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Abstract
In almost all European welfare states, immigrants face a higher risk of poverty than natives,
but the gap between the two groups varies. In examining this variation, our article contributes
to the nascent literature on the impact of welfare states on immigrants. We hypothesize that
whether immigrants benefit from welfare generosity depends on three intervening factors:
immigration policy, labor market regulation, and welfare eligibility rules. We use fuzzy-set
analysis to examine the interplay of these determinants in sixteen West-European states. The
findings show that in most countries a high migrant disadvantage results from the
combination of a large share of humanitarian and family immigrants and generous social
policies. The underlying mechanism is that ‘unwanted’ immigrants are institutionally impeded
from full access to generous welfare states.
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Introduction

In almost all European countries immigrants face a higher risk of poverty than natives. While
in the 27 European Union member states the poverty rate (below 60% of median income) of
natives was on average 15.3% in 2007, for non-EU27 born immigrants this rate was 26.4%.1
Migrant poverty however varies greatly across European countries.2 This article examines the
institutional reasons for this variation across sixteen West-European states. Several studies
have already demonstrated that the difference in the socioeconomic position of immigrants
and natives cannot be fully explained by the social composition of the migrant population
(Büchel & Frick, 2005; Barrett & Maître, 2013). Therefore, this article focusses on
institutional factors, in particular the interplay of the welfare state, immigration policy, and
labor market regulation.
The article builds on recent work by Sainsbury and Morissens (Sainsbury, 2012;
Morissens & Sainsbury, 2005) that shifted the focus of research on immigration and the
welfare state. A considerable amount of studies have interrogated the effects of immigration
on support for the welfare state (e.g. Alesina & Glaeser, 2004; Banting & Kymlicka, 2006).
By contrast, the new strand of research examines the impact of welfare states on immigrants.
Are the social risks that immigrants face adequately alleviated? Do immigrants profit from
social policies to the same extent as the native population? Comparative welfare state scholars
have only started to address these questions (Castles & Schierup, 2010; Sainsbury, 2012: Ch.
1). At the same time, scholars in comparative political economy have recently pointed to the
vulnerability of immigrants within countries with otherwise inclusive systems of social
1

To illustrate: in 2007 immigrants were 230% and 160% more often in poverty than natives in Belgium and
Finland respectively whereas they were 40-50% more often in poverty in Spain and the United Kingdom and did
not have higher poverty risk in Portugal (Eurostat, 2013a). Due to the complex implications of the crisis,
especially for relative poverty rates, we focus on pre-crisis data. For this reason, we refer here to EU27. Since
2013 the EU has 28 member states.
2
We use the terms ‘migrant/native poverty’ to stand for ‘poverty among the immigrant/native population’.
Although the shorter terms are imprecise, they simplify the language in this article.
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solidarity (Thelen, 2014; Iversen & Soskice, 2009). Our article contributes to this agenda in
three ways. First, we demonstrate that the interplay of different institutions is crucial for
explaining the socioeconomic position of immigrants. Second, we focus specifically on the
differentiation of social rights between immigrants and the native population by examining
what explains differences in poverty rates between the two groups. Third, this is, to our
knowledge, the first study to systematically examine institutional determinants of migrant
poverty across a wider range of countries: 16 West-European states (the EU15, excluding
Luxembourg but including Norway and Switzerland). We employ fuzzy-set Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (fsQCA) because this method allows us to identify the combinations of
institutions linked to strong migrant disadvantage. We supplement the fuzzy-set analysis with
three short case studies to examine the causal mechanisms.
Our research question is: what are the institutional determinants of immigrants’
disadvantage in terms of poverty? Our main argument is that the fate of immigrants in
advanced welfare states cannot be explained by welfare generosity alone as several
institutional mechanisms determine to what extent immigrants benefit from welfare
generosity. Our empirical findings show that the combination of a large share of humanitarian
and family immigrants with generous social policies implies a marked migrant disadvantage.
A large proportion of family reunion immigrants and refugees is often not intended but the
result of past policies (e.g. guest worker programs), legal constraints (e.g. seeking asylum as a
human right), and the international environment (e.g. humanitarian crises). As these
immigrants are ’unwanted’ their socioeconomic integration is not sufficiently facilitated and
they lack access to the labor market and the welfare state at the same level as the native
population. Therefore, generous welfare states that receive a lot of unwanted immigration
differentiate social rights in a way that leads to a high poverty gap between immigrants and
natives.
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The following section reviews the literature and presents our argument in more detail.
After a brief explanation of methods and operationalization, we then report and discuss the
results of the fuzzy-set analysis and the case studies. The concluding section summarizes the
main findings and reflects upon the political driving forces behind the identified institutional
configurations.

Boundaries and the welfare state

As mentioned, there has been little comparative research so far on how immigrants fare in
developed welfare states. In particular, we are not aware of any study that has systematically
compared institutional determinants of migrant poverty across a larger set of countries. Social
rights of immigrants originally were considered in the context of research on migration and
citizenship in the early 1990s (Brubaker, 1989; Soysal, 1994). Among welfare state scholars
most of the attention was on whether immigration undermines popular support for the welfare
state (e.g. Alesina & Glaeser, 2004; Banting & Kymlicka, 2006). Since the mid-1990s, the
literature started to appreciate the complex relationship between migration and welfare states
(e.g. Dörr & Faist, 1997; Geddes, 2003), while research on immigrant integration began to
look beyond dedicated integration policies by taking a broader political-economy perspective
(Freeman, 2004). An important empirical examination of immigrants’ social rights comes
from Morissens and Sainsbury (especially, Morissens & Sainsbury, 2005; Sainsbury, 2012).
In her seminal book, Sainsbury finds “there are considerable cross-national variations
in immigrants’ social rights and that the type of welfare regime matters” (2012: 280). In her
analysis, consisting of six historical case studies and descriptive statistics from Luxembourg
Income Study data, immigrants fare best in social democratic welfare regimes, as opposed to
conservative corporatist and liberal regimes (cf. Esping-Andersen, 1990). She attributes this
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to the high degree of decommodification in social democratic welfare states. “The distinctive
policy objective of the social democratic regime has been equalitarian redistribution, and this
objective should benefit immigrants” (Sainsbury, 2012: 14).3 Sainsbury also considers the
effects of integration regimes and immigration entry categories. She does not reach a general
conclusion for integration regimes, but finds for entry categories that the formal social rights
of asylum seekers, undocumented immigrants, and reunited family members are often more
restricted than those of recognized refugees, co-ethnic citizens, and European Union citizens
(Sainsbury, 2012: 130).
In this article we focus on institutions that differentiate the social rights of immigrants.
According to Ferrera (2005) national boundaries are an important condition for collective
solidarity in welfare states. In addition, there are membership spaces within national welfare
states, defined by internal boundaries that adjust social policy to the socioeconomic
heterogeneity of the population in the national territory. Several scholars of migration and
welfare states have highlighted how the social rights of immigrants are in various ways
subject to external or internal boundary-building by welfare states. According to Geddes,
migration has created organizational and ideological “pressures to demarcate more tightly a
community of legitimate receivers of welfare state benefits” (2003: 150). Dörr and Faist
(1997) discuss how immigration policy and social policy eligibility rules intersect in
facilitating or impeding migrant access to European welfare states. Emmenegger and Careja
(2012) argue that immigrants were particularly affected by recent social policy retrenchments.
While there is good evidence that welfare state generosity is an important determinant
of poverty reduction (Moller, Huber, Stephens, Bradley, & Nielsen, 2003; Brady, 2003), we
concentrate on three institutions that may condition to what extent immigrants benefit from
the poverty-reducing capacities of welfare states: immigration policy, labor market regulation
A contrasting view on the implications of welfare state generosity for immigrants’ socioeconomic integration
holds that it discourages labor market integration when combined with multicultural policies (Koopmans, 2010).
3
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and social policy eligibility rules. First, immigration policy shapes not only the overall size of
immigration but also the composition of the immigrant population. To simplify matters, we
distinguish between migrants for work or study on the one hand and humanitarian migrants
(asylum seekers and recognized refugees) as well as joining family members on the other
hand. For several reasons humanitarian and family immigrants may face a higher risk of
poverty: their motivation for entering the host country is not employment (though they may
still be eager to find work); refugees in particular may be traumatized by experiences in their
country of origin; their skills are less likely to be adapted to labor market needs; and they may
face higher institutional hurdles to socioeconomic integration (e.g. work permissions and
benefit regulations). Some research has indicated that the skill profile of humanitarian and
family immigrants contributes to their worse labor market outcomes compared to other
immigrant groups (Connor, 2010; Constant & Zimmerman, 2005). However, this is
insufficient to explain their lagging socioeconomic integration. Instead, a comparative
perspective shows that integration is conditioned by institutional rules of access to labor
market and social policies (Bevelander & Pendakur, 2014; Büchel & Frick, 2005).
Immigration policy is subject to many constraints, which can make it hard for
governments to implement precise immigration objectives. For several reasons the immigrants
a country receives might not reflect its policy objectives (Joppke, 1998; Messina, 2007).
Family immigration, for instance, is often a result of policy legacies, especially guest worker
programs, even after a state decided to minimize immigration. Humanitarian immigration,
such as political asylum, is protected by international and often constitutional law. Even if
countries, such as Sweden, are politically committed to receiving refugees, the eventual intake
may exceed anticipated numbers due to humanitarian crises (e.g. the 1990s war in
Yugoslavia). Hence, immigration by refugees and joining family members can be higher than
politically endorsed. As a consequence, domestic institutions are not geared to supporting the
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integration of these immigrants. In some cases integration policies are underdeveloped due to
the unexpected immigration numbers, in other cases governments have actively restricted the
social rights of foreigners in response to migration trends (Emmenegger & Careja, 2012). The
resulting differentiation of access to benefits and services with respect to natives has
particularly notable social consequences in generous welfare states.
Second, the employment opportunities of immigrants depend in part on labor market
regulation. Good-quality employment not only raises disposable income, but also facilitates
access to social insurance benefits. Labor market scholars widely share the view that strong
employment protection for workers in full-time, permanent jobs has negative consequences
for the labor market chances of those seeking employment or in unstable, precarious jobs
(Lindbeck & Snower, 1988; King & Rueda, 2008; Emmenegger, Häusermann, Palier, &
Seeleib-Kaiser, 2012). Immigrants are by definition entrants into the national labor market.
Therefore, they will find it more difficult to get stable jobs in a highly regulated labor market.
However, the less secure, peripheral jobs may still pay sufficiently to minimize migrant
disadvantage in terms of poverty. Besides, a weakly regulated labor market may be more
accessible to immigrants, but may offer mostly low-paid jobs (Kogan, 2006). While,
therefore, it is clear that employment regulation shapes the job opportunities of immigrants
the direction of the effect is ambiguous. For our outcome of interest, general socioeconomic
disadvantage, much depends on the alternatives to employment income, especially welfare
state provisions. For instance, in a state with a deregulated labor market as well as low social
benefits, immigrants are exposed to low-wage work without solid social protection and low
wages are further facilitated by the lack or low level of reservation wages.
Third, eligibility rules can be expected to differentiate the impact of welfare generosity
on the socioeconomic status of immigrants. Benefit access for immigrants is eased if
eligibility is universal or means-tested as opposed to insurance-based because the latter
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requires the accumulation of insurance contributions over sufficiently long spells of regular
employment (Banting, 2000). Immigrants have on average less time to acquire those
contribution records. In addition, this is more difficult for them if they face higher hurdles to
standard employment. Hence, a generous but strongly insurance-based welfare state may
imply disadvantages for immigrants in terms of poverty.
Overall, therefore we hypothesize that a generous welfare state (denoted below by G)
produces a high disadvantage for immigrants in terms of poverty (D) if it combines with an
immigration policy that leads to high proportion of humanitarian and family immigrants (H)
or strongly insurance-based benefit eligibility (I). As mentioned above, high employment
regulation (E) could matter here as well, but its effects are ambiguous. In the notation of
fuzzy-set QCA the hypothesis can be expressed as follows, where ‘*’ stands for a logical
AND, ‘+’ for a logical OR, and ‘→’ for a sufficient condition.

H1: G*(H+I) → D

So far we have focused on institutional mechanisms that limit immigrants’ access to generous
welfare states. For lean welfare states we follow the standard assumption in the literature (e.g.
Sainsbury, 2012) that these are insufficient to ensure equally low poverty risks among natives
and immigrants.

H2: ~G → D

In sum, while we expect welfare generosity to matter for immigrants it is crucial to
take the limitations of immigrant access into account. Arguments about boundaries of welfare
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excluding immigrants have been articulated in the literature before. Yet, we are the first to
systematically assess their effects across a large number of states.

Methods and operationalization

We analyze the impact of welfare state generosity, welfare state eligibility, immigration
policies, and labor market regulation on migrant disadvantage with fuzzy-set Qualitative
Comparative Analysis (fsQCA). There are three reasons for this choice of method. First, we
are interested in the potential joint effects of these four institutional conditions. Indeed, our
first hypothesis is based on the conjunction between welfare generosity and two other
institutions. One or both of these institutions may constitute, together with welfare generosity,
a sufficient condition for migrant disadvantage. Regression analysis uses interaction effects
for this purpose. However, the analysis of interaction effects in multiple regressions is less
flexible than fsQCA and more complex (three- or four-way) interaction effects are difficult to
interpret (Vis, 2012). Second, fsQCA allows for equifinality. This is important as different
combinations of institutions may imply a high migrant disadvantage in different countries. For
example, in lean and in generous welfare states respectively different institutions may impede
migrants’ socioeconomic integration, as suggested by our two hypotheses. Third, this method
deals well with the intermediate number of cases (16) in our study, for which the possibilities
of statistical analysis are limited (Ragin, 2008).
QCA uses Boolean algebra to identify sufficient and necessary conditions for an
outcome, a sufficient or necessary condition potentially consisting of a configuration of
several single causal conditions (as in H1). Fuzzy-set QCA is a variant of QCA in which cases
can be awarded partial membership scores, between 0 (full non-membership) and 1 (full
membership), in the causal conditions and the outcome. This maintains the graduations in the
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underlying data, but still makes a qualitative distinction between cases being a member of a
set or not, by scoring them above or below the 0.5 threshold. Two coefficients are used to
assess solution formulas. The consistency coefficient measures to what extent the data are
consistent with the assertion that a certain condition is necessary or sufficient. The coverage
coefficient of a sufficient condition indicates how much of the outcome across all cases is
explained by the condition. QCA can produce different solution formulas depending on how
researchers deal with logical remainders, i.e. the logical combinations of conditions that are
not covered by empirical cases. We focus on the so-called intermediate solutions, which are
derived with the help of relatively uncontroversial theoretical assumptions (Schneider &
Wagemann, 2012).

Operationalization

Immigrants in this article are defined as those born in a different country than the one they
reside in. We focus on immigrants from outside the EU27 as this group faces, on average,
more difficulties than EU migrants. Developed capitalist countries differ widely in their
histories and patterns of immigration. In order to contain some of this variation we focus on
Western Europe. Within Western Europe we have excluded states with less than a million
inhabitants (Luxembourg, Cyprus, Iceland, and Malta) as migration dynamics in states with
small populations can differ for reasons outside of our interest. This leaves us with the
following 16 states: Austria (AT), Belgium (BE), Denmark (DK), Finland (FI), France (FR),
Germany (DE), Greece (GR), Ireland (IE), Italy (IT), Netherlands (NL), Norway (NO),
Portugal (PT), Spain (ES), Sweden (SE), Switzerland (CH), and United Kingdom (UK). The
financial and economic crisis that erupted in the autumn of 2008 has sent national economies,
labor markets, and income levels into turmoil and decline. This has direct and indirect
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consequences for the relative poverty measure we use (see below). We avoid the peculiarities
of these recent developments and focus the analysis instead on the last pre-crisis years (20072008).4
As measure of poverty we deploy the commonly used indicator of relative income
poverty: receiving disposable household income below 60% of the national median,
equivalized by household size. While poverty has more dimensions than low income, we use
this measure as a general indicator of economic hardship. We reduce our population sample to
those aged between 16 and 64 because old-age poverty is strongly determined by just one
policy: the structure and generosity of pensions.
The poverty figures in this article are based on data from Eurostat, European Union
Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), years 2007 and 2008.5 This article
does not seek to account for migrant poverty as such, which is influenced by many economic
and institutional conditions that affect also the native population. Rather, we are interested in
cross-national variation of the extent to which immigrants are more often poor than those born
in the respective country. We have estimated these differences with the EU-SILC microdata,
controlling for the basic demographic composition of the immigrant population (age, gender,
and education; for details see methodological online appendix). Figure 1 displays the
distribution of migrant disadvantage in terms of poverty across the 16 cases of this study. We
take the average of 2007 and 2008 to limit the noise in the data.

4

The financial crisis started in mid-September 2008 with the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers. In Europe most
social consequences were not felt before 2009.
5
The responsibility for all conclusions drawn from the data lies entirely with the authors.
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Figure 1. Poverty differences in percentage points between non-EU immigrants and native
population, 2007-2008

Source: EU-SILC, own calculations.
Notes: The differences are calculated controlling for age, gender, and education (for details
see appendix). Poverty is defined as below 60% of national median income (equivalized
disposable household income). The value for Germany underestimates poverty as the German
data does not distinguish between EU and non-EU immigrants. All differences are highly
significant (p<0.005) except for Portugal.

In all countries of our sample, except Portugal, non-EU immigrants are more often in
poverty than the native population. At the same time, the size of the effect of migrant status
on poverty varies profoundly. In Belgium and Finland, non-EU immigrants are respectively
26 and 22 percentage points more likely to be in poverty than the native population. By
contrast, the poverty risk is only between seven and eleven points higher in countries like
Spain, Italy, the UK, and Norway. The figures for Germany are underestimated because the
data does not distinguish between EU and non-EU immigrants, and EU immigrants are
12

generally less often poor than non-EU immigrants (we adjust for this in the fsQCA, see
appendix). Portugal stands out for its low migrant poverty risk. The impact of migrant status
in Portugal is statistically not significantly different from zero. All other poverty differences
are highly significant.
The distribution in Figure 1 does not immediately reflect a clear clustering into
welfare regime types (Esping-Andersen, 1990). The disadvantage of migrants in terms of
poverty is smaller in most South-European welfare states and the UK, but at the same time it
is very high in Ireland and relatively high in Greece. It is therefore important to carefully
examine the causes behind the marked variation in migrant disadvantage.
In this section we only present the operationalization of the outcome and causal
conditions, while the calibration, i.e. transforming the original data into set membership
scores, is discussed in the appendix. Having reported the outcome of interest above, we turn
to the causal conditions. These are based on average values for the years 2003-2007 – except
the share of humanitarian and family immigrants due to data limitations.
To measure welfare state generosity we use social expenditure (public and private
mandatory) as a percentage of GDP (OECD, 2013). We exclude pension spending because
this strongly depends on the age structure and because we focus our analysis on the workingage population. Since Esping-Andersen (1990) and the discussion on measuring welfare
retrenchment (Allan & Scruggs, 2004) expenditure has fallen from grace among welfare state
researchers as a measure of generosity: the amount of spending can be seen as less important
than the actual entitlements of recipients; the indicator can be biased by changes in the
denominator (GDP); and spending responds to fluctuations in needs as well as policy changes.
However, the advantage of this measure for our purposes is that it is comprehensive, while
excluding unsuitable aspects of other indicators. The commonly used decommodification
index by Scruggs (2004) would have several drawbacks for our study: it includes pensions; it
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includes aspects of inclusiveness, which we prefer to measure separately; it is constructed
around the average production worker, which is not necessarily relevant for immigrants; and
it does not take into account social assistance and social services.
We operationalize welfare state eligibility by the extent to which social expenditures
are financed from social contributions (own calculations with data from OECD, 2013). While
this is obviously a simplification, it is a good proxy. Funding from social contributions
typically goes along with insurance-based eligibility rules (Bonoli, 1997). For individuals
with low income and weak labor market attachment, like immigrants, entitlement based on
insurance is more exclusive than needs- or residence-based entitlement.
Comparative indicators of immigration policies are not available (Bjerre, Helbling,
Römer, & Zobel, 2014).6 As a proxy we therefore take the composition of the non-EU
immigrant population in terms of entry categories. We argue that this share reflects the longterm immigration regime of a country. We use the Eurostat Labor Force Survey ad-hoc
module from 2008, which included a question on reasons for migration.7 We merge the
reasons ‘international protection’, ‘accompanying family/family reunification’, and ‘family
formation’ to calculate the share of humanitarian and family immigrants.
Our measure of labor market regulation is based on the OECD indicator of
employment protection, in particular protection against individual dismissals (OECD, 2013).
This is a widely used indicator based on an assessment of legislation, collective agreements,
and case law. We focus on dismissal protection of regular contracts as a crucial element of
regulation that can lead to a dualization of the labor market.
In the following analysis the causal conditions are defined as follows: generous
welfare states (G), insurance-based welfare states (I), states with a high share of humanitarian

6

New datasets are currently being constructed, for example the Immigration Policies in Comparison (IMPIC)
project (http://www.marc-helbling.ch/?page_id=6) and the International Migration Policy and Law Analysis
(IMPALA) database (http://projects.iq.harvard.edu/impala), but not yet available for other researchers.
7
The responsibility for all conclusions drawn from the data lies entirely with the authors.
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and family immigrants (H), and states with strict employment regulation (E). The outcome,
states with a large migrant poverty disadvantage, is denoted by D. The letters indicate the
presence of a condition (fuzzy score above 0.5), a ~ sign before the letter indicates absence
(fuzzy score below 0.5). The number of causal conditions that can be included in a QCA of 16
cases is limited. Due to the number of logically possible combinations of the conditions (see
also below), including more than four conditions would not be sensible. While potentially
many factors can influence the socioeconomic status of immigrants, we focus on the
composition of the immigrant population (demographics and entry categories) and institutions
that can give rise to differences between immigrants and natives.

Findings: determinants of disadvantage

Although our main interest is in sufficient conditions for a high migrant disadvantage,
checking for necessary conditions is both substantively informative and relevant to take into
account when implementing the analysis of sufficient conditions. We have tested the presence
and absence of all four single conditions that may be linked to a high migrant disadvantage.
Schneider and Wagemann (2012) recommend that conditions should only be considered
necessary if their consistency is higher than 0.9. By this standard, none of the tested
conditions is necessary for the occurrence of marked migrant disadvantages (the highest
consistency score is 0.78 for G).
As described above, the analysis of sufficient conditions for a high migrant
disadvantage in terms of poverty (our outcome D) includes four institutional causal conditions
(H, I, E, and G). These conditions can combine in 24=16 different ways. The cases in our
analysis provide only data for eight of these logically possible combinations, leaving us with
eight so-called logical remainders (see appendix, Table A6). Not all of the logical remainders
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are equally likely to contribute to a high migrant disadvantage. Therefore, we introduce
assumptions of conditions likely to contribute to the outcome. These assumptions are the
presence of insurance-based eligibility (I) and a high share of humanitarian immigrants (H).
These assumptions do not change the results drastically.8 The results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Sufficient conditions for migrant disadvantage (D)
Solution

H*G

+

~E*~G

Countries covered

Sweden

Ireland

Denmark

United Kingdom

Belgium

Switzerland

→D

Finland
Germany
Norway
Austria
Netherlands
France
Consistency

0.84

0.90

Raw coverage

0.72

0.43

Unique coverage

0.45

0.16

Solution consistency

0.83

Solution coverage

0.88

Note: Consistency threshold is set at 0.89. Countries are listed in the order of their
membership scores in the given pathway. Norway and the United Kingdom are contradictory
cases as they do not have a high migrant disadvantage.

The results show that two distinct pathways imply poverty rates among immigrants that are
clearly higher than among natives. The first pathway, covering the majority of cases, indicates
that a high share of humanitarian and family immigrants in a generous welfare state imply a
8

The solution formula without simplifying assumptions (i.e. the conservative solution) adds an extra condition to
the second pathway and reads: H*G + ~I*~E*~G.
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high migrant disadvantage. This situation occurs in Nordic states (Sweden, Denmark, and
Finland) and Continental states (Belgium, Germany, Austria, Netherlands, and France). A
deviating case is Norway, which also has a high humanitarian and family share and a
generous welfare state, but not a high difference in migrant poverty. The second pathway is a
combination of low employment protection with lean social policy. It covers Ireland,
Switzerland, and the United Kingdom. The United Kingdom is a deviating case here. It shares
the causal conditions, but it does not have a high migrant disadvantage.
The findings show that conjunctural causation and equifinality matter for explaining
migrant disadvantage. While a generous welfare state or a high humanitarian and family
immigration share by themselves do not imply high migrant disadvantage, the combination of
these conditions does. Moreover, there are two different ways to high migrant disadvantage.
In countries with generous welfare states the composition of the immigrant population
resulting from immigration policy is important for migrant disadvantage, confirming our
hypothesis H1. The second pathway conforms only partly to our hypothesis H2. Not a lean
welfare state by itself but in combination with low labor market regulation implies migrant
disadvantage. In these countries, migrants are probably employed in low-paid, dead-end jobs
and meagre welfare state provision does not counterbalance the low employment income.
The XY-plot in Figure 2 shows the membership score of cases in the solution formula
as well as in the outcome. As a rule of thumb, a condition is sufficient if most cases are
located above or on the diagonal line (Ragin, 2008: 48). The narrow majority of cases are
indeed located above or near the diagonal line. Importantly, cases should be differentiated
beyond this rule of thumb by considering where cases lie with respect to the 0.5 crossover
points on either axis (Schneider & Rohlfing, 2013). Typical cases for our solution formula are
those above the diagonal and in the upper-right quadrant: France, Switzerland, Belgium,
Finland and Ireland. They are members of the solution set and outcome, while also fulfilling
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the consistency criterion. Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands, are
deviating only in degree. They are within solution and outcome set, but miss the consistency
criterion by being more clearly members of the solution than of the outcome. All the cases in
the lower-left quadrant are in line with our solution because they are neither part of the
sufficient condition configuration nor of the outcome: Portugal, Italy, and Spain. The case in
the upper-left quadrant of the plot, Greece, does not contradict the solution because it is not a
member of the path that is posited as a sufficient condition. Yet, Greece also has a high
migrant disadvantage and therefore should be explained by different causal conditions (see
below). Overall, this leaves us with only Norway and the UK in contradiction of the solution
formula.
Norway has a high humanitarian and family immigrant share as well as a generous
welfare state, but does not have a strong migrant disadvantage. While research is lacking to
explain the better outcome for immigrants in Norway, studies have found that the occupations
of non-EU immigrants are more similar to natives (Dustmann & Frattini, 2013), and that the
earnings gap between non-Western immigrants and natives in the lower half of the income
spectrum is lower compared to Denmark and Sweden (Jakobsen, Korpi, & Lorentzen, 2014).
It seems likely that these outcomes are brought about by full employment as result of the oil
boom as well as better coverage of immigrants in the wage-setting system. UK has a
deregulated labor market and a lean welfare state, but immigrants do not suffer substantially
more often from poverty than natives. This is probably linked to the fact that most non-EU
immigrants in Britain come from former parts of the Empire and are more easily integrated
due to lower language, cultural, and legal barriers. By contrast, Ireland and Switzerland do not
have any postcolonial immigration. Although the ‘postcolonial bonus hypothesis’ has not
been tested extensively, Oostindie (2011) finds evidence for it in the Dutch case.
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Figure 2. XY-plot of sufficient condition for migrant disadvantage (D)

As advised by the methodological literature, we ran several robustness checks for the
identified solution (Schneider & Wagemann, 2012: 284-287; Emmenegger, Kvist, &
Skaaning, 2013). Here we list only the most important ones. We lowered the crossover point
of the outcome calibration so that Norway becomes a member of the set with high migrant
disadvantage (as well as Spain). This only adds a third pathway to the baseline solution,
namely I*~G, covering Spain, Greece, and Italy (where Italy is a contradictory case). This
suggests that the strong insurance principle in Southern Europe diminishes immigrants’ access
to, anyway, lean welfare states. It provides an explanation for the Greek case, which was not
covered by our baseline model. Next, we lowered the consistency threshold of the truth table
analysis so that the truth table row of Spain, Greece and Italy is included. This leads to the
19

same additional solution path for Southern Europe (I*~G; Spain, Greece, and Italy). Further,
we have excluded first Germany and then Denmark and Finland to test whether our imputed
figures for missing data (see appendix) influenced the findings. The first does not change the
solution, while the latter becomes a subset of the baseline model, indicating relevance of
insurance principle and employment regulation in addition to immigration policy (E*H*G +
I*H*G + ~E*~G). Finally, adding the assumption (when deriving the intermediate solution)
that labor market regulation contributes to migrant disadvantage does not alter our results.
While these robustness checks provide some interesting further insights regarding Greece and
the relevance of insurance principle and employment regulation, they bolster our confidence
in the baseline result above.
In QCA research it is often recommended to analyze the absence of the outcome in
addition to its presence. Due to the set-relational foundation of the method the results can
differ. However, the explanation of low migrant disadvantage would also require a different
theory, which is beyond the scope and research interest of this article. For the sake of
completeness, we report the results of the sufficient condition of the absence of a notable
migrant disadvantage in the appendix (Table A8). The solution yields one causal path
(E*~H*~G) that covers Southern Europe (with Greece as contradictory case). It conforms to
our results above as it includes the reverse of the main causal path above (H*G). That it
additionally contains high employment regulation suggests that immigrants manage to
generate enough income in the secondary segment of the labor market to minimize their
disadvantage in terms of poverty. The solution has a low coverage score as it does not cover
United Kingdom and Norway, which also have low migrant disadvantage.
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Case studies: checking the causal mechanisms

Due to the limited number of conditions that can be included in a QCA model with 16 cases,
the analysis had to remain at a fairly abstract level. Accordingly, it is generally recommended
(e.g. Emmenegger et al., 2013) to complement formal QCA with case studies in order to
verify the causal mechanisms. Given the space limitations, this can only be very brief. We
consider one typical case from both pathways of the solution formula: France as a case with a
high humanitarian and family share of immigrants as well as a generous welfare state and
Ireland as a case with a deregulated labor market and a small welfare state. In addition, we
examine Sweden to learn more about the first pathway in the Nordic context.

Migrant disadvantage in a generous Continental welfare state with humanitarian and family
immigration: France

France has received large numbers of postcolonial migrants before and after the Second
World War. In addition, it attracted low-skilled immigrants through so-called guest worker
programs in the 1950s and 1960s. Since the 1970s immigration policy was tightened, but
humanitarian and family immigrants remained able to enter, the latter as a consequence of
previous guest worker programs and postcolonial immigration. France’s non-EU migrant
population accounted for 8% of the total population (as of 2012; Eurostat, 2013b). More than
half of these have entered as humanitarian or family reunion immigrants. Most are from subSaharan and North Africa. Despite its long experience with migration France had no formally
defined integration policy for a long time. “Because all French citizens are to be treated
equally under the Republican model, there has been a great reluctance to acknowledge any
ethnic divisions” (Algan, Dustmann, Glitz, & Manning, 2010: F7). Since the mid-2000s
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restrictive integration policies have been introduced in the form of obligatory training sessions
and self-sufficiency as a condition for naturalization.
The French welfare state is today the largest in terms of social expenditure per GDP
even if Denmark and Sweden are larger when disregarding pension expenditure. Social
contributions are crucial for gaining access to the generous parts of the French welfare state.
As social contributions are paid from insurance-covered employment the weak labor market
integration of non-EU immigrants, especially of those who entered as humanitarian or family
immigrants, is a drawback not only in terms of employment income but also access to social
insurance. Indeed, large employment and earnings gaps have been found for non-EU
immigrants (Algan et al., 2010: F24). Language proficiency is less of a problem for most
immigrants in France, but lacking recognition of foreign qualifications hinders labor market
integration, especially for highly educated migrants (OECD, 2008: 132). The public sector,
which accounts for almost a quarter of all jobs, is practically closed to non-EU migrants
(Schnapper, Krief, & Peignard, 2003: 39). Moreover, even immigrants’ access to the
relatively generous minimum income protection is restricted: Only recognized refugees and
immigrants that have resided in France for at least five years are eligible (OECD, 2008: 123).
This discussion shows how access to the generous French welfare state is limited in
particular for humanitarian and family immigrants. They have substantially worse labor
market positions, partly due to lacking recognition of their qualifications. In addition,
insurance-based eligibility and legally restricted access to minimum income protection
constrain this group’s access to the public benefits that support the native population.
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Migrant disadvantage in a generous Nordic welfare state with humanitarian and family
immigration: Sweden

Until the 1970s Sweden attracted many labor migrants from other European countries,
Yugoslavia and Turkey. However, immigration policy changed after the oil crisis in the
1970s. Since then, refugees and family migrants from all over the world made up the largest
share of immigration (OECD, 2007a: 253-254). Sweden differs from many other European
states by having relatively liberal refugee policies. Yet, the size of refugee inflows was larger
than intended in the wake of humanitarian crises such as the war in Yugoslavia in the 1990s.
In consequence, Sweden has one of the highest proportions of non-EU immigrants in Europe,
namely 8.8% of the total population. Among these a full 82% have migrated for humanitarian
or family reasons, the largest share in our sample. Sweden was relatively early to develop
integration policies, and in 1979 enshrined multiculturalism in its constitution. It also
introduced several programs to improve migrants’ labor market outcomes (OECD, 2007a:
255).
According to the OECD (2007b: 73) the generous benefits in Sweden create strong
disincentives (unemployment, inactivity, or low-wage traps) for one-earner married couples
with children (see also Blume, Gustafsson, Pedersen, & Verner, 2007: 391). This family type
is not common in the native population, characterized by the dual-earner/dual-carer model,
but it is frequent among low-skilled immigrants. Mood (2011) finds that immigrants receive
social assistance more often and for longer periods. Therefore, there is some evidence that the
composition of immigration together with the benefit structure lead to reliance on meanstested benefits and may disincentivize more active labor market integration.
At the same time, a main reason for reliance on social assistance among immigrants is
that they do not have access to contribution-based benefits, even after years of residence in
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Sweden (Mood, 2011: 64). This is linked to a lacking foothold in the labor market as even in
Sweden the employment record is important to gain access to generous social benefits. Labor
market participation is lower among humanitarian and family immigrants than among labor
immigrants. In addition, the Swedish labor market can be difficult to enter for immigrants
with low educational attainments due to high minimum wages and the high-skill occupational
structure (Blume et al., 2007: 375). However, even immigrants with high educational
attainments experience that their qualifications are often not recognized. Although Sweden
has had language training in place for a long time, it is voluntary and the participation rate of
migrants is low. There are also indications that high employment protection reduces the
chance that employers will take a risk and hire migrants (OECD, 2007a, 2007b).
Sweden is an example of a country where non-EU immigrants face a systematically
higher poverty risk in spite of the best policy intentions in terms of a liberal refugee policy
and supportive integration policies. We find that the combination of the generous Swedish
welfare state and the composition of the immigrant population lead to lower household
income vis-à-vis the native population. Apart from a generally lower labor market attachment
by humanitarian and family migrants, this has to do with differences between the structure of
immigrant and native households interacting with the design and incentives of the Swedish
benefit system. There is also evidence of additional exclusionary mechanisms at play, such as
the importance of employment record for access to benefits and the lacking recognition of
qualifications.

Migrant disadvantage in a lean welfare state with deregulated labor market: Ireland

Ireland only transformed into a country of immigration since the mid-1990s. During its
economic boom the migrant population grew rapidly. The major share of immigration
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consisted of EU migrants, especially after Ireland opened its borders to migrants from the new
EU member states in 2004. Yet, non-EU migrants still accounted for 3.9% of Ireland’s total
population in 2012 (Eurostat, 2013b). Only a third of these were humanitarian and family
immigrants. Hence, non-EU immigration was mostly motivated by employment or education.
An official integration policy was lacking until 2008, as all immigration, except recognized
refugees, was expected to be temporary (McGinnity, Quinn, Kingston, & O’Connell, 2013).
Immigrants on the Irish labor market, especially those from new EU member states
and from outside the EU, suffer from a wage penalty with respect to the native population.
Yet this penalty is in fact smaller in low-paying jobs as wages in this segment are often
regulated by bipartite bodies, the Joint Labour Committees (Walsh, 2013). However,
immigrants are also found systematically more often in lower occupational positions, and
their occupational status does not improve significantly with the length of their stay (Barrett
& Duffy, 2008). Most labor migrants work in the low-skilled and low-wage service sector
where unstable employment and slim social contribution records prevent them from becoming
eligible for contribution-based benefits (Timonen & Doyle, 2009: 168). Overall immigrants
therefore fare worse on the Irish labor market than the native population.
Social expenditure in Ireland has always been below the EU15 average. Similar to the
British welfare state, there is a strong emphasis on means-tested benefits, even if contributionfinanced benefits have become more important in the ten years before the crisis, aided by
economic growth and low unemployment. Social policy development in this period tended to
be regressive with respect to income distribution as benefit levels did not keep up with the rise
in average incomes. This left the level of many benefits below the poverty line (McCashin &
O’Shea, 2009). For immigrants who, as we have seen, have lower employment income, this
means that their income situation is not effectively mended by the Irish welfare state.
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Moreover, the Irish government has limited migrants’ rights on two fronts. Access to
citizenship was markedly restricted after a referendum in 2004 (McGinnity et al., 2013). And
Ireland has limited migrants’ access to its already lean welfare state through a two-year
residence condition for receiving means-tested benefits (Timonen & Doyle, 2009: 162). This
particularly affects asylum seekers who are not legal residents until granted refugee status.
The reduced accessibility of the Irish welfare state for immigrants is reflected in welfare
receipt being lower among migrants than among natives even controlling for demographic
characteristics (Barrett & McCarthy, 2007).
In sum, we find evidence that the combination of a loosely regulated labor market and
a lean welfare state constrain the socioeconomic integration of immigrants in Ireland, as
indicated by the QCA analysis. While immigrants are not excluded from the Irish labor
market, they are more often found in lower-quality and low-paying jobs. This disadvantage in
work income is not adequately corrected by the Irish welfare state.

Discussion and conclusion: not just welfare generosity

In all West-European countries, except Portugal, non-EU immigrants face a higher risk of
poverty than natives also when statistically controlling for the composition of the immigrant
population. However, the relative position of immigrants varies greatly across countries. Our
article has made three main contributions to the study of the socioeconomic integration of
immigrants. First, we focused explicitly on the disadvantage that immigrants encounter vis-àvis the status of the native populations. Second, we highlighted how different institutions
combine in affecting the socioeconomic outcomes of immigrants. And, third, to the best of
our knowledge, we are the first to explore the institutional determinants of migrant
disadvantage across a large group of West-European states. Employing fuzzy-set QCA as a
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novel methodological approach has proven useful since the analysis identified that different
conditions combine in generating immigrants’ socioeconomic disadvantage and that more
than one path brings about this outcome.
We have hypothesized that three institutions can hinder migrants’ access to generous
welfare states: immigration policy conditioning the composition of the immigrant population,
especially when unintendedly leading to a high share of humanitarian and family immigrants;
strongly insurance-based welfare state eligibility; and labor market regulation shaping the
types of jobs accessible to immigrants. Among these, we have found immigration policy to be
particularly important, in line with our hypothesis H1. In many West-European welfare states
the higher poverty rates among immigrants are explained by the fact that these states have
generous social provisions while the humanitarian and family immigrants that are principally
allowed to enter the country suffer from diminished access to these provisions. Hence, a
generous welfare state in itself is not enough to help immigrants. Rather, generous welfare
states that receive a lot of unwanted immigration differentiate social rights in a way that leads
to a high poverty gap between immigrants and natives.
In a smaller group of countries, high migrant disadvantage is linked to lean welfare
states in conjunction with a deregulated labor market where mostly poor jobs are available to
immigrants. In line with the literature, we had hypothesized that meagre social provisions may
by themselves imply a worse situation for immigrants (H2). Yet, our findings show that it is
the combination of the low level of welfare generosity with low income from the labor market
that is decisive.
Overall these results caution against previous findings that have highlighted the
benefits of generous, social democratic welfare states for immigrants (e.g. Sainsbury, 2012).
By contrast, our study shows that institutional boundaries can keep immigrants from
benefitting from welfare generosity. Moreover, we have discovered that the relation between
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employment regulation and immigrant labor market access is not as straightforward as a
simple reading of the dualization literature would imply. We have found no general negative
effect of tight employment regulation on the socioeconomic integration of immigrant. Instead,
we have seen that in some countries lean welfare states and deregulated labor markets jointly
result in migrant disadvantage.
Further research should look into the political factors that bring about the institutional
configurations we have identified as affecting migrant disadvantage in terms of poverty. Here
we offer some preliminary reflections. Historically the emergence of the combination of a
generous welfare state and an immigration policy that leads to a large share of humanitarian
and family immigrants is likely to have been influenced by strong labor movements. We
know that strong social-democratic parties and trade unions have helped to build generous
welfare states (Huber & Stephens, 2001). At the same time labor has in principle little
economic interest in an increase of labor supply through migration, whereas social democracy
is committed to international solidarity when it comes to forced migration (cf. Boräng, 2012).
These political dynamics can be expected to have contributed to low labor but high
humanitarian immigration in Nordic states. At the same time, the more recent rise of rightwing populist parties reflects some of the distributional conflicts around the combination of a
generous welfare state with a high share of humanitarian and family immigrants who often
experience social exclusion (cf. Iversen & Soskice, 2009; Thelen, 2014).
Social-democratic parties were relatively influential also in Continental Europe. In
addition, Christian democratic parties have actively contributed to relatively generous, even if
more stratified, Continental welfare states (van Kersbergen, 1995). It seems likely that the
socially conservative Catholic ideology of these parties has favored limiting immigration, but
it would ideologically be hard for them to actively advocate closing borders to humanitarian
and family immigrants. The configuration of meagre welfare states with low employment
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regulation, on the other hand, is typical of liberal states where conservative or liberal parties
are politically stronger (Esping-Andersen, 1990; Manow, 2009).
In our analysis, the migrant disadvantage in terms of poverty tended to be lower in
South-European states with high employment regulation, low shares of humanitarian and
family immigrants, and lean welfare states (when excluding pensions). In the post-war history
of these countries polarized domestic politics and ‘incomplete Fordism’ have led to strong
protection of labor market insiders and underdeveloped social services (Ferrera, 2010; Picot,
2012). Consequently, immigrant labor is used to make up for the lack of publicly provided
social care (van Hooren, 2012). While their care work is clearly in the secondary, insecure
segment of the labor market, it still bolsters immigrants’ income. In addition, it leads to a
higher share of labor immigrants (even if this may not always be the formal entry category).
The less disadvantaged but still weak position of immigrants in this configuration illustrates a
limitation of the outcome our analysis focused on, which is concerned with avoiding a higher
risk of poverty but not with more ambitious goals of socioeconomic integration of
immigrants.
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