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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

This document provides a first comparative overview of the presence and outcomes of the children of 

immigrants in the labour markets of OECD countries, based on a collection of data from 16 OECD 

countries with large immigrant populations. Its key findings are the following: 

¶ In about half of all OECD countries, children of immigrants - both native-born offspring of 

immigrants and foreign-born who immigrated before adulthood with their parents - account for 

ten or more percent of young adults (aged 20-29) in the labour market.  

¶ Most children of immigrants have parents from low- and middle-income countries, and the share 

with parents from such countries is larger among foreign-born children than among the native-

born offspring of immigrants. This is a result of the diversification of migration flows over the 

past 20 years. 

¶ Among the native-born children of immigrants in European OECD countries, Turkey is the single 

most important country of parental origin, followed by Morocco. When comparing the countries 

of parental origin for the native- and the foreign-born children of immigrants, one observes in the 

European OECD countries a strong decline in the importance of the origin countries of the post-

World War II wave of labour migration, in particular Turkey but also Morocco, Italy, Portugal 

and Pakistan.  

¶ In all countries except Germany and Switzerland, a large majority of the native-born children of 

immigrants have obtained the nationality of their countries of residence.  

¶ The OECDôs Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) has demonstrated lower 

assessment results for the children of immigrants in most European OECD countries. There are 

close links between PISA outcomes and educational attainment levels. In the countries in which 

children of migrants have large gaps in PISA-scores vis-à-vis children of natives, children of 

immigrants are also strongly overrepresented among those who are low-educated.  

¶ One observes a clear difference between the non-European OECD countries (Australia, Canada, 

New Zealand and the United States) on the one hand and European OECD countries on the other 

hand. In the former, the children of migrants have education and labour market outcomes that 

tend to be at least at par with those of the children of natives. In the European OECD countries 

(with the exception of Switzerland), both education and labour market outcomes of the children 

of immigrants tend to be much less favourable.   

¶ Part of the differences in labour market outcomes observed in most European OECD countries is 

due to the fact that the children of immigrants tend to have a lower educational attainment than 

the children of natives. However, significant gaps remain in many of these countries even after 

correcting for differences in average educational attainment.  
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¶ The remaining gaps are particularly large for the offspring of migrants from Turkey and from 

certain non-OECD countries such as Morocco. In all countries, children with parents from 

middle-and low-income countries have lower outcomes than children of immigrants from high-

income countries. The differences are particularly large for young immigrant women.  

¶ On average over the OECD countries for which data are available, the children of immigrants 

have an unemployment rate that is about 1.6 times higher than that of the children of natives, for 

both genders. The children of immigrants also have lower employment rates ï the gaps compared 

with the children of natives are about 8 percentage points for men and about 13 percentage points 

for women.  

¶ For women, one observes much better results for the native children of immigrants than for 

young immigrants, suggesting that having been fully raised and educated in the country of 

residence brings some additional benefit. However, this is not observed for men, where the 

native-born children of immigrants do not seem to fare better than the young immigrants, 

particularly after accounting for the lower educational attainment of the latter group.   

¶ The less favourable picture for the female children of migrants compared with their male 

counterparts is less clear-cut after controlling for socio-demographic characteristics, in particular 

marital status and number of children. Part of the ñdouble disadvantageò for the female offspring 

of immigrants seems to be due to the fact that in the age range under consideration (20-29 years), 

they are overrepresented among those who are (already) married and have children. Indeed, once 

controlling for this, native-born women who have parents from the Maghreb region or Southern 

Europe, as well those with Turkish parental origin, tend to have higher employment rates - 

relative to comparable natives - than their male counterparts.  

¶ When in employment, children of immigrants are in occupations similar to those of the children 

of natives. They are also widely spread throughout the economy, but tend to remain 

underrepresented in the public sector.  
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CHILDREN OF IMMIGRAN TS IN THE LABOUR MAR KETS OF EU AND OECD COUNTRIES: 

AN OVERVIEW  

1. Introduction  

1. The integration of the children of immigrants is now attracting much attention among policy 

makers in EU and OECD countries. Although it is not a new issue ï already since the late 1970s there has 

been growing concern about the educational outcomes of the children of migrants in European OECD 

countries (see e.g. Castro-Almeida 1979) ï it has gained prominence in recent years. Children of migrants 

ï both those who were born in the country of residence or who have migrated themselves with their parents 

ï now account for a significant part of the youth population in most countries. This is a result of the large 

number of migrants who have entered OECD countries over the past three decades. Many of the children 

of these migrants have just entered or are about to enter the labour market, and their share of new labour 

market entrants is expected to grow over the coming years. Since many countries expect that a greater 

recourse to migration may be needed in the future to counter, in conjunction with other policies, the effects 

of ageing on the labour market, the integration of the children of migrants is likely to gain further 

importance.   

2. The integration of the children of migrants into the societies and, in particular, the labour markets 

of OECD countries is an important issue for social cohesion. The OECD reviews on the labour market 

integration of immigrants (OECD 2007a, 2008) have shown that equality of labour market outcomes with 

comparable natives is an objective which is often difficult to achieve for persons who have migrated as 

adults, because of integration obstacles which are linked with the migration process itself. An individual 

who has migrated as an adult has acquired his or her human capital in an environment and in a language 

that may be very different from that of the country of residence. Because of this, integration is generally 

seen as a process which takes place over time (Chiswick 1978), although the convergence towards the 

outcomes of persons born in the host country may be only partial even after many years. Because migrants 

themselves will always tend to retain characteristics related to their foreign origin which may hamper the 

integration process, it has been argued that the success or failure of the native-born children of migrants 

raised and educated in the country of residence is the ultimate benchmark of integration (Card 2004).  

3. Against this backdrop, there is concern that the labour market outcomes of the children of 

immigrants are lagging behind those of the children of natives. The OECD country reviews on the labour 

market integration of immigrants and their children (Jobs for Immigrants - OECD 2007a, 2008) provided 

evidence that the labour market outcomes of the children of immigrants are not as good as those of native-

born youth with native-born parents in many European OECD countries such as Belgium, Denmark, 

France, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden. In addition, related OECD work on the school-to-work 

transition (Jobs for Youth) has highlighted the difficulties encountered by the children of immigrants in 

many OECD countries to access the labour market.  

4. This document provides a first comparative overview of the presence and outcomes of the 

children of immigrants in the labour markets of OECD countries. It contrasts the situation for the children 

of immigrants compared with the children of natives in European and non-European OECD countries 

along a number of key outcomes (educational attainment, employment and unemployment rates, 

occupations and sectors). In doing so, it neither intends to provide an analysis of possible reasons for 
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observed differences in labour outcomes - with the exception of those linked with basic socio-demographic 

characteristics such as education, age, marital status and having small children - nor to present and discuss 

possible policy solutions to tackle any observed differences. These issues are dealt with in other 

contributions to the joint EC/OECD seminar on the labour market integration of the children of 

immigrants.  

5. The remainder of this document is structured as follows. Section 2 provides a brief overview of 

the available internationally comparable data and research on the children of immigrants. Section 3 

describes the size and parental origin of the children of immigrants in the countries under review. This is 

followed by an overview of the educational attainment of the children of immigrants compared with the 

children of natives (Section 4). Section 5 presents descriptive information on the labour market outcomes 

of the children of immigrants compared with those of the children of the native-born.
1
 Section 6 provides a 

tentative overview of how much of the observed differences in labour market outcomes can be explained 

by socio-demographic characteristics. The document ends with a summary and conclusions (Section 7).  

2. Data and research on the children of immigrants 

Internationally comparable data on the labour market outcomes of the children of migrants has been 

lacking thus far 

6. In spite of the policy interest in the integration of the children of migrants, internationally 

comparable data and research on their outcomes are still rather scarce.
2
 The main reason for this is that few 

international datasets contain information on the country of birth of the respondentsô parents. The most 

prominent among the exceptions is the OECDôs Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), 

which provides information on the background characteristics and the educational outcomes of 15-year old 

students. Generally, more attention has been paid to the educational outcomes of the children of 

immigrants, both with respect to data and research. On the data side, in addition to PISA, such information 

is available from the Third International Mathematics and Science Study (TIMSS; covering 7th and 8th 

graders) and the Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS; covering 4th graders) (see 

Schnepf, 2004 for an overview of the outcomes of children of migrants in these surveys).  

7. Gradually, international datasets are becoming available which contain not only information on 

labour market outcomes, but also on the country of birth of the parents. The 2008 European Labour Force 

Survey has a special migration module which has this type of information, but the module is not yet 

available for many countries. Once fully available, it will permit comprehensive comparable analysis of the 

labour market situation of the children of immigrants for the European OECD countries.  

8. Another recently collected dataset is The Integration of the European Second Generation (TIES), 

which contains rich information on the children of migrants from Turkey, Morocco and the successor 

countries of the former Yugoslavia, in comparison with the children of natives. Data were collected for 

individuals from 15 major cities in Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, Sweden 

and Switzerland. Damas de Matos (2009) provides an overview of first results from the project regarding 

the family background characteristics on the labour market integration of the offspring of immigrants.   

                                                      
1
  The terms ñnative-bornò and ñnativeò are used synonymously in this document. They refer to the 

population born in the country of residence, not to the population which has the nationality of that country. 

2
  That notwithstanding, there have been many studies in recent years focusing only on one or two OECD 

countries. Regarding the labor market integration of immigrants, see, for example, Khoo et al. (2002) for 

Australia; Meurs, Pailhe and Simon (2006) for France; Van Ours and Veenman (2004) for the Netherlands; 

Aydemir and Sweetman (2006) for the United States and Canada; Dustmann and Theodoropoulos (2006) 

for the United Kingdom; Rooth and Ekberg (2003) for Sweden; Nielsen et al. (2003) for Denmark; Olsen 

(2006) for Norway; and Glorieux and Laurissen (2009) for Belgium (Flanders). 
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9. To date, the only available comprehensive internationally comparable analysis of the labour 

market situation of children of immigrants is provided by Heath and Cheung (2008). Their collective 

volume contains analyses for ten OECD countries and a number of non-member countries. However, 

because of lack of data, the children of migrants were often defined as native-born with foreign nationality. 

This excludes the many children of migrants who have obtained the nationality of the country of residence 

(see below). The 2007 International Migration Outlook (OECD 2007b) provided basic data on the 

educational attainment levels and the employment and unemployment rates of the native-born children of 

migrants for ten OECD countries.  

An overview of the situation of the children of immigrants across the OECD 

10. This document presents an update and extension of this latter work, extending both the coverage 

(16 countries) and the range of outcomes that are considered. In addition, some basic information on the 

parentsô origin countries is presented. For the purposes of this document, the target population is defined as 

encompassing both the native-born with two foreign-born parents and individuals who are themselves 

foreign-born but arrived in the country of residence as children (that is, before the age of 18). Both groups 

are generally analysed separately, the latter group will be referred to below as either ñimmigrant childrenò 

or ñyoung immigrantsò and the former as ñnative children of immigrantsò or ñnative-born children of 

immigrantsò. Unless stated otherwise, the information presented below refers to those aged 20-29 who are 

not in education.
3
  

11. The analysis focuses on the children of parents who were both themselves immigrants, excluding 

immigrants who entered as adults (i.e. generally without their parents) on the one side and native-born 

children who have only one foreign-born parent on the other side. In several European OECD countries, 

there is growing concern regarding the native children whose grandparents have immigrated (sometimes, a 

bit unfortunately, referred to the ñthird generationò). This group is difficult to define. Most often, the 

debate on the so-called ñthird generationò refers to the offspring of a couple in which a native-born child of 

immigrants married someone from the origin country of his or her parents. In practice, available data do 

not allow one to distinguish these children from the ones in which one parent is foreign-born and the other 

an offspring of natives (often referred to as ñmixed marriagesò). OECD (2007a) shows that overall, the 

native-born children who have one native-born and one foreign-born parent generally have better outcomes 

than the children with two foreign-born parents.  

12. With the support of member countries, data on the children of migrants have been gathered from 

country-specific sources (see the methodological Annex for details) for virtually all OECD countries where 

this group constitutes a significant part of the population aged 20-29. This concerns Australia, Austria, 

Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, 

Sweden, Switzerland, the United Kingdom and the United States.
4
 However, not all information was 

available or statistically reliable (due to small sample sizes) for all countries in each of the sections below.  

                                                      
3
  Annex Table 2 shows the percent of children of natives and children of immigrants who are still in 

education. On average for the OECD countries for which data are available, about 20 percent of both native 

children of immigrants and of children of natives are still in education. Among the young immigrants, the 

share is slightly higher at about 25 percent. 

4
  This list of countries does not include Ireland and the Southern European countries for which significant 

levels of immigration are recent, and where few native-born children of immigrants are currently in the 

age-group 16-74 were foreign-born, but less than 83 000 persons were native-born children with foreign-

born parents, making it impossible to derive reliable descriptive statistics on the labour market outcome for 

native-born children of immigrants. However, the number of immigrants who have immigrated before 

adulthood is sufficiently large to include Spain with respect to that group in a number of tables below.   
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3. The size and parental origin of the children of migrant populations in OECD countries 

Children of immigrants now account for a non-negligible share of young people of working-age in 

many OECD countries 

13. In all countries with the exceptions of Norway and France, the target population accounts for 

more than ten percent of the 20-29 year old (Table 1).
5
 It is largest in Luxemburg (40 percent) and 

Switzerland (27 percent). In the other European OECD countries covered, as well as in Canada and the 

United States, the share is between 11 and 19 percent. Data for Australia and New Zealand are only 

partially available, but indicate that the share is likely to be around 20 percent in these two countries.
6
  

Table 1: Share of children of immigrants among the population aged 20-29 and not in education, selected 
OECD countries, around 2007 

Australia Austria Belgium Canada Denmark France Germany
Luxem-

bourg

Nether-

lands

New 

Zealand
Norway Spain

Switzer-

land

United 

Kingdom

United 

States
OECD

Men

Children of natives 6 6 11 8 2 12 16 6 5 5 3 13 4 9 9 9

Native-born children of immigrants 6 .. 28 7 6 21 27 11 .. .. 4 .. .. 15 9 15

Young immigrants .. 12 24 8 .. 19 20 19 .. 10 8 20 5 11 8 15

Women

Children of natives 5 5 12 7 3 13 13 11 4 7 3 13 4 7 7 9

Native-born children of immigrants 5 .. 27 6 6 21 20 22 .. 10 3 .. .. 10 .. 15

Young immigrants .. .. 28 8 .. 29 19 9 18 .. 7 24 7 12 .. 16

Total

Children of natives 5 6 12 8 2 13 15 8 5 6 3 13 4 8 8 9

Native-born children of immigrants 6 16 27 7 6 21 24 17 16 .. 4 .. 6 12 8 16

Young immigrants .. 13 26 9 .. 23 20 14 14 10 8 22 6 12 7 15

 

Source and Note: See methodological Annex. OECD refers to the simple average of all countries in the table for which full data is 
available. 2. Data for Canada refer to the 2006 census and for New Zealand to the percentage of the foreign born labour force from 
the 2006 census.  

14. In seven out of the twelve countries for which data are available, the group of the native-born 

children of immigrants is smaller than that of the immigrants who arrived as children. This is notably the 

case in the Nordic countries, Switzerland, Austria, Germany and the United States, reflecting the large 

inflows of immigrants into these countries in the second half of the 1980s and the 1990s. In contrast, the 

population of the native children of immigrants is larger in Canada, France, Belgium, Luxembourg and the 

United Kingdom.
7
  

15. For the countries for which data are available, the two groups of children of immigrants taken 

together account for roughly the same proportion among the 20-29 age group as immigrants themselves 

among the entire working-age (i.e. 15-64 years old) population. Note, however, that the latter population 

includes the young immigrants who arrived as children. This implies that the children of migrants account 

                                                      
5
  Note, however, that for France, the children of foreign-born parents who had French nationality at birth 

were excluded. The same has been done for Belgium. For the Netherlands, the children of parents from 

Indonesia have been excluded (see methodological Annex). These adjustments have been made to exclude 

the offspring of expatriates who returned from former colonies (see OECD 2008 for details).  

6
  Exact data for Spain are not available either. A rough estimate suggests that children of migrants account 

for less than five percent of the age-group 20-29.  

7
  The size of the population of the native children of immigrants in the United Kingdom could be 

overestimated since the classification is based on self-declared ethnic origin (see methodological Annex).  
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for a larger proportion in their age cohort (20-29) than the migrants who came as adults in the working-age 

population as a whole (15-64).   

16. The origin countries of the parents differ widely and reflect the history of migration to OECD 

countries after World War II. Among the native-born children of immigrants, those with parental origin 

from non-OECD countries or from the low-income OECD countries (i.e. Turkey and Mexico) account for 

around 90 percent or more of the stock in Austria, Denmark, Germany, the Netherlands, Norway and the 

United States. Only in Switzerland (32 percent) and Luxembourg (less than 5 percent) do children with 

parents from non-OECD countries/Turkey/Mexico account for a clear minority among the native children 

of immigrants.  

Turkey is the single most important parental origin country of the native children of immigrants in 

European OECD countries 

17. Annex Table 1 shows the main origin countries of the parents for the two groups of children of 

immigrants who are under consideration. These data tend to be limited, since data sources which have 

information on parentsô origin countries often provide them only by broader regions. For the European 

OECD countries, the parental origin countries of the native children of immigrants are heavily dominated 

by the origin countries of the era of the so-called ñguest worker recruitmentò. Among these, Turkey stands 

out as the main parental origin country, accounting for more than a third of the native children of 

immigrants aged 20-29 in Germany, Austria, Denmark and the Netherlands (Figure 1). In all European 

OECD countries for which data are available, Turkey is one of the three main parental origin countries for 

this group. Morocco comes second, accounting for at least 20% of the native children of immigrants in 

Belgium, France and the Netherlands. Pakistan is the main parental origin country for this group in 

Norway, and the second most important country (after India) for the United Kingdom.  

Figure 1: Share of children with Turkish immigrant parents among children of immigrants in European OECD 
countries, 20-29 years old and not in education, around 2007 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

native children of immigrants

young immigrants

 
Source and Note: See methodological Annex. Data refer to persons not in education. OECD refers to the simple average of all 
countries in the graph for which full data are available. For France, detailed countries of origins could not be defined for native-born 
children of immigrants. 

18. Because of post-colonial links, the majority of the parents of the children of immigrants in France 

and the United Kingdom come from countries where the language of the country of residence is widely 

spoken. This is not the case for the other European OECD countries.  

19. Only in a few countries (Canada, Luxembourg, Sweden and Switzerland) are high-income 

countries the single most important countries of parental origin.  
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The origin countries of the children who have themselves immigrated are very diverse, reflecting the 

diversification in migration flows over the past decade 

20. The parental origin countries of the children who are themselves foreign-born tend to be more 

diverse. In most countries, the share of children with parents from non-OECD countries is larger among 

young immigrants than among the native-born children of immigrants. The shift is particularly remarkable 

for Switzerland. The majority of the young immigrants have parents from non-OECD countries, reflecting 

the shift in migration flows towards such countries over the past two decades.
8
   

21. Likewise, in all countries, the relative weight of the three main origin countries is lower than 

among the native children of immigrants. This is a result of the growing diversification in overall 

immigration flows which was associated with the shift in origin countries. The only exception is the United 

States, where young immigrants of Mexican origin account for 43% of immigrant children (38% for the 

native children of immigrants) aged 20-29.  

22. In many European OECD countries, children from the successor countries of the former 

Yugoslavia account for a large part of the young immigrants, generally reflecting the large humanitarian 

flows following the wars in Bosnia-Herzegovina and Kosovo. In Austria and Switzerland, young 

immigrants from the successor countries of the former Yugoslavia account for almost half of the immigrant 

children.  

23. Most children of immigrants from non-OECD countries or from Turkey and Mexico have 

obtained the nationality of their host countries (Figure 2).
9
 This is notably the case for virtually all the 

native children of immigrants in Australia, Canada, France, Sweden, the United Kingdom and the United 

States. In contrast, in Germany and Switzerland, only a minority of the native children of immigrants have 

the nationality of their host countries. As can be expected, in most countries the percentage of those who 

have the nationality of the country of residence is larger for the native children of immigrants than for the 

young immigrants. The only exception is Germany where the opposite is observed.
10

  

                                                      
8
  The parents of children who have themselves immigrated represent more recent immigration cohorts than 

the parents of the native children of immigrants.  

9
  Figure 2 focuses on these countries since the economics of naturalisation shows that it is generally 

nationals from middle- and low-income economies who gain most from taking the citizenship of their host 

countries (see OEDC 2008, pp. 232f.)  

10
  This seems to be mainly due to a shift in origin countries towards a higher proportion of children of 

immigrants with German ancestry from Central and Eastern Europe, who often obtained German 

nationality upon arrival. Part of the explanation could, however, also be linked with the liberalisation of 

Germanyôs citizenship law in 2000.  
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Figure 2: Percent of children of immigrants from non-OECD countries/Turkey/Mexico who obtained the 
nationality of the country of residence, 20-29 and not in education, around 2007 
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 Source and Note: See methodological Annex. OECD refers to the average of all countries in the graph.  

4. The educational attainment of the children of immigrants 

24. Educational attainment is a major determinant of labour market outcomes and more generally for 

the integration of the children of immigrants. As seen above, the parental origin countries of the children of 

immigrants in European OECD countries are generally the origin countries of the post-war labour 

migration wave. One main characteristic of the latter was that it mainly involved low-qualified immigrants, 

and the spouses of these immigrants also tended to be low-qualified. Empirical data from many studies 

show some tendency towards the intergenerational transmission of human capital (e.g. Bauer and Riphahn, 

2007). Because of the differences between the average educational attainments of immigrant and native-

born parents, one might thus anticipate somewhat lower educational outcomes for the children of 

immigrants in these countries. In contrast, one would expect more favourable results in countries which 

have longstanding policies to favour skilled migration, such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand.  

OECD PISA data has demonstrated the lower educational outcomes for the children of immigrantsé. 

25. These expectations are confirmed by data from the OECDôs Programme for International Student 

Assessment (PISA) which assesses student knowledge and skills in mathematics, science, reading and 

cross-curricular competencies at age 15, that is, towards the end of compulsory education. PISA data show 

strong linkages between the skills level of the migrant intake and the educational attainment of the native 

children of immigrants relative to other natives. In the OECD countries which have selected their 

immigrants based on qualifications and labour market needs, such as Australia, Canada and New Zealand, 

the average achievement level of the native children of immigrants (prior to controlling for the socio-

economic background of their parents) is about the same as that of other natives or even slightly better 

(Table 2). At the other end of the spectrum are Germany and Belgium, two countries where the recruitment 

of low-skilled immigrant labour was particularly pronounced in the past. 
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Table 2: PISA (2006) results for the children of immigrants 

 

2nd gen.

 Immig. 

students 2nd gen.

 Immig. 

students 2nd gen.

 Immig. 

students 2nd gen.

 Immig. 

students 2nd gen.

 Immig. 

Students

Australia (-7) (-1) -9 (2) -12 -11 -13 -8 -0.5 0.4

Austria 79 48 46 21 81 65 48 39 -2.1 -0.9

Belgium 81 101 42 74 84 112 43 85 -3.1 -1.7

Canada (0) -19 (-7) 21 (8) (7) (4) (7) -0.1 0.7

Denmark 64 79 34 47 63 80 32 46 -2.8 -1.3

France 36 45 (5) (19) 47 62 (15) 33 -3.1 -2.7

Germany 83 70 42 39 78 65 38 34 -4.9 -5.2

Greece .. 37 .. (17) .. 45 .. 24 .. ..

Ireland .. (14) .. (19) .. (19) .. 23 .. ..

Italy .. 69 .. 54 .. 44 .. 28 .. ..

Luxembourg 61 69 17 29 46 55 8 22 .. ..

Netherlands 61 65 23 40 66 58 30 31 -3.1 -1.5

New Zealand (7) 19 -12 27 (13) (-6) (1) (1) -1.4 0.3

Norway .. 63 .. 40 .. 58 .. 34 .. ..

Portugal .. 69 .. 64 .. 59 .. 55 .. ..

Spain .. 55 .. 47 .. 59 .. 50 .. ..

Sweden 29 68 15 48 42 64 28 42 -1.4 -1.3

Switzerland 48 85 22 60 62 88 36 61 -1.9 -1.7

United Kingdom (7) 44 (-6) 34 25 25 13 (14) .. ..

United States 22 50 (-1) 23 23 37 (-2) (9) -1.9 -1.7

OECD 46 51 17 35 46 52 22 32 -2.2 -1.4

Adjusted 

Differences in the 

number of years of 

highest parental 

schooling compared 

with the children of 

natives    

Mathematics

Unadjusted Adjusted 

Reading

Unadjusted 

Points differences compared with the scores of the children of natives

 

Note: The figures show the points differences in the PISA (2006) scores for mathematical and reading literacy between children of 
natives on the one hand and (native and foreign-born) children of immigrants on the other. ñImmigrantsò are students who are foreign-
born and whose parents are also born in another country. ñSecond generationò refers to native-born students whose both parents 
were foreign-born. ñUnadjustedò refers to the pointsô differences in the raw scores, ñadjustedò to the differences after controlling for the 
socio-economic background of students. The socio-economic background was created on the basis of the following variables: the 
International Socio-Economic Index of Occupational Status (ISEI), the highest level of education of the studentôs parents, the index of 
family wealth, the index of home educational resources and the index of possessions related to ñclassical cultureò in the family home. 
Differences in the reading score for the USA and on the differences in the highest parental schooling are values from PISA 2003. 
OECD is the average of all countries for which full data are available. Negative values mean that children of immigrants have better 
results than children of natives. Differences which are not statistically different from zero are in parentheses.  

Source: OECD PISA database, 2003 and 2006.  

26. In general, the native-born children of immigrants tend to perform better than their immigrant 

counterparts of the same age. This is what one would expect, since the former were born and entirely 

educated in the country of assessment.
11

 Indeed, analysis with the PISA data (OECD 2006) shows that age 

at arrival is negatively correlated with PISA outcomes.  

27. In most European OECD countries for which data are available, significant gaps remain, 

however, between the children of natives and the native-born children of immigrants. This is particularly 

                                                      
11

  The only exceptions are Austria and Germany. This seems to be linked with the different origin countries 

of the parents of the young immigrants compared with the parents of the native-born children of 

immigrants. 
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the case for Austria, Germany and Belgium, where the gaps in the raw scores for the native children of 

immigrants amount to the equivalent of about two or more years of schooling.
12

  

28. If the differences in educational outcomes vis-à-vis the children of native-born were solely 

attributable to differences in the socio-economic background (including education of parents, but also other 

factors such as family wealth and educational resources at home), one would expect them to diminish after 

controlling for this. Indeed, controlling for socio-economic background does reduce the gaps by about half. 

However, even then, the native children of immigrants tend to remain at a substantial disadvantage in 

European OECD countries, again particularly in Austria, Belgium and Germany. In contrast, in France, the 

disadvantage of the native children of immigrants is no longer significant.
 
 

29. One factor specific to the children of immigrants is that they often speak a language at home 

which differs from that of the country of residence. Such children tend to have lower outcomes than other 

children with a migration background, particularly in Belgium and Germany (OECD 2006). The fact that 

France is (together with the United Kingdom for reading) the only European OECD country in which the 

differences between the native children of immigrants and the children of natives disappear after 

controlling for differences in socio-economic background may at least in part be attributable to the fact that 

a large part of the parents of the former come from countries where the language of the country of 

residence is widespread.
13

 However, it could also be the case that the school systems in France and the 

United Kingdom are better able to provide for equitable outcomes than those in Austria, Belgium and 

Germany.  

éand this translates into a lower educational attainment for children of immigrants in most European 

OECD countries 

30. How do the differences in educational outcomes (as measured by PISA) between the children of 

immigrants and the children of natives compare with differences in educational attainment levels? Figure 3 

illustrates the links between PISA outcomes and differences in educational attainment as measured by 

differences in the share of the low-qualified between the children of natives and the children of 

immigrants.
14

 Although the latter refers to a different cohort ï the 20-29 year olds for the most recent year 

available ï there are strong parallels with the PISA results on educational outcomes ï that is, countries 

which do well in PISA regarding differences between the children of natives and the children of 

immigrants also show only small differences in educational attainment levels; the reverse is the case for 

countries with large gaps in PISA outcomes.  

31. The correlation is particularly pronounced for the native children of immigrants. The countries 

which have the largest differences in PISA scores between the native children of immigrants and the 

children of natives ï that is, Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Luxemburg and the Netherlands ï are 

also the ones where the native children of immigrants are most strongly overrepresented among the low-

educated. In contrast to most European OECD countries, the native children of immigrants are 

                                                      
12 

 Although an exact translation of PISA test scores into years of schooling is not possible, a rough 

approximation is that about 35 points amount to one year of schooling (see Willms, 2004 for details). 

13
   Nevertheless, in most countries, language spoken at home explains only a minor part of the differences 

between the test scores of the children of natives and the children of immigrants (see OECD 2009).  

14
  The discussion below on attainment levels focuses on the low-educated who are of particular policy 

relevance since their labour market prospects are poorer. Annex Table 2 shows the outcomes on the 

aggregate by three education levels. 
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underrepresented among the low-educated in the OECD settlement countries that have strong and long-

standing selection policies, i.e. Australia and Canada.
15

 

Figure 3: Percentage-point differences between the children of immigrants and the children of natives in the 
share of low-educated, aged 20-29 and not in education, around 2007 
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Source and Note: See methodological Annex. Figures for young migrants are not available for Australia and Denmark. Figures for the 
native-born children of immigrants are not available for New Zealand and Spain. OECD refers to the average of all countries for which 
full data are available. ñOverrepresentation among low-qualifiedò refers to the difference (in percentage pointsò in the share of low-
qualified among children of immigrants minus share of low-qualified among children of natives, for the average of men and women. 
ñUnadjustedò refers to the pointsô differences in the raw scores in the OECD PISA study.  

                                                      
15

  There are no data for the native children of immigrants for New Zealand. Young immigrants, however, 

have a much higher educational attainment than the children of natives.  
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32. In all European OECD countries with the notable exception of the United Kingdom, the children 

of immigrants are overrepresented among the low-educated, for both genders (Figure 4). Among the native 

children of immigrants, women fare somewhat better (both in absolute terms but also compared with their 

counterparts who have native parents) than men.  

Figure 4: Percentage-point differences between children of immigrants and children of natives in the share of 
low-educated, aged 20-29 and not in education, by gender, around 2007 
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Source and Note: See methodological Annex. OECD refers to the average of all countries for which full data are available. Figures for 
young migrants are not available for Australia and Denmark. Figures for the native-born children of immigrants are not available for 
New Zealand and Spain.  

33. The picture is quite different for the young immigrants. For men, the strong cross-country 

differences that have been observed for the native children of immigrants in the European OECD countries 

tend to even out ï with young immigrants generally being overrepresented among the low-educated by 15-

25 percentage points (compared with 10-35 points for the native children of immigrants). For the average 

of the OECD countries for which data are available, one observes few differences between the young 

immigrants and the native children of immigrants. For women, in contrast, one observes for almost all 

countries lower attainment levels for the young immigrants than for the native children of immigrants. 

Young immigrant women have particularly low attainment levels (relative to the children of natives) in 
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Austria, Belgium, France, Germany and Spain. On average, the ñoverrepresentationò (in percentage points) 

of young immigrants among the low-educated is almost twice as high as for the native children of 

immigrants. Since both genders tend to account for roughly equal shares of the main origin countries, the 

observed gender differences are rather strong, albeit tentative, evidence that the educational advancement 

ñacross generationsò is stronger for women than for men.  

34. As already mentioned, because of the recent nature of large-scale migration to Spain, data for that 

country are only available for the young migrants. For both genders, the children of migrants are largely 

overrepresented among those who are low-educated. Among men, almost 80 percent have less than upper 

secondary education, almost twice the figure of the children of natives and the highest figure in the 

comparison group.  

5. Overview of the labour market outcomes of the children of immigrants 

Children of immigrants tend to have lower employment rates than the children of nativesé 

35. A first glance at the employment rates
16

 of the children of immigrants compared with the children 

of natives reveals significantly lower employment rates for the former in most OECD countries (Figure 5). 

The gaps are particularly large in Belgium and the Netherlands, where the native children of immigrants 

have employment rates more than 20 percentage points lower than the children of natives, for both 

genders.
17

 The differences are also large in Sweden, France, Germany, Austria, Denmark and Norway, 

where they are in the order of ten percentage points, for both genders. In contrast, one observes little 

difference for both genders in Australia, Canada, the United States and Switzerland, as well as for men in 

the United Kingdom.  

36. For men, on average there are no differences between the employment rates of young immigrants 

and the native children of immigrants. This is surprising, given the lower average educational attainment of 

the former group. For the countries for which data are available, the gap between the children of natives 

and the children of immigrants is about 8 percentage points for both groups. The picture for women is quite 

different. One observes on average a clear ranking in employment rates, with native women having the 

highest employment rates, followed by the native children of immigrants (about 10 percentage points lower 

employment rates on average than the children of natives) and young immigrant women (about 16 

percentage points lower employment rates).  

                                                      
16

  The term ñemployment rateò is used in this document synonymously with the employment-population 

ratio. It is not the ratio of the number of persons employed to persons in the labour force. 

17
  The particularly unfavourable situation of the native children of immigrants in the Netherlands contrasts 

with the somewhat more favourable assessment in OECD (2008). This is due to the fact that the native 

children of immigrants in OECD (2008) include those who have only one foreign-born parent. This is a 

relatively large group in the Netherlands, and also one that has relatively favourable outcomes. The striking 

differences demonstrate the importance of having a uniform definition of the target group when it comes to 

comparing the outcomes of the children of immigrants across countries. 
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Figure 5: Employment rates of the children of natives and the children of immigrants, aged 20-29 and not in 
education, by gender, around 2007 

 

Source and Note: See methodological Annex. Figures for young migrants are not available for Australia and Denmark. Figures for the 
native-born children of immigrants are not available for New Zealand and Spain. OECD refers to the average of all countries for which 
full data are available.  


