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Key Points 

• Because there is no explicit general definition of a high-

skilled versus low-skilled worker, such categorizations 

are often arbitrary and sometimes even contradictory.  

 

• To increase the overall complexity of their economies, 

and thus boost growth, high-income countries need a 

much broader variety of abilities than the traditional 

low- and high-skill dichotomy, which is solely based on 

a worker’s level of schooling.  

 

• Rather than using the arbitrary education-focused 

definitions of skill levels, labor mobility schemes should 

focus on the capabilities needed by employers hiring 

sectors, including a worker’s ability to learn and develop 

new skills during their employment in the host country.  

 

• Implementing better quality labor pathways for foreign-

born workers with a broad variety of skills would add 

to the overall economic growth of the receiving countries 

while also assisting native-born workers with their own 

realization and potential career advancement. 

 

 

Introduction 

An economy is a complex system, under which 
each worker’s skills and specialization has its 
own value that complements the capabilities of 
others—a process that ultimately leads to 
increased overall economic growth. As Hausmann 
found, complexity is in fact at the center of 
countries’ economic growth and development.1 
The argument may be easier to understand using 
the following metaphor. A simple economy makes 
bread, which only requires a few ingredients, 
including a great deal of flour, but no eggs. A more 
sophisticated economy produces both bread and 
cake, the latter of which requires flour and eggs. 
And an even more sophisticated economy might 
produce a variety of breads, pastries, and cakes, 
which requires the specialized skills of a chef, who 
can create new recipes using existing and new 
ingredients. Note that each of the economies still 
need flour to produce their goods. In terms of 
migration, high-income countries strive to attract 
more entrepreneurs, information technology (IT), 
and other experts with advanced degrees to 
continue expanding the range and depth of 
sophistication of their economies. However, the 
“recipes” for modern economies still require 
“flour”—in other words, there is still a need for 
caregivers for the young and the old—as well as 

https://lampforum.org/about-lamp/team/zuzana-cepla-senior-policy-analyst/


4 
 

cleaners, roofers, painters, and retail workers; and 
many employers in high-income countries struggle 
to fill these and other jobs due to increasing labor 
scarcities.  
 
All workers—whether native- or foreign-
born—offer a wide range of skills and abilities, 
from social and cultural skills to those learned 
from previous experiences or even at school, 
which advances and increases the complexity 
of an economy. And yet, when it comes to foreign-
born workers, many existing labor mobility systems 
in high-income countries traditionally use a 
dichotomy based on educational attainment, simply 
splitting the workers into two groups: high-skilled or 
low-skilled. So-called high-skilled workers typically 
have at least a four-year degree and work as IT 
experts, medical doctors, scientists, or other 
professionals that require a postsecondary degree; 
while so-called low-skilled workers have less 
schooling than a bachelor’s degree and work, for 
example, as agricultural and construction laborers, 
welders, and caregivers.  
 
In fact, the capabilities of foreign-born workers 
represent a kind of “skills mix,” consisting of 
educational attainment and knowledge of 
another language, skills acquired through 
previous or current employment, and interpersonal 
and other social skills. In other words, a foreign-
born worker brings an entire package of abilities, 
which could possibly help both companies in 
employing sectors of high-income countries as well 
as workers and their families in their countries of 
origin if a worker decides to return. However, for a 
country to bring in a variety of workers with a 
broad range of skills, it needs flexible mobility 
pathways that allow for the safe entry of workers 
with skill sets that correspond to the needs of the 
host country’s economic sectors. Moreover, data 
show that, when combined with other enforcement 
measures, implementation of additional quality 
labor mobility programs for workers with diverse 
skill sets could help reduce irregular migration 
channels.2 
 
Nevertheless, high-income countries are not 
particularly willing to admit additional foreign-
born workers who possess a broader array of 
skills. High-income countries have frequently 
demonstrated the political appetite for developing 
pathways to admitting highly skilled foreign-born 

workers to work in sectors, such as IT, medicine, 
and science. Since professions in these fields have 
clear and established training and certifications 
systems, it is easier for high-income countries to 
label them high-skilled. However, other occupations 
that require extensive training are not likewise 
recognized. Employers and workers in 
construction, care work, tourism, and similar fields 
are therefore often at a disadvantage due to the 
failure of countries to develop adequate mobility 
pathways that recognize the skills and training that 
is required for these sectors. Although the 
inclination toward highly skilled workers stems 
from a variety of factors, data show that many 
foreign-born workers traditionally labeled as low-
skilled due to their lower level of schooling in fact 
play important roles in the lives of native-born 
workers and help increase overall productivity. 
Receiving countries may find that it is more 
beneficial to base labor mobility schemes on sector 
needs rather than on the educational level of 
workers. 
 
Implementing additional quality mobility 
pathways for foreign-born workers with a 
broader variety of skills would increase 
economic complexity for both the receiving 
high-income countries and the sending 
countries because workers returning home can 
continue to use and teach others their skills. 
Research shows that such new abilities may make 
workers more attractive to potential employers or, 
in combination with accumulated savings, 
potentially allow them to open businesses of their 
own and train people in their native countries.3 
Moreover, upon their return, workers can capitalize 
on their acquired skills to secure jobs that require 
higher skill levels and that provide better salaries 
than those they could have obtained prior to their 
migration.4 For example, a study on returnees to 
Brazil, Chile, and Costa Rica reveal that such 
workers are overrepresented in highly skilled 
occupations and underrepresented in least-skill 
trades.5 A separate analysis by Natasha Iskander, 
focused on Mexican construction workers in 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and Raleigh-Durham, 
North Carolina, revealed that “as immigrants move 
their knowledge from one labor market context to 
another, they change its form and composition.” 
The change is so radical that “it is more accurate to 
say that it is transformed, rather than merely 
transferred.”6 Increasing and improving mobility 
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systems for workers with all kinds of skills and 
abilities, not only for those with a high level of 
education, could be a powerful tool in the 
development strategies of high-income countries 
because the resulting increase of economic 
complexity also impacts countries of origin.  
 

 

The Traditional Dichotomy of Foreign-Born 
Workers’ Skills  
  
Workers are typically considered skilled if they 
have reached a specific level of education, if 
they have obtained specific certifications, or if 
their expected pay levels or wages are above a 
certain threshold. However, the exact definition 
of skilled varies by country as each sets its own 
eligibility criteria and types of visas.7 Moreover, 
when discussing labor mobility, politicians, 
economists, and other experts tend to use rhetoric 
that splits workers into two groups—high-skilled and 
low-skilled.a High-skilled workers typically have at 
least a bachelor’s degree and engage in positions 
such as IT experts, medical doctors, and scientists. 
Low-skilled workers usually have less schooling 
than a four-year degree and tend to be engaged as 
agricultural or construction laborers, welders, 
caregivers, and cooks. This dichotomy has been 
used as an actual basis for the migration systems of 
high-income countries. The United States, for 
example, defines highly skilled foreign-born 
workers as those who have earned at least a 
bachelor’s degree;8 all other workers are considered 
low-skilled. In Europe, countries tend to establish 
their migration systems along the two skill levels as 
well. Spain, for example, defines high-skilled 
workers as those with at least a graduate degree.9 
Japan issues its highly skilled professional visas to 
applicants seeking jobs in academia, engineering, 
and business management, which typically require 
doctoral or master’s degrees.10 
 
Even when countries use other characteristics 
to divide foreign-born workers into groups, 
they still tend to end up with similar groups of 
“high” and “low.” Canada, for example, changed 
its system in 2014 to define its two categories of 
workers based on their wages rather than on their 

 
a Sometimes referred to as unskilled. 
b For example, New Zealand recognizes mid-level skills in its labor mobility scheme. 

skills. The country’s temporary foreign-born 
worker program has been divided into two 
categories: high-wage workers, including positions 
offering wages at or above the established 
provincial or territorial median wage, and low-wage 
workers, with pay below the median wage level. In 
fact, however, the occupations in these two 
categories basically cover the same positions as the 
previous system of high- and low-skill, which 
divided foreign-born workers based on if they had 
obtained a postsecondary education or formal 
certification.11 Although this may be a less value-
laden way to classify foreign-born workers, it still 
serves to give preference to one group over 
another.  
 
This dichotomy toward foreign-born worker 
categories is problematic for multiple reasons. 
First, the overly rigid and simplified skills 
definitions often limit mobility pathways for 
workers who might have some postsecondary 
education or training but who lack a four-year 
degree—middle-skilled workers. In the United States, 
reports show that about 52 percent of jobs require 
mid-level skills,12 and 69 percent of human 
resources executives claim that their firm’s 
performance is often impacted by their inability to 
attract such talent.13 Additionally, estimates indicate 
that middle-skill occupations will represent the 
largest share of overall job openings in the United 
States through 2024.14 The Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), which defines middle-skill jobs as 
occupations with average wages “in the middle of 
the occupation-wage distribution”—a definition 
that does not even reflect the actual skills of the 
workers—says that these occupations represent 
slightly over 30 percent of the total employment in 
member countries.15 
 
Although some countries recently introduced 
programs for certain middle-skill occupations, 
such as caregivers, only a few countries’ 
migration schemes recognize middle-skilled 
foreign-born workers as a standalone stream.b 
Therefore, middle-skilled workers are often 
categorized as low-skilled and thus restricted to the 
same few pathways merely because they do not 
meet the high-skill threshold, regardless of their 
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having training and certifications in their fields. 
This is the case in Spain, for example, giving 
employers very limited options for closing their job 
gaps by hiring from abroad.16 As a result of such an 
approach, many foreign-born workers from the 
construction and health care sectors are considered 
low-skilled17 even though they possess certifications 
in their field. They are then offered fewer and more 
restrictive mobility pathways than workers 
recognized as high-skilled. 

 
 

Employing Sectors Need More Skills than 
Schooling  
 
Another important issue with the skills 
dichotomy in countries’ labor mobility 
schemes is that it overlooks other difficult-to-
measure skills that workers also bring to the 
receiving country, such as technical, social, and 
cultural abilities, and interpersonal competencies. 
Businesses are increasingly interested in workers 
with critical thinking, interpersonal, learning, and 
other soft skills. In a recent survey, the majority (65 
percent) of U.S. employers claimed that soft skills 
are in the highest demand.18 In other words, 
educational attainment alone cannot fully describe 
the actual skills of a foreign-born worker. There are 
other abilities and expertise that workers gain 
through specialized training or informally by 
performing their jobs.  
 
The narrowly defined skill levels used in high-
income countries’ labor mobility schemes 
often diminish the value of workers—native- 
and foreign-born—in occupations typically 
labeled as low-wage or low-skill. And yet studies 
show that foreign-born workers, who are 
considered low-skilled due to their lack of 
schooling, are “in fact quite skilled.”19 A recent 
study on work and mobility among Mexican 
migrants working in low-skill occupations in the 
United States show that a lack of schooling and 
credentialing does not correlate with a foreign-born 
worker’s “lack of ability, desire to learn, or ambition 
to advance in life.” It also found that foreign-born 
workers with low levels of schooling still bring 
skills from their home country that they use in the 
United States. For example, in the construction 
sector, nearly two-thirds of the interviewed foreign-
born workers confirm that they had previous 

experience in their home countries, and about half 
say they use these skills at their jobs in the United 
States. Moreover, agricultural workers, who are 
often characterized as “easily replaceable, transient, 
and unskilled labor,” showed “substantial skill 
transfers, skill development, and social mobility.”20 
Similar trends were reported in other sectors as 
well, including retail, hospitality, and personal 
services.21 Further, the study finds that over three-
quarters of the respondents had learned new skills 
abroad, sometimes through their occupations, 
including agricultural work, which typically offers 
only a few mobility pathways.22  
 
The dichotomy based on workers’ schooling 
does not reflect the actual skills and value that 
workers bring to the receiving high-income 
countries and their societies. It is impossible to 
fully assess the ability of workers solely based on 
their schooling. In other words, workers’ abilities 
represent a “skill mix,” consisting of a wide range 
of skills and abilities gained through a variety of 
sources, rather than just through educational 
institutions. Clearly, the skills dichotomy, often 
used to create mobility schemes in high-income 
countries, completely ignores the experiences of 
workers from previous employment as well as their 
soft skills and ability to learn, which are often more 
important to employing sectors seeking to fill these 
so-called low-skill positions.  
 
The seemingly simple skills dichotomy used 
for many high-income countries’ mobility 
schemes prevents employing sectors from 
bringing in the variety of workers they need, 
and thus hampers the process of increasing 
complexity in the involved economies, 
ultimately limiting their growth and 
development. For example, the construction 
industry needs all type of workers, including 
engineers, construction managers, electricians, 
carpenters, and laborers.23 Manufacturing 
companies hire researchers and scientists as well as 
machinists, welders, and cutters.24 However, the 
structure of mobility systems often makes it more 
difficult for employers to hire workers from diverse 
backgrounds because the employer must navigate 
multiple programs—some for highly skilled 
workers and others for less skilled workers. Rather 
than basing mobility systems on a worker’s 
education level, the receiving countries should 
consider sector-based schemes focused on the 
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needs of the employing sectors and the overall 
economy.  
 
Lastly, but perhaps most importantly, while the 
label low skilled might imply little value, in 
fact, such workers provide essential services to 
the public.25 The health care industry, for example, 
often devalues women’s work, reflected in a 28 
percent gender pay gap, with other industries and 
professions, such as janitors and maids and house 
cleaners, facing similar challenges.26 Combined 
with restrictions on the admission of foreign-born 
workers imposed by host countries, migration 
schemes often disproportionately block women’s 
migration, especially in occupations such as nurses, 
caregivers, and sometimes even domestic workers, 
which are not recognized as “skilled” even though 
they require a certain level of training.27 However, 
it is not only women who face devaluation of their 
work, as the same trends can be seen in other 
industries that primarily employ male workers, who 
are also frequently undervalued and face many 
migration restrictions. 
 
 

High-Income Countries Face Labor Scarcity 
 
Economists have long argued that the division 
of labor is the ultimate formula for a country’s 
wealth. As the “recipe” analogy at the beginning of 
this note describes, due to the specialization of 
companies and their workers in a variety of 
activities, as well as the interactions among them, a 
country’s economy becomes more complex, 
ultimately increasing economic efficiency. The 
complexity of a country’s economy therefore plays 
a central role in its economic growth and 
development.  
 
However, due to inevitable demographic 
changes caused by low fertility rates and aging 
populations, the workforces of high-income 
countries are shrinking.c This keeps employers 
from being able to hire enough workers with the 

required skills. These trends have resulted in an 
unprecedented scarcity of workersd—a problem 
that employers across industries cannot address by 
simply increasing wages (table 1).  
 
 

Table 1. Total Job Scarcity in Select High-
Income Countries, Pre-Pandemic 

 

Country 
Total Job 
Scarcity 

Year 
Reported 

United 
States 

7 million 2019 

Germany 1.6 million 2018 

France 200,000–330,000 2017 
Sources:  

Glassman, Jim. “Help Wanted: Why the US Has Millions of Unfilled 
Jobs.” JP Morgan, January 29, 2020; Nienaber, Michael. “Labor 
Shortages May Undermine German Economic Boom: DIHK 

Survey.” Thomson Reuters, March 13 2018; “France’s New Labour 
Problem-Skills Shortages.” The Economist, March 8, 2018. 

 
 
 
The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has caused 
economic swings as many businesses were 
forced to close their doors, and millions of 
employees around the world were furloughed, 
but long-term demographic trends are unlikely  
to change. Instead, data suggest that the situation 
will likely worsen (table 2).28 Labor mobility can 
serve as an effective policy tool for increasing the 
complexity and thereby the overall growth of the 
economies of both sending and receiving countries. 
Foreign-born workers, who return home after a 
time in the receiving country, bring back with them 
new and more developed skill sets, which allows 
them to enhance the economies of their countries 
of origin.e At the same time, labor mobility can, at 
least partly, alleviate the labor scarcity experienced 
by the employing sectors of receiving countries.  
 
 

 

 
 

 
c Based on the United Nations’ zero migration scenario, the working-age populations of OECD countries will decline by 
more than 92 million by 2050, while at the same time the elderly population (over age 65) will grow by more than 100 
million people. 
d More on worker scarcity can be found in LaMP’s separate policy note here. 
e More on how labor mobility helps workers escape poverty can be found in a previous LaMP’s note here. 

https://www.jpmorgan.com/commercial-banking/insights/why-us-has-millions-of-unfilled-jobs
https://www.jpmorgan.com/commercial-banking/insights/why-us-has-millions-of-unfilled-jobs
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-economy-labour/labor-shortages-may-undermine-german-economic-boom-dihk-survey-idUSKCN1GP109
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-economy-labour/labor-shortages-may-undermine-german-economic-boom-dihk-survey-idUSKCN1GP109
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-germany-economy-labour/labor-shortages-may-undermine-german-economic-boom-dihk-survey-idUSKCN1GP109
https://www.economist.com/europe/2018/03/08/frances-new-labour-problem-skills-shortages
https://www.economist.com/europe/2018/03/08/frances-new-labour-problem-skills-shortages
https://lampforum.org/what-we-do/research-and-advocacy/policy-notes/why-labor-mobility-2/
https://lampforum.org/why-labor-mobility/
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Table 2. Projected Total Job Scarcity in Select High-Income Countries 
 

Country Total Projected Job 
Scarcity 

Time Range Annual Average Growth of Job 
Scarcity 

Japan 6.44 million 2018–2030 535,000 

Canada 2 million 2014–2031 120,000 

Poland 1.5 million 2019–2025 250,000 

Switzerland 500,000 2020–2030 50,0000 

Italy 300,000 2019–2021 100,000 
 

Sources: “Worker Shortage in Japan to Hit 6.4m by 2030, Survey Finds.” Nikkei Asian Review, October 25, 2018; Miner, Rick. Rep. The Great Canadian 
Skills Mismatch: People Without Jobs, Jobs Without People and More, March 2014; Wilczek, Maria. “Poland Struggles to Find Workers as Unemployment Hits 

28-Year Low.” Al Jazeera, August 29, 2019; “More Jobs—but Are There Enough Workers?” UBS, July 11, 2019; “These Are the Thousands of Job 
Vacancies That Italy Can’t Fill.” The Local, February 18, 2019. 

 
Therefore, some high-income countries have 
begun to explore ways to bring workers from 
abroad. For example, Germany began to enforce 
its new immigration rules in early 2020 to provide 
more opportunities for workers from outside the 
European Union (EU).29 The United Kingdom also 
introduced a new immigration system in 2020, 
following the country’s exit from the EU.30 Canada 
made considerable changes to its system in 201431 
and launched a number of new pilots in 2019.32 
Nevertheless, rather than focusing on employing 
sectors’ needs, the new mobility pathways are often 
targeted primarily at workers they consider skilled.  
 
However, many sectors that struggle the most 
with worker scarcity need workers typically 
considered low- or middle-skilled. In the United 
States, occupations that do not require any degree, 
including home health and personal care aids, as 
well as fast-food counter workers and restaurant 
cooks, were among the jobs with the largest 
absolute growth in worker demand projected for 
2019–2029.33 In 2020, European countries 
reported shortages in occupations such as nursing, 
plumbers, cooks, heavy truck drivers, and 
welders.34 Although the pandemic exacerbated the 
alarming need for “low-skilled” essential workers in 
health care and agriculture, scarcity had already hit 
these sectors as well as the tourism, construction, 
and manufacturing sectors in the preceding years. 
Care work is among the essential sectors hit hardest 
by worker scarcity, with Australia expecting 
250,300 job openings by 2023,35 and the United 
States expecting 7.8 million job openings by 2026.36 
Additionally, the Canadian farmworker deficit is 
expected to double by 2029 from the 16,500 
reported in 2017,37 and the Australian38 and U.S.39 

agriculture sectors have been stressing the need for 
more workers as well. Further, 81 percent of U.S. 
construction businesses reported struggles finding 
qualified workers in 2020,40 expecting to be short 
747,000 workers by 2026,41 and UK contractors 
reported difficulties with recruiting as well.42 Even 
before the pandemic, U.S. construction firms 
reported 434,000 vacant jobs in 2019,43 and 
Germany had approximately 225,000 unfilled 
positions in the construction sector in 2018.44 With 
regard to the tourism sector, over two-thirds of 
surveyed German hoteliers and restaurateurs 
reported that a lack of workers was their top issue.45 
Overall, it is clear that sectors employing low-
skilled workers in a variety of high-income 
countries are facing worker scarcity. And yet, the 
nations have been struggling to introduce an 
effective labor mobility program to sufficiently fill 
such gaps. 
 
 

High-Income Countries Favor High-Skilled 
Migrants 
 
Despite employers’ proven need to fill their 
low-skill openings, it has been difficult for 
foreign-born workers without any or with only 
limited schooling to come and work in high-
income countries. In fact, during the past few 
years, the political appetite among EU member 
countries for the opening of new mobility pathways 
and admitting foreign-born workers is less than 
what is needed by the employing sectors,46 even 
though such pathways could help reduce irregular 
migration—another issue of concern to many high-
income countries over the past few years. However, 
to achieve the desired reduction, the expansion of 

https://asia.nikkei.com/Spotlight/Japan-immigration/Worker-shortage-in-Japan-to-hit-6.4m-by-2030-survey-finds2
https://www.wpboard.ca/hypfiles/uploads/2017/05/Miner_March_2014.pdf
https://www.wpboard.ca/hypfiles/uploads/2017/05/Miner_March_2014.pdf
https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/poland-struggles-find-workers-unemployment-hits-28-year-190829195115010.html
https://www.aljazeera.com/ajimpact/poland-struggles-find-workers-unemployment-hits-28-year-190829195115010.html
https://www.ubs.com/global/en/media/display-page-ndp/en-20190711-outlook-3q19.html
https://www.thelocal.it/20190218/these-are-the-thousands-of-job-vacancies-that-italy-cant-fill
https://www.thelocal.it/20190218/these-are-the-thousands-of-job-vacancies-that-italy-cant-fill
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new mobility channels would have to be established 
in a way that sufficiently increases the incentives for 
workers and employers to avoid irregularity, 
combined with other enforcement measures.47 
Currently, even when a nation’s government does 
explore labor mobility as a solution to increasing 
labor scarcity, the efforts often target workers with 
college and university degrees.  
 
That shift is dramatic compared to historical 
approaches toward immigration in high-
income countries, such as the United States, 
Canada, and Australia. While a hundred years ago, 
these nations’ mobility schemes emphasized 
attracting laborersf to fill low-skill jobs in factories 
and mines or on farms and ranches, today the focus 
is shifted toward recruiting science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics (STEM) and 
management-level workers.48 Nowadays, 
politicians in the OECD member countries 
compete to attract what they believe to be “the best 
and brightest”49 while controlling and reducing 
other migration channels, including low-skilled 
worker mobility.50 While mobility channels for 
high-skilled workers tend to provide permanent 
pathways to the receiving countries, channels for 
low-skilled migrants are usually temporary and very 
restrictive.51 The temporary pathways tend to be 
seasonal despite the need of many employing 
sectors to fill other low-skill year-round jobs. While 
temporary pathways for low-skilled workers may be 
more politically feasible, their restrictive nature may 
ultimately hurt both the employing sectors and 
foreign-born workers due to the number of barriers 
and constraints that must be overcome just so the 
worker can remain in the receiving country for a 
limited time.  
 
There are very few channels through which 
employers in high-income countries may bring 
in nonseasonal low- and middle-skilled 
workers. For example, the U.S. mobility system 
currently provides zero pathways for nonseasonal 
occupations requiring less than a college degree. 
While there are programs for highly skilled 
temporary workers with a postsecondary education 

 
f The focus was on bringing these workers from northwestern Europe, especially, the British Isles. 
g Canada has recently decided to lower the number of points one needs to enter the country through its point-based 
system to a record low, allowing some low-skilled workers to settle in the country. However, the new measure is mostly 
focused on skilled migrants who are already in the country rather than new temporary workers that still face other 
barriers to entry. 

and for seasonal agricultural and nonagricultural 
workers,52 no pathways exist for workers to fill the 
country’s year-round shortages in low-skill sectors, 
such as care work53 and certain manufacturing 
occupations.54 Switzerland does not even allow 
individuals from non-EU countries to work unless 
they are considered “highly qualified,” which 
means they must hold a university degree and have 
professional work experience.55 Similarly, the 
Netherlands only has a few pathways to bring non-
EU low- and middle-skilled workers.56  
 
Some high-income countries appear generally 
open to receiving more foreign-born workers, 
but their programs are primarily focused on the 
admission of highly skilled workers. France, for 
example, has been relatively more amenable to 
labor mobility as the country seeks new ways of 
closing its job gaps. However, its channels have 
been selective, prioritizing workers with more 
schooling above others. Despite the growing 
demand for low- and middle-skilled workers in 
sectors such as agriculture, hospitality, and care 
work, the emphasis has been on recalibrating the 
mobility of highly skilled workers and students, as 
well as on family and humanitarian migration.57 
Although Canada provides opportunities for low-
skilled workers to come through its temporary 
channels, they are, in most cases, disadvantaged 
compared with high-skilled workers, who have 
been given a clear path to permanent residency.g,58 
Moreover, the opening to more low-skilled workers 
in Canada has been accompanied by a series of 
restrictions imposed on the program regarding 
employment, social residency, and family 
reunification.59 The United Kingdom’s newly 
introduced point-based system also disadvantages 
low-skilled workers60 and encourages employers to 
“move away” from relying on hiring from abroad.61 
Greater openness toward highly skilled over less 
skilled workers has been characteristic of the 
mobility schemes of many Southeast Asian 
countries as well. Singapore, for example, has novel 
policies to attract “foreign talent” and regulations 
for employing less skilled “foreign workers.” Hong 
Kong has a strictly regulated program for low-
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skilled migrant workers and a more open one for 
those with higher-level skills, under which the 
worker does not need a job offer and can eventually 
settle.62 
 
It is important to note that seasonal work 
represents a significant exception to the above-
described trend, but even those programs are 
designed to restrict low-skilled workers’ access 
to host countries. In the United States, for 
example, the nonagricultural seasonal worker 
program helps employers fill job vacancies during 
peak seasons. However, even though the program 
covers all sectors with seasonal need other than 
agriculture, it has been restricted by an annual cap 
of 66,000 workers.63 Although employers in those 
sectors have been calling for an increase since the 
early 2000s when their need began to considerably 
exceed the 66,000 limit, the quota has remained 
constant since the 1990s, preventing more workers 
from entering the country.h,64 This trend is apparent 
also in countries that have recently piloted new 
programs for admitting seasonal workers. In 2019, 
the British government announced the beginning 
of its Seasonal Workers Pilot, or the “Initial Pilot,” 
through which farmers can recruit a limited number 
of temporary workers.i The original pilot program 
was set up to provide visas for 2,500 seasonal 
migrant workers to come to the United Kingdom 
in 2019; the number increased to 10,000 in 2020;65 
and for 2021, the quota has been expanded to 
30,000 workers.66 However, that is still far from 
filling the 80,000-worker gap reported by UK 
farmers.67 And what’s more, on its website, the UK 
government still calls for the recruitment of 
domestic workers and automation in effort to 
“move away from a heavy reliance on low skilled 
overseas workers.”68 
 
The Covid-19 pandemic, which caused an 
unprecedented shortage of essential workers, 
forced some high-income countries to 
implement fast-track immigration measures to 
address the situation, allowing more foreign-

 
h Even when the government decided to increase the cap in FY2017, FY2018, and FY2019 by 15,000, 15,000, and 
30,000, respectively, through a one-time regulation, the total number of admitted workers remained well below the 
employers’ need. 
i The program has been created in reaction to farmers’ worriers about potential lack of seasonal workers after the 
country exited the EU and introduced its new points-based immigration system that focuses mostly on attracting high-
skilled workers as discussed above. Moreover, in summer 2020 during the first wave of COVID-19, the country 
launched its ‘Pick for Britain’ campaign that attracted only about 8,000 locals, way below the estimated 80,000 needed 
workers, which also added to the farmers’ worries. 

born workers with skill levels categorized as low or 
middle to come or remain for a longer period. Italy 
gave 600,000 undocumented migrants work 
permits in recognition of the need for these 
workers to provide care and put food on the table 
during the crisis.69 Portugal has temporarily 
regularized all migrants who had applied for a 
residency permit before the declaration of the state 
of emergency. Despite border closures, Germany, 
the United Kingdom, Finland, and other countries 
have made special provisions to fly in seasonal 
agricultural workers.70,71 In Canada, Prince 
Edward’s Island has fast-tracked immigration 
processes for health workers and truckers; and 
Nova Scotia has done the same for nurses.72  
 
Nevertheless, the argument that high-income 
countries tend to prefer and favor so-called 
high-skilled over low-skilled foreign-born 
workers is also evident in the discrepancy of 
the rights provided to each of the two groups. 
As Martin Ruhs suggests in his book The Price of 
Rights: Regulating International Labor Migration, 
programs targeting more highly skilled foreign-
born workers tend to grant such workers greater 
rights than do the low-skill programs. This trend 
stems from the fact that the pool of highly qualified 
workers who are willing to migrate is relatively 
small, allowing selected individuals to choose 
among receiving countries, thereby prompting the 
competing destinations to offer high wages as well 
as more substantial rights. On the other hand, 
because the number of potential foreign-born 
workers willing to accept low-skill jobs is virtually 
unlimited, receiving countries often provide them 
with wages, employment conditions, and rights that 
violate local laws and are that fall significantly 
below international standards.73 The countries of 
the Cooperation Council for the Arab States of the 
Gulf (GCC, formerly known as the Gulf 
Cooperation Council) are among the most open to 
low-skilled workers, representing a clear exception 
to the pattern described above. However, they also 
provide these individuals with very weak labor 
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standards and limited rights. Singapore is similarly 
quite open to foreign-born workers while also 
imposing considerable restrictions on the rights of 
low-skilled workers. Despite recent efforts to raise 
the bar on worker protections, numerous reports 
continue to demonstrate how foreign-born 
workers’ rights are being abused.74  
 
 

Why Are Low-Skilled Workers Out of the High-
Income Countries’ Spotlight? 

 
Lawmakers’ decisions regarding the regulation 
of the admission of foreign-born workers 
depend on national policy goals, such as 
economic efficiency and national security, 
given certain constraints, including domestic 
and international legal restrictions or a limited 
ability to control immigration flows.75 
According to Ruhs, there are at least three reasons 
why high-income countries are more likely to favor 
highly skilled foreign-born workers: (1) they expect 
that such workers will better complement the 
existing skills and capital of their population; (2) 
they value the importance of human capital and 
knowledge for long-term economic growth as 
predicted by endogenous growth models; and (3) 
the dependence of the overall fiscal impact of 
immigration on workers’ earnings, which tend to be 
linked to their skills. In other words, a highly skilled 
foreign-born worker will likely pay more in taxes 
and be less eligible for welfare benefits than a 
worker with a lower skill level. 
 
Since high-income countries tend to be quite 
knowledge-based, their lawmakers tend to 
think that recruiting “the best and brightest” 
in the “global competition to attract high-
skilled migrants” will further speed up their 
countries’ technological advancement and 
development. A powerful lobby has helped shape 
the narrative around highly skilled workers, as 
hiring companies tend to be among the largest and 
best resourced to invest into their industry’s 
advocacy efforts. In the United States, for example, 
the most influential petitioners for high-skilled 
workers are multinational corporations, such as 
Deloitte, Apple, Cisco, Amazon, and Facebook, 
each with annual revenues in the billions of dollars. 
It is useful to compare this to the low-skilled 
nonagricultural temporary worker program in the 
United States, which serves companies from 

sectors such as landscaping and seafood 
processing, which generate much lower profits. 
There is nothing wrong with attracting highly 
skilled workers, but it should not be a country’s sole 
focus because employing sectors need workers with 
a wide variety of skills, experiences, and abilities. 
 
Another explanation typically given by high-
income countries to justify their preference for 
high-skill migration is the public attitude 
toward low-skilled workers. In 2018, a majority 
of surveyed individuals in high-income countries, 
including Sweden, the United Kingdom, Canada, 
Germany, the United States, and France supported 
high-skill migration (figure 1),76 while at the same 
time, many saw low-skilled migrants as a burden 
and believed they were taking jobs away from 
native-born workers.77 Some recent surveys 
conducted in high-income EU countries and the 
United States show that most people support quite 
restrictive immigration measures, especially against 
migrants from certain ethnic backgrounds, and 
would like to see a decline in immigration flows to 
their countries. These attitudes appear to be driven 
by sociopsychological factors rather than economic 
concerns.78 
 

Figure 1. Public Support for High-Skill 
Migration in Select High-Income Countries 

 

 
Source: Connor, Phillip, and Neil G. Ruiz. “Majority of U.S. Public 

Supports High-Skilled Immigration.” Pew Research Center's Global 
Attitudes Project. Pew Research Center, January 22, 2019. 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/01/22/majority-of-u-s-
public-supports-high-skilled-immigration/. 

 
 

https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/01/22/majority-of-u-s-public-supports-high-skilled-immigration/
https://www.pewresearch.org/global/2019/01/22/majority-of-u-s-public-supports-high-skilled-immigration/
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However, recent research showed that most 
people are not strictly for or against 
immigration but rather fall somewhere in the 
middle in that they are anxious, conflicted, or 
movable. Such individuals are usually quite open 
to some shifting of their views on immigration 
(movable), but they have concerns. This group is 
the most vulnerable to hostile narratives and 
misinformation spread by certain anti-immigration 
political actors, making it the main battleground for 
shaping public attitudes toward migration.79 At the 
same time, most people in this category could be 
convinced that their countries need more foreign-
born workers at all skill levels if the argument were 

approached in a better way, demonstrating the 
economy’s need for these individuals. To address 
the hesitance of the “movable middle,” lawmakers 
in high-income countries should work together 
with immigration advocates to combat the hostile 
narratives around migration and come up with 
strategies to diminish misinformation and 
demonstrate the benefits that migrants bring to the 
society. 
 

 
 
 

 
Figure 2. Grouping People based on their attitudes (including to immigration) in six countries 

 

 
 

Source: Butcher, Paul, Helen Dempster, and Alberto-Horst Neidhardt. “Making the 'Movable' Middle More Open to Immigration.” MPC Blog. 
European University Institute, February 26, 2021. https://blogs.eui.eu/migrationpolicycentre/making-the-movable-middle-more-open-to-

immigration/. 

 

Despite the hostile narratives around low-
skilled foreign-born workers, research reveals 
how important their roles are to the lives of 
people in the receiving high-income countries, 
and how much they increase overall 
productivity. Foreign-born workers often 
perform difficult jobs—mowing lawns, picking 
berries, washing dishes, or building roads, as 
examples. In other words, such workers add to the 
economic complexity described by Hausmann, and 
thereby contribute to the economic growth of the 
receiving country. Additionally, as foreign-born 
workers enter occupations that require lower skill 
levels, native-born workers tend to move away 

from such jobs and begin to improve their 
economic status. In the United States, data show 
that the increase in foreign-born workers entering 
the country who willing to engage in lower-skill 
occupations allowed the native-born population to 
become more educated and skilled and to pursue 
better jobs.80 A separate study reveals that low-skill 
immigration into the United States allows highly 
skilled women to decrease the amount of time they 
spend on household work and significantly increase 
the number of hours they can dedicate to their field, 
including law or medicine.81 Similar research found 
that the outsourcing of household production to 
temporary foreign domestic workers significantly 

29 28
20 16 12 8

39 48 62 64 68
67

32
24 18 19 20 25

UK (2019) Italy (2017-
2018)

Greece
(2018)

Germany
(2019)

France
(2019)

US (2017-
2018)

Open Middle Closed
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contributed to the increased labor force 
participation of women, especially mothers of 
young children in Hong Kong.82 Overall, the 
research suggests that immigration reduces the total 
cost of household services, prompts the native-
born workforce to become more productive, and 
helps highly skilled women work additional hours 
or have more children.83  
 

Conclusion 

To increase the complexity of their economies 
and thereby boost economic growth, high-
income countries need workers with a broad 
variety of skills and the ability to learn—not 
only workers with a particular level of 
schooling. Given the demographic challenges 
faced by high-income countries, foreign-born 
workers could help fill job gaps. However, the 
traditional dichotomy of low- and high-skilled 
workers, solely based on an individual’s level of 
education, prevents their labor mobility systems, 
which tend to favor high-skilled workers, from 
bringing in foreign-born workers with a broader 
variety of skill sets. Moreover, the existing systems 
tend to ignore the fact that workers learn and gain 
more skills while on the job in the host country, 
which benefits both the receiving country and the 
country of origin as some workers return. A 
productive society includes people with a broad 
range of skills that complement each other. 
Therefore, in lieu of the simplistic skills dichotomy, 
workers should be seen as offering a “skills mix” 
composed of all their experiences and abilities 
gained in and out of school, as well as their 
interpersonal, communication, cultural, and other 
social skills. Rather than building mobility pathways 
based on a worker’s level of schooling, receiving 
countries should consider schemes based on the 
needs of their employing sectors.  

Opening more sector-focused mobility 
pathways could also positively impact people 
from both receiving and sending nations. Such 
an expansion of pathways could enable more 
native-born workers to access additional education 
and skills and thereby improve their economic 
status while also serving as a crucial part of a 
nation’s development strategy by allowing foreign-
born workers to return to their countries of origin 
with experiences and skills gained abroad, thereby 
helping their families and communities escape 
poverty.  

 
 
About LaMP 
Labor Mobility Partnerships (LaMP) aims to increase 
rights-respecting labor mobility, ensuring workers can access 
employment opportunities abroad. Its overarching goal is to 
make it easier for its partners to build labor mobility systems 
at the needed scale, thus unlocking billions in income gains 
to people filling the needed jobs. It focuses on connecting 
governments, employers and sectors, the mobility industry, 
and researchers and advocates to bridge gaps in international 
labor markets, and creating and curating a repository of 
knowledge and resources to design and implement mobility 
partnerships which benefit all involved. LaMP’s functions 
include brokering relationships between potential partners, 
providing technical support from design to implementation of 
partnerships, and research and advocacy around the impacts 
of successful partnerships. 
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