
               

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                          

 

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          

                                                                                            RESEARCH BRIEF     

Immigrant-Native Unemployment Gaps in West-Europe 

Ivana Fellini and Raffaele Guetto  

SUMMARY 

While the existence of substantial differences, across destination-countries, in Immigrant-Native Unemployment Gaps 

(INUGs) in Europe is well-established (Causa and Jean, 2007; Reyneri and Fullin, 2011), underlying mechanisms have not 

yet been clearly identified. Empirical analyses often take into account one or very few contextual characteristics 

simultaneously and are based on merely cross-sectional relations, a small number of countries and different definitions 

of the analytical sample. Existing research also paid little attention on how the cross-country pattern of INUGs in West-

Europe changed before and after the Great Recession. 

FINDINGS 

1 
The first research question of this briefing concerns the effects of a specific set of labour market institutions, such as 

the protection of standard employment (EPL), the flexibility of temporary contracts, the weight of unions and welfare 

provisions for the unemployed, and structural dimensions such as the demand for low-skilled jobs. These labour 

market characteristics have been selected because they are those theoretically most likely to affect the relative 

disadvantage of immigrant compared with native workers, adopting an insider-outsider perspective (Kogan, 2011). 

Second, we argue that the Great Recession is a crucial standpoint from which to understand the role of different 

labour market institutions and structures. The pattern of cross-country differences in INUGs changed dramatically 

with the crisis: immigrants’ unemployment, with respect to that of natives, increased much more in Southern than in 

Central and Northern Europe, where INUGs were much higher before the crisis. 

Results show that while the EPL for regular contracts has no significant impact on INUGs, stricter regulations for 

temporary contracts tend to increase them (first graph of Figure 1). Also higher levels of Union Density (UD) and 

Unemployment Benefits (UBs) tend to worsen INUGs. When focusing on within-country differences, however, the 

pattern of institutional effects becomes more uncertain (third graph of Figure 1). 

      

 

 
Figure 1. Linear probability model of unemployment risk. Interaction coefficients between 

immigrant dummy and contextual variables, with 95% confidence intervals. 

 



               

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                      

2 
As for the effects of the recent economic 

crisis, the structure of labour market 

demand in host countries seems to play the 

most important role: INUGs are lower in 

countries with a high incidence of low-

skilled jobs before the economic crisis, but, 

after 2008, in the same countries INUGs  

experienced a huge increase (second graph 

of Figure 1). This is likely due to the higher 

sensitivity to the economic cycle in sectors 

and occupations usually held by 

immigrants. 

Newly arrived immigrants (<=10 years since 

migration) are those who suffer the most 

from the limited availability of flexible 

forms of employment (Figure 2). The 

increases in the gap with natives driven by 

higher levels of UD and UBs are stronger 

among newly arrived immigrants and those 

belonging to more disadvantaged 

minorities (MENA/Other Africa). 

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATION 

Theoretical arguments, based on an insider-outsider perspective, suggest that the higher the level of labour market 

regulation, in terms of UBs, EPL and UD, the wider the INUGs. From the same theoretical standpoint, it can be expected 

that a higher unsatisfied demand for unskilled occupations is associated with lower INUGs. Our empirical evidence 

broadly corroborates these expectations. However, in regard to policy indications, economic and structural labour 

market factors are more important than labour market regulations, especially after the Great Recession. Only the 

findings concerning UBs, in fact, are consistent across different models’ specifications. The effects of other variables, and 

EPL in particular, seem more ambiguous and context-dependent. 
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Figure 2. Linear probability model of unemployment risk. OLS 

interaction coefficients between dummies for immigrants’ 

characteristics and contextual variables (pooled, 2005-2013) with 

95% confidence intervals. Immigrants with <=10 YSM and 

originating from all other countries are the reference categories. 

 


