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SUMMARY 

Immigrants are found to be employed in less skilled jobs compared to natives in all Western European countries. However, 

empirical analyses usually adopt a static approach, while in this briefing we analyse immigrants’ occupational careers along 

the trajectory defined by the last job in the origin country, the first and the present job in the destination country. The 

Human Capital (HC) and Labour Market Segmentation (LMS) hypotheses predict different patterns and underlying 

mechanisms of immigrants’ occupational careers. We suggest the usefulness of a complementarity perspective comparing 

immigrants’ labour market trajectories in Italy, Spain and France. 

FINDINGS 

1 

According to the HC hypothesis (Chiswick, 1978), 

immigrants experience a downgrade of occupational 

status after arrival in the host country due to the 

limited transferability of skills acquired in the origin 

country, followed by a substantial recovery as time 

goes by and immigrants acquire HC specific to the host 

country (Chiswick et al., 2005). On the opposite, the 

LMS hypothesis states that immigrants are 

incorporated in the secondary segment of the LM and, 

thus, experience a huge downgrade of occupational 

status at their arrival followed by very limited chances 

of accessing the primary segment (Simón et al., 2014), 

largely independently of the level of skills 

transferability of the immigrant group and other 

individual characteristics. We argue that, in a 

comparative approach, a complementarity perspective 

is more useful: while LM structures shape the pattern 

of immigrants’ occupational mobility, i.e. the extent of 

immigrants’ occupational downgrade and recovery, 

the acquisition of country-specific HC remains the 

fundamental driver of occupational mobility in the 

host country. 

Our empirical analyses show a higher immigrants’ 

occupational downgrade at arrival in Italy and Spain, 

compared to France (Figure 1). Overall patterns of 

occupational trajectories among immigrants from 

migration countries are very similar, especially in Italy 

and Spain. Differences across immigrant groups in 

terms of skills transferability thus play a minor role 

compared to differences in the contexts of reception, 

consistently with the LMS hypothesis. 

 

      

  
Figure 1. Average ISEI scores before and after migration, by area of origin. 

 



               

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                        

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                

                                                                                                                                     

2 When it comes to occupational 

mobility between the first and 

present job, the acquisition of 

country-specific HC, proxied by age 

at arrival, years since migration and 

the acquisition/recognition of 

educational credentials, is found to 

be associated to higher chances of 

upward mobility in all countries. In 

Italy and Spain, notwithstanding 

lower overall chances of status 

recovery, the acquisition of 

country-specific HC is particularly 

important for more segregated 

immigrant groups to reduce their 

gap with Western immigrants 

(Figure 2). 

 

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATION 

Empirical evidence is broadly consistent with our complementarity hypothesis. In highly segmented labour markets, like the 

Italian and Spanish ones, immigrant from migration countries have very low chances to reproduce the occupational status 

held in the origin country, largely irrespectively of differences in skills transferability. Immigrants in France experience an 

occupational downgrade in the frame of an overall higher persistence of socioeconomic status before and after migrating. 

However, while they only partly account for differences between immigrant groups, HC mechanisms still operate within 

them. Paradoxically, in Italy and Spain the acquisition of HC specific to the host country becomes even more important to 

enhance chances of occupational upgrading. 

We use data from three surveys: the Spanish Encuesta Nacional de Inmigrantes (2007-2008), the French Trajéctories et Origines and the Italian Condizione e Integrazione 

Sociale dei Cittadini Stranieri (2011-2012). Empirical analyses are carried out on 1st gen immigrants, with work experience both before and after migration, aged between 

15 and 55 at their arrival in the destination country and between 18 and 60 at interview. Information on the type of occupation, for the “three points” in time considered, 

derives from ISCO codes, which have been translated in ISEI scores. The surveys allowed to harmonize and include, as control variables, a large set of migration 

characteristics: reason for migrating, having found a job before or after migrating, family situation at arrival in the host country and language skills. 
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Figure 2. OLS estimates of the effects of different types of tertiary education on immigrants’ 

present job ISEI, with 90% confidence intervals (robust std.err.). Up to lower secondary is the 

reference category. Models control for first job ISEI and other characteristics (see 

methodological notes at the bottom of this page). 

 


