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Overview

This paper addresses a very interesting and debated question in the economics of migration, if

immigration, together with international trade, increases the unemployment rate in host coun-

tries. The paper first presents alternative theoretical hypotheses that lead to opposite effects of

immigration on unemployment, then using panel data from 24 OECD countries between 1997 to

2007, provides an answer to the question. The finding is that immigration has a negative effect on

unemployment. The paper addresses the important issue of reversed causality, as well as issues

related to heterogeneity in the data. The main shortcoming of the paper, which should also lead

to a change of title, is the fact that the migration considered is actually labor mobility within

the 24 OECD countries in the data. The inflow of immigrants in all the countries considered are

greatly underestimated by considering only foreign national from other OECD countries. Overall,

the paper brings an interesting new contribution to the debate, however limited by the definition

of immigration used.

1. A Few Points

1.1) My first point is related to the treatment of the data and the definition of “immigrants”.

In the analysis, an immigrant is mostly defined as a foreign national. This, in my view, is a

shortcoming of the paper. Among the 24 countries considered there is a wide difference about

the laws that grant nationality to immigrants. Countries such as New Zealand, Canada and

the US give the possibility to acquire citizenship after a few years of immigration, therefore,

the largest part of immigrants in those countries are actually citizens as well and would

not be counted as immigrants in the paper. In contrast, countries in continental Europe

such as Germany, Italy or Spain, do not grant citizenship very easily and most of their

foreign born remain non-citizen for life. Moreover, a large part of foreign born individuals

in countries such as Italy, Spain and Japan, are actually citizens (second, third, fourth...

generations citizens mostly from South America). Another important difference between

these two groups of countries is how citizenship is granted in general, in the first group of

countries prevails the ius soli while in the second the ius sanguinis which implies that second

generations would count as immigrants in continental Europe, but not in US, Canada or

New Zealand for example. By defining immigrants based on place of birth is a much better

way to deal with those differences as the place of birth is not (or less) subject to citizenship

laws.

1.2) Another point is about Figure 1. In the x-axis the figure reports the log of immigrant inflow,

in the y-axis the unemployment rate. Since the important measure is the unemployment
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rate, immigration should also represented discounting the size of the labor force, i.e. it

would be more useful to see in the x-axis the share of new immigrant on labor force, or at

least on population. It is unreasonable to think that (the log of) one million immigrants

in the US should have double the effect on its unemployment rate than (the log of) half a

million in Ireland. This applies to Figure 2-3 as well.

1.3) The same argument can be applied to Figure 4. Although in Figure 4 the quantities are

expressed in terms of relative changes, it would be useful to report the relative change of

immigrant flows not only respect to the size of immigration but also the size of the labor

force, as it is for the unemployment rate.

1.4) The same criticism applies for the analysis. Shouldn’t the net inflow of immigrants be

relative to the size of the receiving country labor market?

2. Conclusions

Overall, the paper addresses an interesting question from the point of view of the economist

but also of the policy maker. The paper spends few words relating the question and its answer

to the political debate it was sparked by the accession of the new members of the European

Union and the decision of some old members to use up the whole time available to restrict

worker immigration from the new countries (particularly the German speaking countries). Yet,

in the pool of the OECD countries, there are only three from Eastern Europe: Czech Republic,

Hungary and Slovak Republic, and some of the big countries, potential sources of migrants such

as Poland and Romania are not present. It would be interesting to see if the inclusion of the other

Eastern European countries would have an impact on the overall results corroborating them or

telling us something different. It would also be interesting to re-evaluate the results with data

relative to the EU once all the restrictions are lifted. So far, because of data availability, it is, at

best, hazardous to draw policy conclusions that Germany and Austria by restricting immigration

from Eastern European countries effectively condemned some of their citizens to a longer spell of

unemployment. Yet, it is fair to say, that to the best of our knowledge, given the results of the

paper and the availability of data, those restrictions did not have an empirical support. Another

point I would like to stress further is that although the analysis seems to fit well the European

internal mobility, its results cannot be extended to represent the entire effect of immigration, as

the inflows are based on bilateral data among OECD countries and do not include the largest

sources of migration such as China, India, North Africa and South America. In fact, it would be

interesting to restrict further the sample to EU countries and see if the results still hold.
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