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� Two labour market challenges:  

� 1. demography of low fertility and 
population aging and looming labour 
shortages  

� 2.  The transition to a service and 
knowledge-based economy  



Competing interpretations 
 

�  Skill-Biased Technological Changes and 
marginalization  

� Polarization between skilled professionals 
and a post-industrial service proletariat  



� Polarization along with population 
decline…  

� Allegedly higher demand for migrant 
workers as… 

� ….native workers gravitate to better-
paying jobs and reject low-wage jobs 



A third view:  
 

�  labour market marginalization or 
polarization, and… 

� …variations in demand for migrant 
workers… 

�   are determined by specific regime 
characteristics  



� Wright (2012) : modes of labour market 
regulation shape immigration policy 
preferences 

�  varieties in regulation lead to differences in 
demand for migrant workers 

�  E.g. welfare states with relatively tightly 
regulated labour markets… 

� ….strict labour immigration policies based 
on labour market tests  



�  labour immigration rates determined by 
regime characteristics.  

�  varieties of welfare, education and training 
institutions influence the domestic supply 
of workers. 



Nordic characteristics 
 
�  high-quality production, skilled workforces 

�   tightly regulated labour markets 

�  unusually high levels of trade-union density 

�  high employment standards enforced by the labour 
market  

�  citizens are entitled to various welfare state benefits  

�  broad range of social services promoting women’s 
participation in the workforce.  



�  welfare state entitlements may remove incentives for the 
unemployed to accept certain jobs  

�  This may trigger demand for migrant workers 

�  However, active labour market policies (ALMPs) neutralize 
this effect. 

�  ALMPs ensure continuous human capital development 
through both general education and vocational education and 
training (VET) programmes 

�   The domestic labour supply is therefore mobilized 

�  Limited need for migrant workers  



� Tight labor market regulation in all 
Nordic states until 2008.  

�  In 2008, Sweden introduced ”the most 
open labour migration system among 
OECD countries”(OECD 2011:11).  

�  Swedish employers are free to recruit 
third country nationals for any occupation 
in any sector.  



What happened?  
�  Demographic reasons? 

�  Regime shift and Globalization ? 

�  polarization and  labour market segmentation? 

�  Or…. 

�   no relationship between welfare institutions, 
labour market institutions and the shape of 
migration policies? 

�  The reform driven by ideological shifts? 



Towards a Service-based Economy 

�  1993 - 20 per cent  of the labour force 
employed in the manufacturing sector  

�  2008 -15 per cent. 

�   The service sector employed 65 per cent of 
the active work force in 1987 

�  By 2004, 74 per cent  
(Arbetsmiljöverket 2011, SOU 2005).  
 



And marginalization…. 
�  In the 1980s and 1990s, a trend towards job 

upgrading and marginalization  

90s crisis:  
�  the number of well-paid private sector jobs 

increased,  

�  the number of medium to low-wage jobs, 
declined  

(Åberg 2004) 
 



Demography 

� The dependency ratio stable during most 
of the 20th century 

� 35-40 per cent of the population 
dependants 

� By 2001, 59 per cent 20-64.  



� The age group 20-64 estimated to decline 
to 54 per cent of the total population in 
2050 (given low net immigration) 

� To avoid this, projected future 
immigration rates required ranged from 
15 000-30 000 immigrants per year until 
2050  



� However, considerable potential for 
mobilizing the domestic work force prior to 
the 2008 reform .  

�  E.g. among immigrants with less than 5 years 
in Sweden, the labour market participation 
rate was only 53 per cent 

�  In terms of hours worked, only 58 per cent 
of the total potential supply of labour was 
mobilized (SOU 2005).  



Projected shortages 
�  Official prognoses by Statistics Sweden  

�  Low-skilled workers would mainly be in demand 
in the care sector  

�  The numbers of employed in the industrial sector 
was believed to continue as productivity 
continues to increase.  

�  , future labour market shortages partial although 
the public sector may face shortages across the 
board  



� At the same time, immigration rates were 
on the increase throughout the 2000s 

�  Since  2006, net immigration rates, 
primarily of refugees and students, have 
reached record levels (SCB 2010; 
SCB 2012).  



� No demographic imperative dictating 
sweeping cross-sectoral reforms in labour 
immigration policy prior to 2008.  

�  Sweden had a considerable domestic 
reserve of potential workers that could 
have been mobilized for low-skill jobs.  



A more segmented labor market?  

� The reform driven by the rise of low 
wage sector…? 

�  In combination with welfare state 
effects…(low wage jobs rejected by 
welfare recipients)? 



�  In the 2000s, this trend was broken, and to 
the marginalization trend was added a trend 
towards polarization.  

�  In the period 2000-2007 the number of low-
skilled jobs in the public care and health care 
sectors grew considerably.  

�  2008-2011, job growth in private sector care 
and health care jobs, cleaning and restaurant 
sectors (Åberg 2013) 



No ”welfare effects” 
� Centre-right government introduced several 

reforms after 2007 with the aim of:  

�  1. compelling people to accept low-wage 
jobs (e.g. unemployment compensation levels 
were lowered) 

�  2. increasing the size of the low wage service 
sector (e.g. ROT, RUT,  lowered restaurant  
VAT, tax credits) 



why was this path chosen, and 
whose interests does it serve? 
�   The answer may at first glance seem obvious 

�  an increase in the supply of labour would serve to 
depress wages 

�  the labour movement is weakened. 

�   The costs of reform can also said to be diffuse 
(for workers and, possibly, tax payers),  

�  the benefits are concentrated for employers. 



�   However, the reform appears less beneficial 
when analysed in the light of how the Swedish 
labour market functions as an interdependent 
institutional regime.  

�  employers may not have an interest in employing 
low-skilled migrants 

�  Employers may benefit from welfare state 
institutions and services, which requires high 
employment rates.  

�  Organized employers may not benefit from the 
reform since Sweden lacked a large private sector 
segment dependent on low-skill labour.  



first-time labor migration 
permits issued  



� Occupations for which a growing number 
of foreign workers are being recruited, 
include housekeeping and restaurants, 
cleaners, and kitchen/restaurant helpers.  

� 43-48% of the labour migrants entering 
Sweden were recruited into shortage-list 
occupations  



From high-skill to low-skill 
�  The reform has increased the number of 

labour migrants entering less skilled 
occupations.  

�  available data show a shift in the 
composition of labour migrants from 

�   2007-08: 76% high-skilled and 7% low-skilled  

�  2009: 48% high-skilled, and to 18% low-
skilled. (OECD 2011) 



Little interest among employers 

� The inflows relative to total employment 
are low.  

� The annualised number of all labour 
migrants holding permits between January 
2009 and May 2011 was equivalent to 
0.3% of total employment  



Systematic abuse 

�  Signs of an emerging labour permit 
market (involving lawyers, employers, 
managers, and even public officials) 

� Contract violations with impunity (since 
the contracts are not binding) 

� The rise of a ”State-made precariat” 



�  Reformen driver på en trend mot samtidig 
polarisering (segmenterad arbetsmarknad) och 
marginalisering 

�  Parallellt satsas mindre på 
arbetsmarknadspolitiska program 

 
 
�  Cynism eller naivitet? 


