “contingente” program offers third 
country nationals, from countries with which bilateral agreements are signed, the possibility of 
working in Spain for no more than 9 months, after which they have to return to their country of 

                                                      
65 The Commission proposes to create a general fast track procedure for these third country temporary highly skilled 

immigrants. It also aims to offer attractive residence conditions and an easier system for intra-EU mobility and a legal 
status and similar working conditions as employees of EU companies. EU member states would maintain the authority to 
decide on the number of immigrants accepted through this scheme. The commission also proposes measures to ensure 
that this type of highly skilled third country immigration remains temporary (European Commission, 2010a).  

66 Since 1999, the EU has laid out its plan for the coordination of migration and asylum procedures in five year plans which 
are named after the city in which they were signed: Tampere, the Hague and Stockholm. These five-year programs 
contain political priorities, proposals, and deadlines, making them a roadmap for concrete proposals from the commission 
rather than strict policy documents. The Stockholm plan covers the period 2009-2014. The blue card, the proposed 
regulations on intra-company transfers is another element of the part of the plan which deals with labour migration. Other 
regulations that are or will be proposed deal with harmonized regulations on paid trainees and seasonal workers. One of 
the most significant and far-reaching elements of the Stockholm plan is the commitment to give third-country nationals 
"rights and obligations comparable to those of EU citizens" by 2014 (Collett, 2010). 

67 The UK also has a sector based scheme for low skilled workers in food processing and hospitality. Immigrants from 
Bulgaria and Romania filled up most of the quotas for this program (Salt, 2009). 
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origin.68 Returned workers have an easier route to return to Spain and have a greater chance of getting 
a permanent work permit after several years (MTIN, 2009a). The European Commission recently 
proposed a new directive to harmonize the European regulations for third country seasonal workers 
and to guarantee their rights for proper working conditions (European Commission, 2010b). 

B. Attraction  

European governments share their special interest in attracting highly skilled immigrants with other 
OECD governments, like the United States, Canada and Australia. In fact, the European Union as a 
whole is not very successful in attracting the highly skilled when compared to the United States.69 
Countries of origin are also trying to retain or promote the return of their highly skilled nationals. In 
the context of the global competition which ensues from this, it is, therefore, not only important the 
extent that the EU and its member states are able to select migrants, it is also important to know 
whether it manages to attract the most talented immigrants in the first place. This section will discuss 
the factors that influence whether the European member states succeed in attracting super highly 
skilled and highly skilled immigrants from third countries. 

The first element that is important for the performance of this function ties in with the previous 
section. The prevailing migration procedures can have considerable influence on the extent to which 
potential highly skilled immigrants decide on whether to select a particular destination country. 
Several European Member states have, therefore, set up special immigration tracks for this particular 
group, as was already discussed in the previous section. Some of the member states, such as Greece, 
Ireland, Italy, the Netherlands and the UK, offer highly skilled immigrants simplified and faster 
procedures for entering the country and remaining there (EMN, 2007). The introduction of the blue 
card will facilitate the enlargement of the pool of highly skilled immigrants from which the various 
member states can draw. However, the EU member states also compete among themselves for highly 
skilled labour both from within and outside the EU.  

One of the central strategies used by member states to become more attractive for highly skilled 
immigrants from third countries, as well as from other member states is to offer favourable tax 
regimes. For approximately ten years, the Dutch government has offered highly skilled foreign 

                                                      
68 In 2009, as a response to the lower demand for labour immigrants following the economic crisis, Spain lowered the annual 

quota for non-seasonal workers to 901 compared to 15,731 in 2008 (Koehler et al, 2010).  

69 While the EU receives 85% of unskilled labour migration in comparison to 5% for the US, the US absorbs 55% of the 
immigrant engineers, technicians and ICT specialists, while the EU only receives only 5% (Euractiv, 2008). As was 
shown in table 2, the relative share of EU27 and third country immigrants among the highly skilled population varies 
strongly between EU member states. Luxembourg, Austria, Belgium, Cyprus and the UK have a relatively large share of 
non-resident HRSTC workers. Many of these (especially in Luxembourg) are intra EU migrants. The UK has the highest 
relative share of third country HRSTC. In absolute terms the UK, France and Spain receive most doctoral candidates 
from other EU countries and third countries, which may be another indicator for the relative attractiveness of these 
system to, at least this type of, highly skilled foreign nationals. In the UK, Austria and Belgium doctoral candidates from 
other EU countries make up relatively large shares of their doctoral candidate population. France, the UK and, to a lesser 
extent, Belgium and Spain see doctoral students from outside the EU make up relatively large shares of their total 
doctoral candidate population (Moguérou & Di Pietrogiacomo, 2008). Among European member states, the UK is 
probably the most attractive destination for highly skilled immigrants due to the relatively open nature of its economy 
and labour market, its migration system, the visibility of its universities, its language etc. Sweden, Belgium and the 
Netherlands are also relatively attractive, though probably to a lesser extent than the UK was, at least until the economic 
downturn. Countries such as France and Spain are expected to receive large numbers of (super) highly skilled immigrants 
in part for cultural (and linguistic) reasons. Other big economies, such as Germany, also receive large numbers of highly 
skilled immigrants at least in absolute terms, but relatively these three countries are considered less attractive destinations 
than the UK. Other countries, such as, for example, Italy or Greece are in general less attractive destinations for highly 
skilled immigrants. These countries tend to offer less employment opportunities. Language and openness of the labour 
market to foreign nationals may also be limiting factors. The immigration systems in place and the provisions provided 
for (super) highly skilled immigrants also influence the relative attractiveness of the European member states.  
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nationals working in the Netherlands a 30% discount on income tax for a period of 10 years. One of 
the motivations for this incentive was to bring net salaries to a similar level as those paid in the United 
Kingdom and thus increase the Netherlands’ relative attractiveness to knowledge immigrants 
(Mahroum, 2001, EMN, 2007). Other countries adopted similar strategies: e.g. Austria, Belgium, 
Denmark, France, Finland, Spain and Sweden, all offer groups of highly skilled immigrants tax 
incentives for a certain period of time in an attempt to remain competitive (EMN, 2007, Mahroum, 
2001, OECD, 2007-2010).70, 71 Germany, Greece, Estonia, Ireland, Italy and Latvia, by contrast do not 
have a special taxation regime for highly skilled third country workers (EMN, 2007). An EU wide 
harmonization of income taxes for domestic workers or highly skilled immigrants appears unlikely in 
the near future and this may be one reason why some of the member states will continue to attract 
more highly skilled immigrants than others. Factors which are not directly related to income such as 
real estate prices, climate, culture, child support and health care services, may also influence the 
relative attractiveness of member states to highly skilled immigrants (Mahroum, 2001).  

Another approach to attract highly skilled immigrants could be through special recruitment 
programs. Most EU member states do not have such programs72 (EMN, 2007). As described 
previously several member states do offer highly skilled immigrants special advantages within the 
framework of larger visa or work permit schemes. These can be targeted at highly skilled migrants in 
general, such as in the UK or the Netherlands, or they can cater for specific niches in their labour 
market, such as IT experts in France and in Germany’s Green Card Initiative (2000-2004), and 
academics in, for example, Estonia and France (Mahroum, 2001, EMN, 2007). Germany, the UK, 
several Italian provinces and, previously, France and Sweden, have (or had) signed bilateral 
agreements with other European countries concerning the recruitment of health workers (EMN, 2006, 
OECD, 2007). The UK is the only European country which has also signed bilateral agreements with 
third countries to recruit doctors and nurses (EMN, 2006, OECD, 2007).  

In general, the migration system aims to limit and regulate the inflow of immigrants and select 
candidates applying for immigration. In the case of highly skilled immigrants several countries have 
attempted to reduce existing barriers and even provide incentives such as the favourable rules on 
taxation. This may also make these respective countries more attractive to third country immigrants. In 
the end, however, migration choices will be heavily influenced by the availability of attractive 
employment opportunities in the companies and research organisations in a country. This could turn 
into a positive - or negative - feedback loop. Dynamic innovation systems which offer many 
opportunities for highly skilled immigrants are likely to be relatively attractive. Highly skilled migrants 
themselves are thought to boost innovation and economic growth. Partially as a result, such host 
countries may become more attractive to highly skilled immigrants. The presence of highly skilled 
immigrants in a host system may also make this system more attractive for others because it becomes 
more multicultural. The presence of migrant communities may also bring other externalities and chain 
migration, as a result of information flows to prospective migrants about employment opportunities, 
will likely play a role in highly skilled migration for clusters of expertise. The structure of the labour 

                                                      
70 In Great Britain virtually all non UK citizens - referred to as non domiciled residents - can claim back a considerable share 

of their income tax contribution while working in the country, though changes have been made in recent years 
(Mahroum, 2001, Economist, 2008b). 

71 These favourable tax regimes for highly skilled foreign nationals are not always uncontroversial. In Spain, for example, it 
is said to be mainly benefit foreign football players and has, therefore, been dubbed the “Beckham law” (Cinco Días, 
2009, ABC, 2009). 

72 In the UK, the Netherlands, Italy and some Danish regions, organizations in, for example, the health care sector use 
recruitment agencies to recruit foreign workers (OECD, 2007, EMD, 2006). The representatives of member states or 
recruitment agencies may also take part in job fairs or pursue other channels to bring their country to the attention of 
prospective highly skilled immigrants. Denmark has, for example, set up a special centre at its embassy in India to attract 
highly skilled immigrants (OECD, 2009a).  
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market,73 including the degree of labour market protection, wage differentials, degree of meritocracy 
and the general openness to immigrant workers, can also have an effect on the attractiveness to highly 
skilled immigrants. Countries in which they are likely to earn substantially higher salaries in absolute or 
relative terms may be more attractive than countries which adopt a more egalitarian model of income 
distribution. Some European member states are, therefore, likely to be more attractive and thus benefit 
more from the inflow of highly skilled immigrants than others. The US, on average, has a greater 
appeal to the super highly skilled than the EU for this reason. Non economic factors may also play a 
role in the relative attractiveness of the European member states for highly skilled immigrants. The 
perception potential immigrants have of destination countries can be influenced by many factors, 
including, for example, the relative visibility of their universities and companies, language, but also 
indirect variables such as news reports about public attitudes towards immigrants.  

An alternative strategy of attracting highly skilled immigrants is to attempt to retain international 
students. The advantage of this route for highly skilled migration is that the skills acquired during 
higher education are likely to be more adapted to the host country, in addition to being recognised by 
employers directly. Furthermore, going through higher education in the host country is also likely to 
bestow them with a certain degree of cultural capital. These factors are likely to lead to higher chance 
of success in the host country’s labour market (OECD, 2009a, 2010). Several European member states 
have taken measures to increase their attractiveness to international students and, following global 
trends, the numbers of international students have increased considerably over the past decade. Indeed, 
on average the number of international students in OECD countries has doubled from 2000 to 2007 
(OECD, 2010a). A large share of international students comes from other EU member states, but the 
number of students from third countries has also increased rapidly. In particular, the UK but also 
France, Germany and the Netherlands host large numbers of third country students. While most 
international students leave their host country after completing their studies, a considerable share 
could be retained: between 15 and 30% for Austria, Belgium, France, Germany and the Netherlands 
(OECD, 2010a). Several member states have adapted their migration policies in a way which allows 
students to look for work during (e.g. the Czech Republic, France and Sweden) and/or after the 
completion of their studies (e.g. Finland, Germany, Ireland, The Netherlands, Spain and the UK) 
(OECD, 2007, 2010, EMN, 2010b). 

C. The retention of talented workers  

The retention of talented workers relies in part on the extent to which these immigrants can attain 
permanent residence in their host country and in part  on  the  extent with which  they  are  able  to 
move between employers once they have entered the country.  

The duration of residence permits for highly skilled migrants tends to be related to the duration of 
their employment contract (e.g. in Belgium and the Netherlands). In the Netherlands highly skilled 
migrants with a permanent contract are granted a five year residence permit which can be renewed 
after this period expires. In contrast, residence permits of regular (labour) migrants have a one year 
duration (EMN, 2007). In general, all migrants, including highly skilled immigrants, can apply for 
permanent residency in EU member states after five years of continuous legal residence (Council of 
the European Union, 2003a). In Germany third country immigrants with good qualifications (such as 
engineers and IT specialists) who fill vacancies in shortage areas, can apply immediately for an 
unlimited settlement permit (Mahroum, 2001, EMN, 2007).  

                                                      
73 It is not unlikely that (super) highly skilled immigrants on average prefer societies with flexible, competitive and 

meritocratic labour markets with high wage differentials which allow them to maximize their socio-economic gains. For 
example, Austria is considered to be not very attractive to highly skilled immigrants, in part because wages and career 
progression generally follow a pronounced seniority scale (EMN, 2007). 



Koen Jonkers 

30 CARIM-AS No.2011/06 © 2011 EUI, RSCAS 

European member states take different approaches to immigrants who have become unemployed. 
In, for example, Greece highly skilled immigrants are expected to leave immediately after their 
contract is terminated. In other countries, such as the Netherlands, highly skilled third country 
immigrants can remain for several months after the termination of their contract to look for other 
work (EMN, 2007). Because the tier 1 of the UK’s point based system (PBS) is not tied to a specific 
employer, immigrants entering through this scheme can stay in the UK to look for work. This is 
expected to facilitate the retention of this first group of highly skilled workers in the UK. The 
residence status of other UK immigrants is, instead, fixed to a specific employer (EMN, 2007, 
OECD, 2007, 2008). 

Subject to some limitations a long term resident in an EU member state also has the right to live 
and work in another member state74 (Council of the European Union, 2003a). The European blue card 
will, after its full implementation, not only allow blue card holders to change employers after 18 
months, it will also allow them to look for employment in European countries other than the country to 
which they first migrated (Euractiv, 2008, Collett, 2008, 2009, Council of the European Union, 2009). 
This will increase the opportunities of highly skilled migrants and reduce their risks of unemployment 
as well as forced return to their country of origin. It is, therefore, likely to increase the attractiveness of 
the European Union to highly skilled migrants as well as to increase its ability to retain them.  

Whether a migrant chooses to remain in the host country may depend in part on his/her family 
situation. In most EU member states, except the UK, Ireland and Denmark, the right to family 
reunification applies to all legally resident foreign nationals, though member states have the possibility 
to demand that the immigrant has been legally resident for a period of up to two years (Council of the 
European Union 2003b). In general, highly skilled third country immigrants are allowed to bring their 
dependent family members (EMN, 2007).75 In, for example the Netherlands, Belgium, Germany, 
Ireland, Sweden and the United Kingdom, the spouse of the highly skilled immigrant is allowed to 
work as well (EMN, 2007). In Spain76 and the UK, spouses and children have access to free education 
and health services in the same way as national citizens (EMN, 2007). 

Attempts to foster the long term retention of talented migrants often also involves attempts to foster 
integration in the host country. For the UK's points based system, sufficient knowledge of the English 
language is a requirement. This is expected to contribute to labour market success and integration. 
Italy provides prospective immigrants with government sponsored language and culture courses which 
provide them with better chances of being included in the national entry quota (EMN, 2007, OECD, 
2006, 2008). The Netherlands requires prospective immigrants to take a test about their knowledge of 
the host country's language and culture, although this does not apply for highly skilled labour 
immigrants in the “knowledge migrant category” who meet certain conditions. This examination 
abroad is to be followed by further civic integration after entry. The Netherlands as well as, for 
example, Denmark, Germany, the Czech Republic, Austria and France, provide (compulsory or 
voluntary) integration and/or language courses to immigrants who are already legally resident (EMN, 
2007, OECD, 2006, 2008, 2010). In Denmark, local government bodies who are responsible for the 
integration of migrants, receive a considerable sum of money for each immigrants who successfully 
passes the exam (OECD, 2010a). In the UK and Denmark, migrants who apply for naturalisation also 

                                                      
74 The “free movement of labour” does not apply to citizens from third countries as residence and work permits cannot be 

transferred to other EU countries. They are allowed to move for a period of up to three months, if they have a residence 
permit. Since 2003 long term residents have been allowed to work in other member states beyond the three month period 
even if member states retain the right to limit the number of residence permits and the possibility of giving preference to 
EU nationals for employment purposes (Brücker et al, 2001, European Commission, 2002, European Council, 2003).  

75 In some countries such as Greece and Ireland, the right to directly bring dependents initially applies only to some 
subgroups of highly skilled workers. The other subgroups can only apply for family reunification after some years of 
legal stay providing they have a stable and regular income (EMN, 2007) 

76 In the case of Spain this actually applies to all immigrants including those who do not have a legal residence status 
(Romero-Ortuño, 2004). 
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have to show knowledge of the language and society. Programs77 to foster the integration of long term 
residents are expected to have a positive effect on both the integration of the immigrant in the host 
society as well as on his/her long term labour market performance.  

The naturalisation of long term resident immigrants offers the most permanent form of retention. 
The rate at which naturalisation occurs differs considerably between host countries as well as between 
immigrants from different countries of origin. Sweden and the Netherlands have the highest rate of 
naturalisation. Over the past decade the rate of naturalisation in the EU has increased. In particular 
Belgium and Sweden have seen a large increase after changes in their legislation made naturalisation 
easier (OECD, 2010a)78. Highly educated immigrants have higher rates of naturalisation than 
immigrants with lower levels of education79 and the acquisition of citizenship appears to have a 
positive effect on the labour market performance of immigrants (OECD, 2010a). This may lead to 
other member states promoting or facilitating the route to citizenship in the future. 80 

Attempts to retain highly skilled third country workers and students bring up the question of the 
potential costs of permanent migration to their country of origin. The EU Commission and some member 
states may want to limit the negative impact of the ”brain drain” on countries of origin as this could 
hamper their development (EMN, 2007, European Parliament, 2008, Collett, 2010). The circulation of 
highly skilled migrants may bring certain advantages to countries of origin including the transfer of 
skills. Also, in the case of permanent migration, there may be benefits that partially off-set the loss of 
these highly skilled workers such as remittances. While most European countries do not have a policy to 
promote the return of legally resident, highly skilled immigrants there are some organisations which 
offer support to those who wish to do so (EMN, 2007). For example, the UK does follow ethical 
recruitment principles when attracting health professionals and has a bilateral agreement with South 
Africa which is designed to lead to the return of health professionals (EMN, 2006, OECD, 2007).  

An additional motivation to take into account the needs of countries of origin is that bi- or multi-
lateral agreements between host and sending countries could improve the management of migration 
flows by facilitating temporary migration and helping to counteract illegal immigration. The EU is 
increasing its cooperation with third countries in the area of migration management (European 
Commission, 2007c, Cassarino, 2009, Collett, 2010). There are also several countries which have set 
up programs to foster the return of unemployed (low skilled) immigrants as will be discussed in the 
next section.  

                                                      
77 See also EU commission (2007) for an overview of measures taken by EU member states to foster integration of third 

country immigrants.  

78 The Finnish government recently proposed amendments to its Nationality Act which would reduce the time foreign 
nationals would need to have spent in Finland before being eligible for naturalization. In addition those who can show an 
adequate knowledge of Finnish or Swedish would be allowed naturalization a year earlier (Ministry of the Interior, 2010 
in EMN, 2010b).  

79 In most Western European countries between 40% and 68% (the latter is the case in France) of low educated migrants have 
not taken up citizenship. The Scandinavian countries show different shares as 33%, 26% and 19% of low educated 
immigrants in Denmark, Sweden and Norway had not taken up citizenship. Among highly educated immigrants these 
shares range between ºº and 23. Again the Scandinavian countries show different rates of naturalization as 26, 27 and 
53% of highly educated immigrants in Denmark, Sweden and Norway respectively had not taken up citizenship. These 
are data from 2007 in OECD (2010a).  

80 In general, however, naturalization has become more difficult or at least tied to more formal demands such as citizenship 
tests across the EU as a whole even if it has become easier in some individual member states (Bauböck and Wallace 
Goodman, 2010) 
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V. Assessing the impact of the economic crisis and looking forward.  

The economic downturn and the (in many cases) jobless recovery have changed some assumptions 
about the contribution of immigrants at different skill levels. Economic conditions and employment 
figures are unlikely to improve quickly. As a result the need for labour migration will be relatively low 
as employers will find it easier to recruit necessary workers at various skill levels from the part of the 
resident population in unemployment (Papademetriou et al, 2009, OECD, 2009a, Global Migration 
Group, 2009a, Euractiv, 2010).  

An aging population, rapid technological change, and economic restructuring will nonetheless 
continue to lead to shortages in some parts of the labour market in both the short and longer term 
(OECD, 2009a). Economic crises often reinforce or speed up existing trends in economic restructuring 
which may have its effects on short and longer term labour demands (OECD, 2009a). While absolute 
labour demand may remain at low levels, the demand for different types of workers may be changing. 
CEDEFOP’s (2010) long term projections of labour market demand indicate that there will be 
additional demand for especially highly skilled, but also low skilled labour. Further, even in a context 
of high unemployment levels such as the present, there will continue to be shortages in some 
occupations and some regions. Only part of this demand can probably be met through the increased 
training of the domestic population, by increasing labour market participation and by facilitating intra-
European mobility. International competitiveness considerations and the aforementioned demographic 
changes may, therefore, continue to provide strong incentives for allowing and even for promoting 
some types of third country labour immigration when the economy picks up. On the other hand, a lack 
of immigrants to take up vacancies might necessitate technological innovation, economic restructuring 
or improvements in working conditions. The decision to allow for substantial inflows of low skilled 
labour migration from third countries to work in some sectors, may, therefore, be tied to long term 
policy strategies, concerning the type of economic activities in which European member states can 
realistically hope and wish to compete with countries in other parts of the world.  

The growing population of especially low skilled potential immigrants in countries of origin, in 
combination with persisting income inequalities and the information on employment and migration 
opportunities, that flows from existing migrant communities to their home countries, are likely to 
ensure that substantial numbers of low skilled immigrants will continue to come to the EU, either 
through legal or illegal channels (Papademetriou et al 2009). Considering the differences in migration 
systems as well as the differences in employment opportunities, which arise in part from the variations 
in their innovation systems, it is likely that not all European member states will receive highly and low 
skilled immigrants to the same extent. 

In the short term, the number of immigrants entering through migration programs, which demand a 
job offer, is declining due to the economic difficulties and high levels of unemployment. Employers 
are less likely to offer such contracts and, as a result, the number of permits has declined (OECD, 
2009a). In response to the economic downturn, the governments of several European member states 
have also taken additional measures to limit the inflow of immigrants.81 Some, such as Spain, Italy, 
Slovenia and Portugal, have tried to regulate the inflow of immigrant by adjusting numerical limits. 

                                                      
81 The degree to which a government can quickly change its policies to match the changing economic conditions depends in 

part on the nature of the immigration system in place. In most member states migration policies are linked to labour 
market indicators such as vacancy rates. Numerical limits or occupations on shortage lists tend to be reviewed on a 
regular basis, with implications for the quotas or targets in place. Changes made in shortage lists, numerical limits, or the 
criteria applied in labour market tests, can have a quick impact on the influx of labour immigrants (OECD, 2009a). 
Migration policies may also be subject to ad hoc legislative measures which vary in terms of the delay with which they 
are actual implemented (OECD, 2009a). 



Immigration and European Innovation Systems, Challenges for Economic Growth and Prosperity 
 

CARIM-AS No.2011/06 © 2011 EUI, RSCAS 33 

Another related approach, taking by, for example, Italy, Spain82, Ireland and the UK, is to adjust their 
job shortage lists. For example, Ireland and the United Kingdom has also strengthened their labour 
market tests. Austria, Belgium, Denmark and Germany have extended the transition period for the 
recently accessed (Eastern European) EU member states – and the UK has done the same for Bulgaria 
and Rumania. Italy has taken additional measures to reduce non-discretionary flows. Spain, the Czech 
Republic and Denmark, promote the return of (unemployed) immigrants by offering them financial 
incentives, an approach with which the UK is also experimenting for one group of prospective 
immigrants (members of a group of immigrants awaiting entry at the other side of the Channel). 
Finally some member states are said to have limited the possibilities of changing status and renewing 
permits (Fix et al, 2009, Plewa, 2009, Awad, 2009, OECD, 2009a, 2010, Loyal, 2010, Sumption, 
2010, Cerna, 2010, Koehler et al, 2010, EMN, 2010d)83. On the other hand, some governments, such 
as Spain, have taken a more flexible approach towards the renewal of residence permits to avoid 
migrants losing their regular status due to unemployment (MTIN, 2010b). In Ireland the time 
unemployed immigrants can look for a new job was doubled from 3 to 6 months in August 2009 
(Loyal, 2010, Koehler et al, 2010)). Sweden is an exception as it relaxed its migration policies for 
third country immigrants in 2008 and did not change them again in response to the crisis84 (EMN, 
2010a). Due to the economic crisis proposals for changes in the Finnish immigration system were 
delayed until 2009 (with implementation envisaged in 2011)85 (EMN, 2010b). Estonia has also 
postponed changes in its immigration systems for this reason (EMN, 2010d).  

Also, not all migration channels for low skilled immigrants will necessarily be affected.86 The 
existing temporary and seasonal migration programs are likely to be continued, even if the number of 
immigrants allowed entry may be reduced, because there are insufficient local takers for, say, 
agricultural work, even in times of high unemployment (OECD, 2009a). In the longer term, countries 
like Spain which have received large numbers of low skilled immigrants in the past decade are 
expected to make more fundamental and long term policy changes than those countries which were 
already imposing stricter rules of entry at an earlier stage (Papademetriou et al, 2009). Future changes 
to migration regimes in other member states could include additional temporary schemes for low 
skilled immigrants, as these could allow for the management of migration in a way that better takes 
into account variations in economic conditions. 87 In order to mobilize the relatively large number of 

                                                      
82 The Spanish “Catalogue of Shortage Occupations”, which is based on unmatched demands of the Public Employment 

Services, is the Spanish government’s main instrument to adjust labour immigration. Until 2007 it contained a long list of 
occupations, but since 2008 the list has become shorter and shorter. At present, it consists only of a few occupations in 
the health sector. In short, the labour market has stopped attracting foreign workers and, therefore, the inflow has almost 
stopped (MTIN, 2010b). Estimates of the number of foreign nationals who are offered jobs in Spain while residing 
abroad (“contración en origin”) show a decline from 70,444 in 2007 to 4.429 in 2009 (MTIN in Ferrero-Turrión, 2010). 
Still the number of immigrants in Spain continued to increase between 2008 and 2010, though at a slower rate, (mainly) 
due to family reunification and existing migration networks (MTIN in Ferrero-Turrión, 2010, Koehler et al, 2010).  

83 See Koehler et al (2010) for an overview of developments in immigration policies and measures in the period in which the 
economic crisis took place. 

84 Inflows of third country immigrants did not change much after this change in regulation, probably in part due to lower 
demand for migrant workers as a result of the economic slowdown (migration is demand driven). When the economy 
picks up again, more immigrant workers may start to arrive to Sweden (EMN, 2010a).  

85 These proposed changes are meant to ease the immigration process and/or the implementation of the migration regulations 
(EMN, 2010b).  

86 Due to the crisis, salaries for low skilled jobs have decreased. In some countries this has led to a demand for low skilled 
labour immigrants because native workers are uninterested in taking these low paid jobs (EMN, 2010d).  

87 Temporary migration programs for low skilled immigrants have not always, in the past, had the expected outcome, i.e. 
considerable number of immigrants settled in their host country permanently. The set up and implementation of any new 
programs would have to take into account these previous experiences from various European member states to help 
ensure that the outcomes of these programs meet their objective. As discussed in section 2, the OECD (2008, 2009) 
expects that employers will not be happy with temporary programs if the labour needs are of a permanent nature as 
repeated training of new immigrants would add to their costs.  
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unemployed among existing migrant populations and second generation migrants, investments in 
additional training opportunities may offer some relief in several Western European member states. It 
is unclear to what extent immigrants have been able to benefit from the economic stimulus measures 
and training provisions put in place in the European member states as part of the European Economic 
Recovery Plan (Koehler et al, 2010).  

It may not always be possible to find high and medium skilled workers with the desired skill set 
among workers, who have become unemployed, because retraining domestic workers for work in, for 
example, the health sector can take a considerable amount of time. For such sectors, shortages may 
continue to be addressed through labour immigration, until the domestic education system produces 
sufficient numbers of graduates (OECD 2008b in OECD, 2009a). In the medium and long term, the 
need for medium skilled workers is expected to decrease in the EU member states (CEDEFOP, 2010). 
New demand, which results in part from the retirement of existing workers, can probably be met by 
the native born population complemented by intra-EU migration. The demand for highly skilled 
immigrants is expected to increase in the medium and long term, but the supply of highly skilled 
workers from countries of origin may not be sufficient to meet all the demand in the developed world. 
The programs discussed in section four to promote the entry and retention of (super) highly skilled 
immigrants should be seen in this light. Point based systems (such as those in the UK and the 
Netherlands) appear most suited to increase the available stocks of highly skilled immigrants in host 
countries (Papademetriou, 2007). Because they allow highly skilled immigrants to move between 
employers they are also likely to help retain these migrants for their host systems. Likewise the EU 
blue card system may help to increase the attractiveness of Europe as a whole as well as its ability to 
retain these individuals.88 The internationalization of European higher education systems and the 
increase in the number of international students in European universities can also play an important 
role in attracting and retaining highly skilled immigrants. Some member states manage better at 
attracting and retaining these students than other member states, which is partially related to their 
language, the reputation of their higher education system, the absorptive capacity of their innovation 
system, as well as to the migration system they have put in place. The formation of a more integrated 
European education system, in combination with harmonised migration regulations, that would allow 
third country students to remain and work in any of the European member states, could help to 
increase the retention of these students in the European Union (Parkes & Angenendt, 2010). A lack of 
sufficient numbers of suitably trained highly skilled workers and entrepreneurs can form a real 
impediment for long term international competitiveness and economic growth. It remains unclear 
whether European member states are and will be able to attract sufficient numbers and the most 
talented (super) highly skilled immigrants to meet their economic demands and goals. For various 
reasons, discussed at earlier stages in this paper, the US may continue to be more attractive to (super) 
highly skilled immigrants and both the EU and its member states will have to continue to increase 
their efforts to attract a sufficiently large share of these workers.  

According to an ILO report, measures taken by several European governments to restrict immigration 
in the wake of the economic crisis also aim to reduce the inflow of highly skilled immigrants, in part to 
prevent labour market competition (Cerna, 2010). Both the UK and the Netherlands have, for example, 
raised their income requirements for highly skilled immigrants with the aim to reduce the intake.89 On 
the other hand there are also countries which have extended their channels for the immigration of highly 

                                                      
88 Some analysts doubt the commitment of EU member states to pooling sovereignty over the issue of highly skilled 

migration in the context of the economic crisis (Parkes & Angenendt, 2010). In the medium and long term, harmonising 
regulations appears a very important strategy for enhancing the attractiveness of the union to this group of immigrants, 
who it needs for its economic development.  

89 The recent changes in the UK's points-based system were designed to reduce the number of highly skilled third country 
migrants by half (Global Migration Group, 2010). In July 2010 the UK imposed a further numerical limit on the monthly 
numbers of tier 1 permits approved to new applicants. This intermittent measure will be in effect until at least March 
2011 (UK Home Office, 2010).  
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skilled workers. E.g. Germany adopted the labour migration control act which gives highly qualified 
workers from both the new Member states (EU-12) and third countries the right to seek permanent 
residency. These immigrants also have greater possibilities to bring in their family members (Koehler et 
al, 2010). In general it appears that the crisis has had little effect on policies and measures related to 
highly skilled migration to the EU member states(EMN, 2010d).  

The economic crisis has not ended the need for highly skilled immigrants and the EU member states 
thus have to take into account medium and long term considerations (OECD, 2009a). During the 
recovery phase the demand for highly skilled immigrants is likely to increase again. However, it may not 
always be possible to quickly respond to this due to previous policy changes (Awad, 2009, Cerna, 2010). 
The short term response to the economic crisis could, therefore, hamper medium and long term policy 
needs. Such needs could, for example, include smaller and more targeted inflows for particular sectors 
(OECD, 2009a, Papademetriou et al, 2009). In general, the policy responses to the economic downturn 
in terms of labour migration needed to find a midway between adapting the rules to the changing labour 
market conditions and keeping channels for labour migration open for those parts of the economy where 
recruitment difficulties are structural and where demand continued to exist or was likely to reemerge 
when the economy would pick up again (OECD, 2009a, 2009b). Especially when it comes to (super) 
highly skilled immigrants and entrepreneurs it was important for governments to take into account the 
long term economic benefits these immigrants can bring when adapting their policies. In general, it 
appears that the governments of European member states have been well aware of thelonger term need 
for labour immigration. While temporary measures were taken to restrict inflows (e.g. reduction in the 
numerical limits that are tied to labour demand) few actual policy changes were made in migration 
regimes in response to the economic crisis. Existing policy trends, such as measures to allow for highly 
skilled immigrants for sectors in which there exist structural shortages as well as short term migration for 
low skilled immigrants have, if anything, been reinforced by the crisis (EMN, 2010d, Koehler et al, 
2010). As a consequence it will be possible to respond relatively quickly to a changed demand for labour 
migration. European governments thus appear to have been well aware of the need for highly skilled 
immigrants to address expected future shortages and to have taken this into account when implementing 
their short term response to the changed situation that arose from the economic crisis.  
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