




2 
 

however, are not immune to criticism, and there is reason to examine the role of migration in 

greater detail. 

This paper will examine the effect that migration may have on the demographic challenges of the 

next 30 years from various aspects. We will look at migrants in terms of demographic 

characteristics, health, labor market success, and retirement to gain a holistic understanding of 

the interplay between migration and aging. While the paper will very briefly assess the state of 

research, the primary focus here will be on where we have gaps in our knowledge, giving us 

indications of where future research should be focused. 

 

The aging challenge 

Before discussing the impact that migration can have in our aging world, it is necessary to chart 

out the fundamental issue at play when thinking about population aging. The main issue is how 

we will maintain our current standard of living in a period where the workforce is shrinking and 

the share of the population above retirement age is increasing. This topic has been discussed a 

length in other outlets (see e.g. Bengtsson & Scott, 2011 for the case of Sweden), so here we will 

very briefly illustrate the issue. Figure 1 shows the age-specific income and consumption for the 

case of Sweden. 

Figure 1. Average age-specific consumption and labor income, Sweden 2003. Values in 2003 

SEK. Source: Forsell et al 2007. 
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approach native levels (Andersson & Scott 2005, 2007; Scott and Stanfors 2010). This reduction 

in fertility is not universal, however, and there are large differences, with fertility reduction 

greater in the social democratic welfare regimes of the north, and declining as we move into 

more conservative welfare states.  

Even in cases where migrant fertility remains higher than that of the host country, the increases 

to overall TFR in the host country has been found to be modest (Goldstein et al, 2009; 

Landschoot et al, 2014; Mussino et al, 2012; Tromans, 2009). Additionally, the possibilities for 

fertility increases vary considerably depending on immigrant background (Kulu & Hannemann, 

2016; Alders, 2002; Bagavos, 2008; Coleman & Dubuc, 2010; Cygan-Rehm, 2014; Dubuc, 

2009; Toulemon, 2004; Garssen, 2008; Lappegard, 2000; Milewski, 2010; Mussino & Strozza, 

2012; Rosero-Bixby et al, 2011; Schmid & Kohls, 2009; Tonnessen, 2014; Tsimbos, 2008). 

Immigrant integration is a multi-generational process, and evidence shows that the potential 

gains to fertility found in the first generation may be all but erased in the second generation 

(Scott & Stanfors 2010). Studies have found that the second generation tends to adjust fertility 

towards native levels, even if this has not been the case in the parental generation. Additionally, 

degrees of intermarriage also alter the propensity for maintenance of high home fertility levels, 

with the presence of a native spouse exerting a moderating influence. 

 

Figure 2. Share of first-time asylum applicants by age, 2017. Source: Eurostat 

 

0

0,2

0,4

0,6

0,8

1

1,2

EU28 Germany Spain France Italy Sweden

Less than 14 years From 14 to 17 years From 18 to 34 years From 35 to 64 years 65 years or over





6 
 

68.1%), while migrants from other EU28 countries have 4.7 percentage points higher 

employment rates. There appears to be a north-south gradient, with countries in high-

employment Northern and Northwestern Europe displaying larger gaps in employment rates. The 

Netherlands has the highest gap, with an almost 19 percentage point difference between natives 

and non-EU28 migrants. 

Refugees understandably exhibit lower employment rates and higher rates of social assistance, 

but there is some evidence that the accumulation of time in the host country ameliorates some of 

this disadvantage. Fasani et al (2018) show steady increases in refugee employment rates over 

time for the EU, but catch-up rates are slow, and after roughly 25 years we see a near closure of 

the gap between refugees and non-EU migrants. This situation does not seem to be universal, 

however, with Bratsberg et al (2017) finding for Norway that refugees and female family 

reunification migrants do see an improvement in employment rates, but that this improvement 

stagnates after 5 years in Norway, and then appears to decline with longer duration. Neighboring 

Sweden, on the other hand shows steady increases for all groups over time (Bevelander, 2016). 

The short review above underlines the vast disparity in immigrant integration based on context of 

reception. If migrants are to alleviate aging pressures, it will be through increasing the tax base, 

anod more needs to be understood about these mechanisms. One attempt to do this was recently 

initiated within the National Transfer Accounts project (http://www.ntaccounts.org/). The NTA 

project calculates the age-specific incomes and consumption such as shown in Figure 1 above. 

Current work is attempting to disentangle income flows by immigrant background, and 

interesting new results have become recently available for a select group of countries. Figure 3 

shows differences in consumption and income between natives and immigrants across the life-

cycle. The figures are not striking in their message that immigrants tend to consume less than 

natives during their economically active ages. This would clearly follow from the fact that they 

also earn less. A more interesting result of these figures is that immigrants tend to consume 

roughly the same amounts at younger and older ages. While this is also not strange, since most 

consumption at these ages come in the form of transfers from the state and not private 

consumption, it is illustrative of a potential problem with relying on migrants to increase the tax 

base. A fundamental outcome of poor integration is that migrants contribute less through taxes 

than natives, and this is coupled with consumption of healthcare and education at levels roughly 

http://www.ntaccounts.org/
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shorter working lives in the host country may very well lead to a situation where elderly 

immigrants face even more severe economic constraints than migrants at younger ages (Sjögren 

Lindqvist, 2017; Flood & Mitruut, 2010; Qi, 2016; Qi et al, 2016). 

 

Pathways for future research 

The necessarily brief overview of the state of research regarding the role of migration in 

population aging has shown that research is not in perfect alignment. It is clear that the same 

processes do not occur in all countries, and that immigrants from different origins respond 

differently in the same destination country, while immigrants from the same origin may well 

behave differently in different countries. Prediction must come through a combination of origin 

and destination contexts. This section will highlight areas where we need more information to 

obtain a more complete picture of the situation(s). 

One point which is common to all areas related to migration and aging is the need for more 

detailed information. Many studies either use very large datasets with fairly superficial 

information or very small qualitative datasets with little external validity. To better understand 

the situation, we need large-scale data with deeper content. Most surveys today are aimed at the 

general population and are therefore difficult to use for migration studies due to small numbers. 

While some surveys are migrant specific or oversample migrants, more of this type of data is 

necessary. To understand migrant behavior in different contexts we need cross-national, multi-

wave surveys which allow us to get an understanding of the interplay between norms, gender 

roles, religiosity, and other value-based characteristics and the host society.  

Regarding immigrant fertility, it is important to gain a firmer understanding of how, and to what 

extent, migrants adapt their fertility levels upon entry to a new country. This is of utmost 

importance if we are to be able to forecast the impact of immigrant childbearing on future 

population structure. Factors which we need to know more about include the prevalence and 

impact of intermarriage, variations in fertility by country of origin as well as visa status 

(refugee/tied mover/other), and the impact of policy on migrant fertility. Migrants display 

different fertility patterns in different countries, and a closer examination of the role of national 

policies, both labor market and family, is of great interest for future research. This adaptation of 



12 
 

fertility to host-country characteristics is important to understand both in general and with a 

focus on differential behavior of immigrants from low and high fertility countries.  

Most studies of migrant fertility (and fertility in general) focus on females, so there is also a need 

for research into male fertility among migrants. Other groups which require more attention, and 

have become increasingly relevant in recent years, are refugees, the children of migrants, and 

particularly migrants who arrive as children. 

In terms of the economic contribution of immigrants to the aging challenge there are a number of 

factors which remain unclear. For issues concerning employment and income we need more 

evaluations of the effects of national, regional, and local policies and regulations on facilitating 

economic integration. We know that migrants tend to have slow integration processes, and that 

these processes appear even slower for refugees, at least in the European case. An understanding 

of the extent to which different policies actually impact these processes will bring us much closer 

to an understanding of the processes themselves. While policy research is not new, there is still a 

lack of cross-national studies examining how similar policies work in varying contexts. 

Regarding the integration processes themselves, we know relatively little about how reasons for 

entry lead to varying pathways, so more focus should be placed on the experiences of refugees 

relative other types of migrants, and how these experiences differ by country of origin and 

gender. 

If we are to estimate the future effects of migration on aging, we need to have some idea of who 

will be migrating in the future and their possible destinations. Much as policy is important for 

integration and fertility, our understanding of the role of policy in the destination selection of 

migrants needs to be improved. Policy may influence both the size of migration flows and their 

composition, both in terms of origin countries and human capital endowments. Without this 

information, projections of future migration streams are largely educated guesses, and will be of 

little value in understanding how migration will impact age structure and the aging challenges. A 

very interesting topic related to migration flows in the future, although somewhat less related to 

aging, is research aimed at forecasting the impact of potential climate change on migration. 

The health and mortality of migrants is another topic where research has consistently pointed in 

opposite directions. To understand the relationship between health and migration we need more 

in-depth studies. Of fundamental importance is a thorough disentangling of the effects of migrant 
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status from the effects of socioeconomic status. Since migrant status is such an encompassing 

characteristic, much research stops there without analyzing the extent to which this status is 

actually of importance. In terms of mortality, more work needs to be done to isolate whether 

observed differences are a result of selective immigration and emigration. As with the other 

areas, cross-national studies are important here to observe the health and mortality of immigrants 

from the same origin, but in different destinations. To deepen these studies, more focus also must 

be placed on the health of non-migrants who remained in the home countries. Finally, a more 

holistic view is necessary, where health is observed within the context of both migration histories 

and employment histories. 

Regarding elderly migrants, this is a very under-researched topic. The combination of shorter 

working lives and lower incomes leads to a very real possibility that elderly immigrants will be 

economically marginalized, a marginalization which is likely to be greatest for migrant women. 

In the face of increasing costs associated with an aging population, projections of these costs 

require us to know the extent to which elderly migrants will require additional economic 

assistance due to the formation of pension schemes which favor complete working lives in the 

host country. 
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