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1. INTRODUCTION AND SUMMARY 

Introduction
What happens when a state entrusts the power to select labour migrants 
to individual employers? This question seems unlikely in a world where 
countries tend to increase their efforts to control migration flows. When 
it comes to labour migration, for example, there is a trend towards more 
selective policies where states try to attract high-skilled migrants while 
low-skilled migrants are restricted to temporary migration programs 
with less access to rights (Ruhs 2013, De Somer 2012). In general, there 
is a trade-off between generous admission policies and the set of rights 
labour migrants have. The rights are also often very different for low- 
and high-skilled labour migrants (Ruhs 2013). None of these trends 
applies to the Swedish case. In fact, the country has done the opposite. 
The new law on labour migration that came into force on December 15 
in 2008 abolished the labour market test and introduced a non-selective 
demand driven labour migration policy where individual employers 
were given the power to select migrant workers. Tobias Billström, the 
Swedish minister of migration, seldom misses a chance to promote its 
design and present it as a role model for other countries to follow. At the 
2013 UN Commission on population and development Billström said 
that “Sweden now has one of the most flexible and efficient systems for 
labour migration in the world”.i  

In this book we want to make a contribution to the research on 
labour migration management, while at the same time giving voice 
to the high-skilled migrants and their experiences. The Swedish case 
provides a great opportunity to study the effects of a policy change. 
Firstly, there is a clear policy change in December 15 2008 that affected 
all kinds of labour migration from outside the EU/EEA. The labour 
market test was abolished and the policy is now one of the most pure 
examples of a demand driven labour migration model which is estimated 
to be one of the world’s most open (OECD 2011). Secondly, the Swedish 
statistical registers allow for a follow-up of the total population of 

 i  Statement by Mr. Tobias Billström, Minister of Migration Commission 
on Population and Development, 46th session, April 24, 2013.
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labour migrants, including their position on the labour market. Even 
though the article is about Sweden, we believe it is of general interest. It 
contributes to the discussion on the relation between migration policy 
and migration flows and to the discussion about labour migration 
management, specifically what happens when a labour market test is 
abolished and the power of selection of labour migrants are handed 
over to individual employers. It also offers insights of what high-skilled 
migrants themselves think and how they plan their migration project in 
relation to the current legislation. 

This book contains four chapters that together give the most 
comprehensive description and analysis of what happened after the 
Swedish law on labour migration from outside the EU/EEA changed 
on December 15 2008.  

1.1 Sweden and labour migration
The first chapter, Sweden and labour migration by Pieter Bevelander 
and Henrik Emilsson, provides the necessary contextual background 
information to the rest of the book. It describes the history of labour 
migration to Sweden, the different models used to select labour migrants 
and the content of the recent Swedish reform.  

Up until the early 1970s, labour migration to Sweden was substantial. 
Between 1945 and the beginning of the 1970s, approximately 30,000 
persons per year immigrated to Sweden, and most of them were labour 
migrants. After the oil-crisis and the economic downturn, the unions 
called for a more restrictive policy, and the Employment Service has, for 
the most part, followed trade union recommendations. 

On 15 December 2008, a new law on labour migration came into 
force in Sweden. The aim was to open up for more labour migration 
for people from outside the EU. Unlike similar laws in other countries, 
however, the law makes no distinction between labour migrants to 
high-skilled and low-skilled occupations. Since the labour market test 
was abolished, individual employers decide whom to recruit. The only 
condition for being granted a work-permit is a job offer with a wage 
one can live on and that is in line with the collective agreements in the 
occupation and industry.

The new Swedish policy is one of the most pure examples of a 
demand-driven model for labour migration. The next two chapters 
analyse what happens when a well-developed welfare state abolishes 
state control and leaves the decision to migrate to individual employers 
and third-country workers.
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1.2 Labour migration to Sweden after the 2008 reform
The second chapter, Labour migration to Sweden after the 2008 reform 
by Henrik Emilsson, provides an overall picture of labour immigration 
after the new law on labour migration came into force on 15 December 
2008; accordingly, the chapter answers the following questions: How 
many non-EU labour migrants are coming to Sweden? Who are they? 
Where do they live? In what occupations and industries do they work? 
What is their income? The results focus on non-EU labour migrants that 
came during 2009 and 2010. 

The number of work permits granted has increased since the new 
law came into force, but it is not a dramatic increase. In 2008, 11,300 
work permits were issued, which increased to 14,900 in 2009 and to 
17,000 in 2012. The work permits are dominated by three categories: 
immigration for high-skilled occupations, primarily IT-specialists but 
also civil engineering; migration for low-skilled occupations in the 
private service sector; and seasonal berry pickers.

Most of the work permits are granted for seasonal work and 
temporary transfers within corporations. Only about a third of migrants 
stay longer than a year and register themselves in a municipality. 
At the end of 2012, there were 20,125 persons registered as labour 
migrants with an immigration year of 2009 or later. Compared to total 
immigration, non-EU labour migration remains small. This chapter 
offers some explanations as to why so few labour migrants come to 
Sweden.

Although non-EU labour migrants do need a job and a salary in 
accordance with collective agreements to be granted a work permit 
and to stay in the country, many have either no or an extremely low 
income. About 25 percent of the 2009 and 2010 labour migrants were 
not registered as employed one year after they immigrated, and about 40 
percent had an income below 13,001 Swedish kroner (SEK) per month. 

The most common occupations are relatively low-skilled jobs in 
the private service sector, such as housekeeping and restaurant service 
work, helpers and cleaners, and helpers in restaurants. The average 
income of labour migrants is approximately SEK 19,000 per month 
one year after immigration; however, in several occupations in which 
many labour migrants work, the salaries are low. In most occupations in 
the private service sector, the average salary is around SEK 15,000 per 
month or lower. In the largest occupational group, hotel housekeeping 
and restaurant service, the mean monthly salary is around SEK13,500, 
which is well below the applicable collective agreements. 
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1.3 Labour migration to shortage or surplus occupations
The third chapter, Labour migration to shortage or surplus occupations 
by Henrik Emilsson, analyses the effects of the 2008 law on labour 
migration in relation to the government’s goals and expectations. The 
aim of the reform is to facilitate the recruitment of labour from third 
countries. In the short term, this is supposed to ease labour shortages 
in specific occupations and sectors, and, in the long term, it is one of 
the responses to the demographic challenges of an aging population. 

Compared with the expectations and goals of the new law, the 
outcome must be seen as a disappointment. There is no evidence 
indicating that the new law has increased labour migration to shortage 
occupations; labour migration to shortage occupations was at least 
as significant under the previous legislation. If one wants to increase 
labour migration to shortage occupations, the Swedish demand-driven 
model probably needs to be combined with elements from supply-driven 
models. To recruit workers to shortage occupations, such as doctors 
and nurses, which require national certification, special efforts would 
be needed in which the state must be more active. To recruit such 
labour migrants, one must either give up the current requirements for 
immediate employment or arrange supplementary training in labour 
migrants’ home countries.

While labour immigration overall is limited, the new law has meant 
that completely new categories of workers can obtain work permits. 
Many have come to work in surplus occupations in the private 
service sector, which was not previously possible. The salaries in these 
occupations are usually very low, often below the threshold required for 
a work permit. Nevertheless, this type of labour migration has very little 
to do with demand for labour at contractual pay; it has more to do with 
supply factors (i.e., strong incentives to leave their homeland). For some, 
the new law for labour migration provides another option for migration, 
alongside the asylum system. However, many labour migrants’ uses both 
the asylum and labour migration system. The many cases of abuse in 
the private service sector, which is often surplus occupations, are likely 
also a result of supply factors. In many cases, it is both in the worker’s 
interest as well as the employer’s interest to circumvent the rules. The 
driving forces to leave one’s country are often significant, and, with the 
help of ethnic networks and payment to intermediaries in the migration 
industry, a person can come as a labour migrant for an occupation with 
a surplus of available workers.
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1.4  Migration and Integration of High-Skilled Labour  
Migrants in Sweden

The fourth chapter, Migration and integration of high-skilled labour 
migrants in Sweden by Karin Magnusson & Sayaka Osanami Törngren, 
examines the situation of high-skilled labour migrants from two 
different perspectives: their experiences of immigrating to Sweden and 
their integration into Swedish society.

The chapter is based on an interview study with high-skilled 
migrants who have immigrated to Sweden after 2009 to work or who 
have arrived in Sweden before 2009 to study and decided to stay and 
work in Sweden after 2009. The chapter focuses on a group of migrants 
that has not received much attention in the public debate and details 
their experiences of migration and integration. The study provides 
insights in relation to Sweden’s opportunities to attract high-skilled 
migrants from third countries and identifies some of the difficulties those 
migrants are confronted with in Swedish society. The interview study 
consists of two sections: the first section, Why Sweden?, investigates the 
interviewees’ decisions to come to Sweden, their experiences of receiving 
a work permit and whether they intend to remain in or to leave Sweden. 
The second section, What is integration?, analyses their sociocultural 
integration.

The first section clearly shows that the fifty-five interviewees chose 
to come to Sweden primarily because of economic factors, such as job 
offers and career opportunities. Income maximisation does not seem 
to be very important; the possibility to work at the head office of 
their respective company and with the latest technology appear to be 
stronger determinants. Choosing to migrate to Sweden also depends 
on social factors such as safety, living conditions, travel opportunities 
and work-life balance. When deciding whether to stay permanently in 
Sweden, social factors are even more decisive; the decision is affected by, 
for example, social networks, family situations and the ability to learn 
the Swedish language. In addition, the first section addresses the process 
of obtaining a work permit. The interviewees think that the process was 
easy but are disappointed with the long waiting times, especially when 
extending their permits. They also feel that the rules for permanent 
residency and citizenship are unclear. Most of them think it is important 
to obtain permanent residency since the time-limited residency brings 
a level of uncertainty. 

The second section also raises the issues of residency and citizenship. 
The interviewees think that permanent residency is important but have 
not yet considered becoming Swedish citizens, despite feeling connected 
to Sweden. Most of them have social networks in Sweden but do not 



11

socialise much with Swedes, whom are considered difficult to get 
to know. Many believe they would get more Swedish friends if they 
spoke Swedish. Only a few of the interviewees speak Swedish fluently, 
although language is seen as they key to both social integration and 
career prospects. Two explanations for their low level of Swedish is that 
they have not spent a long time in Sweden and that Swedes speak English 
well. Swedes’ ability to speak English makes it difficult to learn the new 
language; moreover, the interviewees experience being treated worse 
when they try to speak Swedish. The interviewees have employment 
and can be considered economically integrated; however, the study 
demonstrates that economic integration is not always interconnected 
to sociocultural integration. 
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2. SWEDEN AND LABOUR MIGRATION

By Pieter Bevelander and Henrik Emilsson

2.1 Introduction
On 15 December 2008, through a partnership between the centre-right 
government and the Green Party, and in the middle of the on-going 
financial and economic crisis, a new law on labour immigration 
came into force. The aim of the reform is to open up for more labour 
migration for people coming from non-EU countries. According to the 
government, it is “the individual employer that has the best knowledge 
of what competences that are needed in their own businesses and what 
recruitment needs there are.”1 The goal of the new law is to stimulate 
more labour immigration to meet both present and future challenges 
in the labour market. In the short term, it is supposed to ease labour 
shortages in certain occupations and sectors, and, in the long term, it 
is one of the responses to the demographical challenges of an aging 
population (Government Offices of Sweden 2008). 

The direction of the reform runs counter to the trend in other 
European countries. Several countries within the EU reacted to the 
economic crisis by making labour migration more selective, limiting 
the inflow to low-skilled occupations in particular (Koehler et al. 2010, 
Kuptsch 2012). States generally try to attract highly qualified labour 
migrants and limit low-qualified labour migrants to temporary permits, 
resulting in limited rights and few possibilities to stay in the country for 
a long time.

2.2 History2

Labour migration is one way to solve domestic labour demand, as 
evidenced by looking at migration in recent decades. From the end 
of the World War II in 1945 to the beginning of the 1970s, just over 
30,000 persons per year immigrated to Sweden. These consisted mainly3 

1 http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/13975, link verified on 2014-01-07
2  This section is based on Lundh & Ohlsson (1999) and Bevelander 

& Lundh (2006).
3 In this section only labour immigration is described and not family 

or refugee immigration. 
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of labour migrants—both men and women—many of which were from 
other Nordic countries (foremost Finland), but also Germany, Austria 
and Italy (1950s), as well as Yugoslavia and Greece (1960s). 

The background to past labour migration was partly the devastation 
in many European countries resulting from World War II and partly the 
demographic situation in Sweden. The post-war situation favoured the 
Swedish export industry that could immediately respond to increased 
international demand. During the time it took for the war-torn European 
countries to rebuild their industries, conditions for industrial expansion 
were remarkably good in Sweden. However, one problem was that, 
due to the low birth rates during the 1930s, the industry lacked the 
workforce to meet the demand for Swedish exports. Leading economists 
at the time discussed this problem assiduously in the 1940s and 1950s, 
and a common estimate was that an annual net labour immigration of 
approximately 10,000 people was needed.

It was under these conditions that a liberalisation of immigration 
policy occurred, which in practice made labour migration free. Three 
institutional changes should be mentioned. First, through an agreement 
with the other Nordic countries in 1954, a joint Nordic labour market 
was created. For citizens of the Nordic countries, the requirement 
for passports for travel between countries was abolished, as were 
requirements for specific residence and work permits. Thus, it was 
possible for Nordic citizens to move between, settle in and take up 
employment in the different Nordic countries. During this period, the 
main thrust of immigration from Finland occurred, while immigration 
from the other Nordic countries contributed less to labour migration 
in Sweden.

Second, concurrent with the liberalisation of labour migration 
from the Nordic countries, the collective transfer of foreign workers 
was organised in Sweden through bilateral agreements or cooperation 
between Swedish companies, the county labour boards and foreign 
employment agencies. During the 1940s and 1950s, it was primarily 
skilled workers to industry and the hotel and restaurant branch who 
were recruited (e.g., from Italy, West Germany, Austria, Holland and 
Belgium). Through the enrolment’s organised form, the necessary 
permits and housing were arranged in advance for the foreign workers. 
According to Lundh and Ohlsson (1999), during the first half of the 
1950s, the transfer of foreign labour was relatively significant but sank 
gradually, from 12,500 workers during 1950-1955 to 1,500 workers 
during 1956-1960.

Third, there was a successive phasing out of visa requirement for 
immigrants from non-Nordic countries wishing to enter Sweden as well 
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as a liberalisation of praxis in cases involving applications for residence 
and work permits. Together, these changes gave rise to a substantial 
non-Nordic “tourist immigration”. Those who wanted to apply for 
a job in Sweden could do so during the three months in which they 
were in Sweden on valid tourist visas. An offer of employment made   it 
possible to apply for a work permit, and if this was granted, the person 
concerned automatically received a residence permit.

Between 1961 and 1965, more than 90,000 immigrants applied for 
work permits for the first time, and a further 140,000 applied to extend 
or change permits. Less than 5 percent of the first-time applicants and 
as little as 2 per mill of the applications for extension were rejected. 
Immigration to Sweden was simply free in the middle of the 1960s, 
which can be attributed mainly to the large labour shortages which had 
predominated since the end of the war. 

The favourable labour market situation and the possibility of 
employing foreign labour at a time when labour shortages were great 
contributed to a period of high average growth for Sweden. Between 1946 
and 1975, the annual growth of gross domestic product (GDP) averaged 
4 percent, while industrial production grew slightly more quickly. From 
the end of the war and during the 1950s, the annual growth rate was over 
5 percent, and during the 1960s it was closer to 7 percent. Although this 
growth was made possible by labour migration, it was also the reason 
why foreign workers could be employed during these years.

Between 1966 and 1969, the rules for non-Nordic labour immigration 
were tightened, due, among other things, to demands from the trade 
union movement. From then on, non-Nordic citizens who wanted to 
work in Sweden were required to arrange work permits and housing 
before entering Sweden. In practice, this meant that those concerned were 
forced to arrange these things and submit the work-application to the 
Swedish embassy from their home countries. As before, a labour market 
test was done to establish that no domestic workers were available 
before a work permit could be granted. Despite the new immigration 
rules, non-Nordic labour immigration continued, for various reasons, 
to be relatively substantial until the recession during 1971 and 1972. In 
1972, The Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO) issued a circular 
to its unions calling for a more restrictive policy regarding approving 
work permits for non-Nordic citizens. Subsequently, the trade unions 
have been consistently averse to granting non-Nordic citizens work 
permits, and, for the most part, the Employment Service has followed 
trade union recommendations. This resulted in non-Nordic labour 
immigration successively decreasing until Sweden’s entry into the EEA 
in 1994 and the EU in 1995.
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Institutional changes in the late 1960s and early 1970s were not 
the only contributing factors to labour migration to Sweden becoming 
an ever-smaller part of total immigration. Economic developments, 
the financial crises of the 1970s, a lower growth rate and a shrinking 
industrial sector also contributed to the decrease in labour migration, 
regardless of where the labour migrants came from. Since the oil crisis in 
the mid-1970s, immigration from Finland decreased substantially, and 
immigration from Norway and Denmark disappeared almost entirely. 

Sweden’s membership in the EU/EEA (1994/1995) opened the 
country to new labour migration from the EU/EEA countries. Like the 
Nordic countries, EU countries have a long-standing agreement on a 
common European labour market (i.e., EU citizens have the right to 
move freely, as well as to settle down and take a job or start a business, 
within the EU). However, no comprehensive increase of labour migration 
from EU countries occurred during the second half of the 1990s. It was 
only during the economic boom of the 2000s that labour migration from 
the EU took off from the ‘new’ EU countries: Poland and Romania. 
During the same period, other Nordic countries (Denmark and Norway) 
received labour migration from Sweden.

However, the possibility of labour migration to Sweden was not so 
closed during the 80s and 90s as one might believe. According to the 
Swedish Migration Board’s statistics, more than 10,000 work permits 
were granted every year between 2000 and 2003, about 35 percent of 
which to people from outside of Europe. After 2003, the work permits 
from third countries decreased, largely due to the new possibilities for 
labour migration from the EU following Sweden’s entry into the EU. In 
the years before the 2008 law, labour immigration increased quickly, 
especially from Asia. The number of work permits to Asian citizens 
increased from 2,400 in 2006 to 6,100 and 9,700 in 2007 and 2008, 
respectively.

2.3 Different models to select labour migrants
In migration literature, two models for selecting labour migrants are 
usually highlighted: demand-driven and supply-driven. Most countries 
tend to use one of the models as a base but pragmatically complement 
it with aspects of the other model. Sweden has chosen a different path 
and, according to migration minister Tobias Billström, has the most 
purely demand-driven labour migration policy in the world.4 Empirical 
knowledge of the results of different models of labour migration 
selection is limited, and only a few studies and reports exist which give 

4 Speech at the Transatlantic Council on Migration in Lisbon on June 
3, 2011.
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an account of the likely advantages and disadvantages of the different 
models (see, for example, Papademitriou and Sumption 2011 & Chaloff 
and Lemaitre 2009).

In the supply-driven model, labour migrants with the knowledge and 
skills that are expected to be needed in the medium and long term are 
favoured. Typically, a point system is designed in which different forms 
of human capital—such as education level, age, work experience and 
language skills—are assessed. If a person reaches a certain number of 
points, permit is awarded, usually in the form of a permanent residence 
permit. Often, there is a predetermined quota that indicates the number 
of labour migrants desired annually. Canada and Australia use this kind 
of model; although in recent years, they have complemented the model 
with temporary work permits to ease temporary labour shortages. The 
advantage of the supply-driven model is that it provides clear rules for 
the type and number of labour migrants desired. It also gives a clear 
signal to the public that immigration is regulated and under control. The 
disadvantage is that migrants may not have a job upon arrival in the 
country. Moreover, the waiting times to be accepted as a labour migrant 
are usually long, often several years.

The demand-driven model is based on employers’ immediate 
needs for labour. Almost all demand-driven models start from specific 
employers initiating the recruitment process by asking for permission 
to hire a person from a third country. A government has several options 
on how to respond to such a request. They can trust the employer 
and grant work permits without any controls. They can also set up 
criteria for granting a work permit, a so-called labour market test. A 
labour market test can, for example, examine whether there is available 
domestic labour or can have as a requirement that the work requires 
certain qualifications or provide a certain salary. Usually, a temporary 
work permit is given which is tied to a specific employer in a specific 
occupation. With continuous employment, the temporary work permit 
can be converted into a permanent residence permit. An obvious 
advantage of a demand-driven model is that the person is employed 
from day one. The disadvantage is that there is a risk of employers 
exploiting the system to hire people for lower wages or to provide worse 
working conditions than what is allowed. The risk is assumed to be 
greater in a country like Sweden, where minimum wages are relatively 
high and employment protection legislation is rather extensive (Boswell 
and Geddes 2011). The employee is also more vulnerable in a demand-
driven model because his/her work permit is usually tied to a specific 
employer and a specific profession.
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Chaloff and Lemaitre (2009) suggest that the two models suit 
countries differently depending on a country’s characteristics. According 
to them, language barriers make it difficult to directly employ foreign 
workers; therefore, demand-driven labour migration is not suitable for 
countries with languages that are not widely spoken internationally. For 
such countries, they suggest a supply-driven model in combination with 
good access to language training for newly arrived immigrants.

These projected advantages and disadvantages of the demand-
driven model were clearly reflected in the national debate before the 
introduction of the 2008 law. The most controversial issue was the 
abolition of the labour market test (Murhem and Dalkvist 2011). Some 
unions, such as the Swedish Trade Union Confederation (LO) and the 
Swedish Confederation for Professional Employees (TCO), criticised 
the proposal, suggesting it is unreasonable to give employers so much 
influence over labour migration. They did not trust employers to only 
recruit foreign workers in shortage occupations; instead, they wanted 
to keep the labour market test. Other unions, such as the Swedish 
Confederation of Professional Associations (SACO) and the Swedish 
Association of Graduate Engineers (Sveriges Ingenörer), would support 
the government and the Green Party’s proposal provided wage dumping 
and substandard working conditions were avoided. The Confederation 
of Swedish Enterprise responded positively to the abolition of labour 
market tests but was critical that the work permit was being tied to one 
employer and to one occupation. There was also criticism from SACO 
and LO concerning the possibility for people who were already in the 
country to get work permits because this could create a system where 
labour migration and the asylum system were combined.

Menz and Caviedes (2010) identify four trends regarding labour 
migration policies in Europe. The trends reflect the macroeconomic 
changes that have occurred over the past thirty years—globalisation, 
de-industrialisation, rationalisation of production, the shift away from 
Fordist mass production, and regional integration—which have created 
a very different kind of labour demand today than that which existed 
during the 60s and 70s. Accordingly, comparisons between labour 
migration today and that of the 60s and 70s should be undertaken 
with caution.

First, labour migration policies are increasingly driven by industry-
specific preferences which tend to differ between countries, depending 
on their different industrial policy models. Unlike the general labour 
shortage during the 60s, today we see labour shortages in specific 
occupations and industries, for example, in healthcare, agriculture 
and construction. At the same time, employers have gained more 
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influence over policies, and trade unions have become more pragmatic 
in their approach to labour migration. Second, policies are increasingly 
influenced by globalisation and Europeanisation. This has meant that 
labour migrants come from completely different countries—as well as 
more countries—than before. EU citizens, and to some extent third-
country nationals living in an EU country, can now freely migrate for 
work within the EU, which partly satisfies employers’ labour needs. In 
addition, the EU seeks to create a common policy on labour migration 
from outside the EU, for example, the Blue Card Directive, which aims 
to create a common policy to attract a highly qualified workforce. 
Third, there has been a significant privatisation of the control of labour 
migration: private actors and organisations are playing an increasing 
role in stimulating or preventing the inflow of labour. This also applies 
to recruitment agencies and international organisations, such as the ILO; 
correspondingly, the role of the state has declined. Fourth, globalisation 
and technological advances shrink geographical distances and promote 
the transfer of information on European employment opportunities. 
This has led to large flows of irregular and undocumented migrant 
workers from Africa, Asia, Latin America and eastern Europe to the less 
regulated sectors in the (western) European labour markets.

2.4 The new Swedish model for selecting labour migrants
As mentioned earlier, Sweden is an exception compared to the European 
trend towards increasingly selective labour migration, which sees 
countries design their policies to attract highly qualified labour migrants 
and to avoid low-qualified labour migrants. The Swedish model is 
briefly described here.

The biggest change in the new law on labour migration is that labour 
market tests were abolished. Now it is employers, not government 
agencies and unions, which determine whether there is a need for foreign 
workers. Previously, labour migration was restricted to occupations 
that the authorities judged as having a labour shortage. Now there are 
neither limits to what occupations or sectors a person can immigrate 
to nor numerical limitations on the number of workers. The law also 
resulted in the special rules that existed for different types of labour 
migration—seasonal or anticipated short-term and long-term needs on 
the labour market—being abolished.

The only condition for being granted a work permit is the offer of 
a job with a wage on which one can support oneself. Moreover, the 
terms of employment shall not be worse than the terms of the collective 
agreements or practices that are standard in the occupation or industry. 
To ensure that the requirements are followed, the unions are generally 
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given an opportunity to comment on the terms of the employment 
contract, but they have no veto. Furthermore, Sweden must respect 
the EU community preference, which means that the country’s own 
population and the population of other EU/EEA countries or Switzerland 
shall have priority to existing jobs opportunities. In practice, this is 
fulfilled by the employer’s advertisement of the job for at least ten days. 
The announcement seems to be mostly a formality, and employers are 
free to hire a person from a third country even if there is available labour 
in Sweden and the EU (Quirico 2012).

Usually, a work permit must be applied for and granted before 
entering Sweden, but there are exceptions. Asylum seekers whose 
applications have been rejected but who have worked for at least six 
months can get a work permit if they have an offer of one year of 
employment. Also, international students may be granted work permits 
from Sweden if they have completed at least one semester of study. 
Additionally, there are exceptions for certain occupations, which are 
posted on the Employment Service’s list of shortage occupations.

Work permits in Sweden are granted for a period of time equivalent 
to the duration of employment but not beyond two years. Further, a 
work permit is tied to a specific employer and refers to a particular 
occupation. After two years, the work permit can be extended 
for another two years and is only then associated with any type of 
occupation. If a person worked for at least four out of the preceding five 
years, that person can obtain a permanent residence permit. If a person 
becomes unemployed, the work permit is revoked, unless that person 
gets a new job within three months. The work permit may also be 
revoked if a person has knowingly made   false statements to obtain the 
permit, if a person does not begin the employment or if the employment 
is not of the kind stated in the work permit.

A policy for labour migration consists not only of the rules for 
granting work permits but also the conditions and rights the labour 
migrants have after immigration (Ruhs 2008). If a labour migrant is 
expected to stay in the country for one year or more, he/she is registered 
in a municipality and thus has access to largely the same rights as the 
rest of the population. Family members may also accompany a labour 
migrant from day one and have the right to work.
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3. LABOUR MIGRATION TO SWEDEN  
AFTER THE 2008 REFORM

By Henrik Emilsson

This chapter maps non-EU labour migration to Sweden after the new 
law on labour migration came into force on 15 December 2008 (see 
Chapter 2 for a description of the new law). Since we have access to 
a unique dataset, and since the statistical information is not available 
anywhere else, there is a value in describing labour migration in more 
detail. This chapter is mainly descriptive in nature, but it also offers 
some analysis of the results, which are presented after a description of 
the statistical material.

3.1 About the statistics
Labour migrants from outside the EU/EES/Nordic countries are the 
main interest of the report. If not stated otherwise, all data refers to 
these migrants. 

To date, most follow-ups of labour migration since the new law 
came into effect have used aggregated data regarding work permits 
from the Swedish Migration Board (OECD 2011; Swedish Trade Union 
Confederation 2013). However, since many of the work permits are 
granted for temporary need, seasonal migration and short-term intra-
corporate transfers, it is hard to say anything from this kind of data 
about the extent of the labour migration and how migrants perform on 
the labour market. All data in this report comes from Statistics Sweden 
and the special database they set up for the Integration fund project: 
Labor Migrants in Sweden: A Follow-Up of the Swedish Law Change 
in 2008. The population in the database is retrieved from the Total 
Population Register (TPR) and consists of all persons twenty years 
and older who were registered at some time between 2008 and 2012 
in Sweden. For all the individuals in the population, information is 
obtained from the longitudinal database for health insurance and labour 
market studies (LISA) and the longitudinal database for integration 
studies (STATIV). The database integrates existing data from the labour 
market as well as the education and social sectors. Labour market and 
income statistics are taken from administrative sources (the tax registry) 
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and include the total population. Since it is presented approximately 
twelve months after the measured period each year, the latest data is 
from 2011. Only persons with an expected length of stay of one year 
or more are registered at a municipality and added to the population 
registry. Therefore, the database will only show those labour migrants 
with an expected stay of one year or more.

The individual is the primary object in the databases, which provide 
a basis for longitudinal statistics and research about entire populations 
or groups therein. The persons in the database are anonymised, and the 
material has undergone an ethical screening.

Through the STATIV database, we also incorporated the variable 
“reasons for settlement”, which identifies nineteen different reasons 
residence permits are granted. The two reasons for settlement used 
in this publication are non-EU labour migrants and family of non-EU 
labour migrants. In addition to the standard SCB regions, we wanted to 
distinguish between statistics from the Middle East and statistics from 
Asia. In the report, the Middle East is defined as a person born in Israel, 
Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Oman, United Arab Emirates, Qatar, Bahrain, 
Kuwait, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Iran, Iraq or the West Bank and Gaza. 

3.2 Who are the labour migrants?
As noted in section 3.1, it is important to distinguish between temporary 
labour migration and permanent labour migration. In most countries, 
there are different legislations for short and long term work permits, 
but in Sweden the same rules and regulations apply to both types of 
labour migration. A general follow-up of granted work permits can, 
thus, easily lead to an over-estimation of the number of labour migrants 
in the country. The number of work permits and the number of labour 
migrants with an expected stay of one year or more is, therefore, 
described and analysed separately.

3.2.1 Granted work permits
The number of work permits granted has increased since the new law 
entered into force, but it is not a dramatic increase. Even before the new 
law, the number of permits increased, and there were almost as many 
in 2008 as in 2009, not counting seasonal workers. In 2012, there were 
over 17,000 work permits granted, which was the highest number yet. 
Because the work permits for seasonal work vary greatly from year to 
year, it is more relevant to follow the trend of non-seasonal types of 
permits. These increased until 2011, when over 12,300 permits were 
granted, before dropping by approximately 1,000 in 2012. What is not 
visible in the table below is the large predominance of men, which have 
been granted about 80 percent of work permits since 2009. 
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Table 1. Granted work permits* (first-time permits) 2005-2012

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Total labour 
migration

3,631 3,637 7,187 11,255 14,905 14,001 15,158 17,011

Seasonal work 496 70 2,358 3,747 7,200 4,508 2,821 5,708

Total excluding 
seasonal work

3,135 3,567 4,829 7,508 7,705 9,493 12,337 11,303

Source: Swedish Migration Board and own calculations
* Not included in the statistics are guest researchers according to the EU Directive, interns and au 
pairs, professional athletes, and youth exchanges. 

Table 2. Granted work permits by Area of work and Occupation 
2009-2012* 

2009 2010 2011 2012

Total, of which 14,481 13,612 14,722 16,543

   Asylum seekers whose applications 
were rejected

425 465 303 188

  International students 405 453 1,053 1,203

Total, excluding agriculture, fisheries 
and similar**

7,281 9,104 11,901 10,835

Area of Work     

Elementary occupations 7,859 5,712 4,784 7,166

Professionals 3,232 3,257 4,052 4,539

Craft and related trades workers 1,032 1,512 2,037 1,392

Crafts within construction and manufac-
turing

576 959 1,322 1,126

Technicians and associate professionals 1,023 1,142 1,117 1,311

Skilled agricultural and fishery workers 300 391 536 376

Legislators, senior officials and 
managers

206 264 375 219

Plant and machine operators and 
assemblers

128 172 253 186

Clerks 110 200 244 223

Armed forces 8 2 2 5

(Table 2 continues on next page)
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Most Common Occupational Groups     

Agricultural, fishery and related 
labourers

7,200 4,508 2,821 5,708

Computing professionals 2,202 2,208 2,795 3,259

Housekeeping and restaurant services 
workers 

769 1,049 1,323 861

Helpers in restaurants 257 548 796 570

Architects, engineers and related 
professionals

541 525 630 558

Helpers and cleaners 295 487 798 553

Physical and engineering science 
technicians

481 332 338 412

Building frame and related trade 
workers

191 226 362 329

Personal care and related workers 132 210 250 257

Food processing and related trade 
workers

130 330 386 251

Business professionals 170 205 240 236

Doorkeepers, newspaper and package 
deliverers and related

67 100 177 192

Source: Swedish Migration Board

* Statistics differ somewhat compared to Table 1, for the Swedish Migration Board reports different 
numbers in their sources.

** Nearly all in this category are seasonal berry pickers. As their numbers fluctuate widely from year 
to year, it provides a better overview of the volume of work permits if they are excluded.

As a proportion of the overall employment in the labour market, the 
number of work permits is limited except in the occupational groups 
of computing professionals and berry pickers (the latter is included 
in the category “Agricultural, fishery and related labourers”). Other 
common occupations among labour migrants are in low-skilled jobs 
within the private service sector such as housekeeping and restaurant 
services workers, helpers in restaurants, as well as helpers and cleaners. 
The special rules that allow asylum seekers to obtain work permits has 
led to about 1,400 people being granted work permits between 2009 
and 2012. During the same period, 3,100 international students were 
granted a work permit.

It is possible to discern a pattern of work permits that are dominated 
by three main categories: immigration to skilled occupations, primarily 
computing professionals but also engineers; immigration to low-skilled 

(Table 2 cont.)
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occupations in the private service sector; and seasonal berry pickers. 
It is clear that the recruitment practices of these categories of labour 
migrants differs substantially (Emilsson & Magnusson 2013).

A large majority of labour migration to high-skilled occupations is 
from India and China and is recruited by major multinational companies 
to industries and sectors with labour shortages. For example, large 
multinational companies accounted for 35 percent of work permit 
applications between January 2011 and June 2012 (Employment Service 
2012). The majority appear to be transfers between workplaces within 
the same company (Andersson, Joona and Wadensjö 2011; Quirico 
2012). Transfers within companies are facilitated by the system for 
certified employers, which the Swedish Migration Board established. 
Certification can be given to companies that recruit large numbers of 
labour migrants and which the union has given its approval.

Labour migration to low-skilled occupations in the private service 
sector has a completely different profile. They often come from the same 
countries that previously produced refugee flows to Sweden, and they 
often get job offers through personal networks. In the absence of personal 
networks, they may have to pay middlemen to gain access to a job. 
The majority of those who recruit unskilled labour—often friends and 
relatives—own small businesses and have a foreign background. These 
employers account for approximately one-third of the work permits and 
are in industries that prior to the new law had little opportunity to recruit 
labour from third countries (Employment Service 2012).

The third main category of labour migrants is comprised of berry 
pickers from Thailand. The berry pickers are farmers from rural areas 
in north-eastern Thailand who are recruited by Thai recruitment 
companies. There are well-established networks between specific 
villages in Thailand, recruitment companies and Swedish berry 
purchasers (Kamoltip and Källstrom 2011). Often, the same recruitment 
company and berry pickers are used from year to year because Swedish 
companies require berry pickers with experience and local knowledge. 
These established networks also seem to be favourable for the seasonal 
workers who often earn good wages (Wingborg and Fredén 2011) and 
contribute positively to development in their home villages (Kamoltip 
and Källström 2011). When the Swedish Migration Board introduced 
stricter rules for the 2011 season, the number of work permits shrunk. 
The requirement of minimum wages and bank guarantees for the 
payment of wages increased the risk for buyers because they had to 
guarantee the wages regardless of the availability of berries; therefore, 
many chose to buy the berries from pickers from EU countries or from 
third countries on tourist visas.
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3.2.2 Few labour migrants stay in Sweden
An important finding is that there is a significant difference between the 
number of work permits issued and the number of labour migrants who 
stay a longer time in Sweden. Therefore, to study only the work permits 
gives an inaccurate picture of the extent of labour migration.

In 2009, a total of 14,481 work permits were issued for people from 
outside the EU, of which over 7,000 were seasonal workers. Of the other 
7,281 labour migrants, 3,205 were registered in Sweden at the end of 
2009. Thus, more than half had an expected employment of less than 
one year and, consequently, were not registered in any municipality. 
Most of the people who are registered stay, even though the number 
gradually decreases over time. By the end of 2012, fewer than 2,500 
of the labour migrants from 2009 were still in the country. Since 2010, 
slightly more of those who received work permits were expected to stay 
in the country for a year or longer and were registered in a municipality 
(see Table 3). The statistics, however, are somewhat uncertain because 
some labour migrants change their reasons for settlement during their 
stay, for example, from student to labour migrant. An alternative way to 
study the numbers is to see how many are left in the country at the end 
of 2012, when there were 20,125 persons registered as labour migrants 
who had immigrated in 2009 or later. This means that about a third of 
those who received a work permit under the new law (59,359)—half if 
the seasonal workers are excluded (39,121)—were still in the country 
at the end of 2012.

Diagram 1. Number of 2009’s Labour Migrants Who Stayed in the Country

Sources: The Swedish Migration Board’s permit statistics, Statistics Sweden Mona
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Table 3. Number of persons granted work permits and registered in a 
municipality 2009–2012

2009 2010 2011 2012

Work Permits 14,482 13,612 14,722 16,543

Work Permits excluding seasonal work 7,281 9,104 11,901 10,835

Number of labour migrants registered in  
a municipality

3,205 4,770 6,193 5,679

Registered as a proportion of all work 
permits (%)

22 35 42 34

Registered as a proportion of all work 
permits excluding seasonal work (%)

44 52 52 52

Sources: The Swedish Migration Board’s permit statistics, Statistics Sweden Mona

Compared to total immigration, labour migration to Sweden is quite 
small. Between 2009 and 2012, about 80,000 foreign citizens immigrated 
to Sweden annually. This means that labour migrants only make up for 
around 6 percent of total immigration. This number has increased over 
time, from a low of 3,200 in the first year of the reform up to 6,200 in 
2011. In 2012, the number fell by about 500 to 5,700. The demographic 
characteristics have been stable during the same period: over 75 percent 
are male, and the average age is about thirty-three years. 

Table 4. Registered labour migrants to Sweden 2009-2012

2009 2010 2011 2012

Labour migrants 3,205 4,770 6,193 5,679

Male (%) 76.8 79.0 76.4 76.6

Female (%) 23.2 21.0 23.6 23.4

Average age 32.8 32.4 32.9 33.4

The origin of the labour migrants has been stable over time. The 
dominant region of birth is Asia; if we add the Middle East to Asia, 
this region comprises close to 60 percent. Just over 20 percent are from 
Europe (excluding EU27 and Nordic countries). 
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Table 5. Labour migrants to Sweden after birth region 2009-2012, percent

Birth region 2009 2010 2011 2012

Sweden 0.1 0.1 0.1

Nordic countries (excluding Sweden) 0.0 0.0

EU27 (excluding Denmark and Finland) 1.1 0.5 0.4 0.4

Europe (excluding EU27 and Nordic countries) 21.6 22.6 20.3 21.0

Africa 4.9 5.6 6.7 6.4

North America 7.3 6.3 5.4 7.5

South America 4.5 4.8 4.6 3.3

Asia (excluding Middle East) 46.1 40.6 39.4 42.0

Oceania 2.7 2.5 2.0 1.6

Soviet Union 0.0 0.2 0.1 0.4

Middle East 11.6 16.8 20.9 17.3

Unknown 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1

Total 3,205 4,770 6,193 5,679

The quality of the statistics on educational background is poor. Over 
40 percent of the labour migrants have an unknown education level. 
Of those with a known level of education, most have a three-year 
post-secondary education. At the same time, many have a low level of 
education, especially in the 2010 cohort, in which over 10 percent only 
have a compulsory education or lower. 

Table 6. Educational level of the 2009 and 2010 labour migrants,  
one year after immigration

2009 labour migrants  
in 2010

2010 labour migrants  
in 2011

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Unknown 1,289 42.2 1,546 40.7

Compulsory education 
less than 9 years Bottom 
of Form

137 4.5 249 6.6

Compulsory education  
9 years Bottom of Form

92 3.0 143 3.8

Secondary education at 
most 2-years

181 5.9 269 7.1

(Table 6 continues on next page)
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Upper secondary 
education, 3+ years 
Bottom of Form

178 5.8 248 6.5

Post-secondary education 
less than 3 years Bottom 
of Form

274 9.0 357 9.4

Post secondary education 
3 years or more Bottom 
of Form

716 23.4 832 21.9

Postgraduate Education 
Bottom of Form

190 6.2 150 4.0

Total 3,057 100 3,794 100

3.2.3 Family of non-EU labour migrants
All labour migrants have the right to bring family with them, and many 
do so. Their numbers have also increased over time, from close to 800 
spouses in 2009 to over 2,500 in 2012. Over 80 percent of them are 
female, and the mean age is approximately the same as for the labour 
migrants (i.e., between 32 and 33 years of age). In addition to the 
spouses, a similar number of children have accompanied the labour 
migrants. Over the whole period, this means that on average about 
0.65 family members accompanied each labour migrant. The family 
members have a similar distribution when it comes to country of birth 
to the labour migrants. The main difference is that Asia is an even more 
dominant region of birth.

Table 7. Family to non-EU labour migrants, 2009-2012

 2009 2010 2011 2012

Spouses, whereof 774 1477 1913 2506

  Men (%) 16,5 16,7 20,6 14,8

  Women (%) 83,5 83,3 79,4 85,2

  Average age 32 32,3 33,5 32,7

Children 933 1388 1876 2093

Total family 1707 2865 3789 4599

(Table 6 cont.)
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Table 8. Birth region for spouses to labour migrants to Sweden 2009-2012, 
percent

Birth region 2009 2010 2011 2012

Sweden 0.1 0.1

Nordic countries (excluding Sweden)

EU27 (excluding Denmark and Finland) 1.6 1.2 0.9 0.9

Europe (excluding EU27 and Nordic 
countries)

17.2 17.5 17.0 17.9

Africa 5.3 4.6 5.3 5.6

North America 8.4 6.7 4.9 5.5

South America 4.7 4.3 4.2 2.5

Asia (excluding Middle East) 47.9 46.4 45.8 49.1

Oceania 1.2 0.8 0.6 0.4

Soviet Union 0.1 0.2 0.5

Middle East 13.6 18.3 21.0 17.4

Unknown 0.1 0.1 0.1

Total 774 1,477 1,913 2,506

3.2.4 Why do so few labour migrants stay?
The main reason so few labour migrants stay is that their work permits 
usually are short. This applies not only to seasonal workers but also 
to highly-qualified jobs, in which the majority of the work permits are 
temporary transfers between workplaces within the same company. This 
image is confirmed by a previous study from Oxford research (2009) 
which shows that skilled workers tend to come for short periods to 
work with temporary development projects for internal training or to 
improve communication within larger concerns. This is clearly shown 
when looking at computing professionals. Of the 2,202 computing 
professionals who received work permits in 2009, as few as 170 were 
left in the country and within the profession after three years. Other 
labour migrants, especially in lower-skilled occupations, tend to stay 
permanently, as shown in the table below.   

Table 9. Who stays and who leaves?

Occupational group 2009 work  
permits

Still in Sweden 
2010

Still in Sweden 
2011

Computing professionals 2,202 205 170

Cleaners 295 203 213

Source: the Swedish Migration Board and Mona database
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In the following few paragraphs, some explanations are provided as to 
why so few employers recruit workers from third countries.

Through the introduction of the new law, people from outside the 
EU got, in principle, the same opportunity to come to Sweden to work 
as citizens within the EU. However, opportunity is one thing—reality 
is another. There seems to be an element of market failure because 
certain groups of employers in sectors experiencing labour shortages 
recruit remarkably few labour migrants from third countries. In the 
Swedish demand-driven model for labour migration (based on the 
labour demand of individual employers), there are few instruments to 
facilitate the matching of labour from third countries with occupations 
that have a labour shortage. There are no recruitment offices for labour 
migration and no special programmes for the recruitment of high-skilled 
workers. The state has not entered into any bilateral agreements with 
other countries, and Sweden is one of the few OECD countries that do 
not cooperate with IOM regarding labour migration (IOM 2012).

A demand-driven labour migration assumes that both employers 
and employees have access to information. The biggest problem in this 
regard is not a lack of information regarding the opportunity to come to 
Sweden as labour migrants. Compared with other countries, the Swedish 
system for labour migration is simple and non-bureaucratic. There is 
only one legal channel for labour migration, and the information is 
easy to find and understand. Both employers and potential workers 
are satisfied with the information provided by the Swedish Migration 
Board (Swedish Public Employment Service 2012). The OECD (2012) 
considers the web portal workinginsweden.se, which was developed by 
the Swedish Institute to market Sweden and provide information on 
the possibilities of labour migration, to be a good example. The portal 
contains information on the rules and procedures for work permits in 
a variety of languages.

A customer survey indicates that visitors to workinginsweden.se are 
satisfied with the information but that they would like more information 
about job opportunities (Swedish Public Employment Service 2012). 
The portal does have a link to the EURES portal that automatically 
updates job vacancies from the Swedish Public Employment Service. 
The problem is that the job vacancies are not aimed at third-country 
nationals. Most are published in Swedish with Swedish workers in mind. 
Further, even if an employer finds a potential candidate for employment, 
the problem of asymmetric information remains (Katz and Stark 1987). 
Employers can find it difficult to assess the productivity of a potential 
employee who is educated in and has worked in another job market. 
The difficulty in assessing productivity has resulted in few employers 
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without established international networks recruiting workers from 
third countries (Employment Service 2012). One alternative is to use 
recruitment agencies, but neither Swedish nor international recruitment 
agencies have been particularly active in this market (Andersson Joona 
and Wadensjö 2011).

Another obstacle for labour migration is waiting times. Although 
the waiting time for work permits is short by international standards 
(OECD 2011), employers feel it is a problem (Emilsson and Magnusson 
2013). It particularly affects companies seeking to recruit persons to 
occupations for which international competition is great, such as in IT. 
To reduce waiting times, the Swedish Migration Board has introduced 
a system of certification for reliable employers. Companies which apply 
for twenty-five or more work permits annually and have an approval 
from the relevant union can obtain such certification.

Another obstacle is that many occupations are not international; thus, 
they require national authorisation (Iredale 2001). National standards 
are probably the explanation for why the healthcare sector only employs 
a handful of skilled personnel annually. To acquire a Swedish license to 
work as a doctor or nurse is a long and complicated process that can take 
years, even for EU citizens. Validation of professional competence also 
requires knowledge of the Swedish language. A demand-driven model, 
such as the Swedish one, is not suited for the type of labour migration 
that requires validation and additional training before a worker is 
employable. To recruit doctors and nurses, employers must organise 
comprehensive programs for additional training before a work permit 
can be given. It is therefore easier to recruit within the EU, especially 
since there has been some harmonisation of the labour markets and 
professional standards (Petersson 2012).

Another barrier is the language. Even within an international job 
market such as IT, knowledge of Swedish is often demanded. In a survey 
of IT and telecom companies, 70 percent answered that knowledge of 
Swedish is a requirement for employment. This has also been an obstacle 
for the employment of international students at Swedish universities 
because most of them cannot speak Swedish (Lundborg 2012).

3.2.5 Where do they move?
Labour migration to Sweden is very much concentrated in the Stockholm 
region. Over half of the labour migrants move to a job in the Stockholm 
region. Other regions with a substantial number of labour migrations 
are Västra Götaland and Skåne. If we look at the municipalities, 
Stockholm is the main destination, with over 25 percent of the labour 
migrants. The second largest destination is Gothenburg, with about 8 



32

percent, and the third largest is Malmö, with about 4.5 percent. The 
distribution between different counties and municipalities of destination 
is quite stable over time.

Table 10. Labour migrants to different counties 2009-2012

2009 2010 2011 2012

County Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Stockholm 1,627 50.8 2,448 51.3 3,528 57.0 2,934 51.7

Uppsala 107 3.3 176 3.7 222 3.6 213 3.8

Södermanland 31 1.0 84 1.8 67 1.1 84 1.5

Östergötland 84 2.6 135 2.8 159 2.6 148 2.6

Jönköping 55 1.7 79 1.7 104 1.7 91 1.6

Kronoberg 58 1.8 69 1.4 52 0.8 92 1.6

Kalmar 28 0.9 37 0.8 38 0.6 52 0.9

Gotland 3 0.1 10 0.2 17 0.3 20 0.4

Blekinge 29 0.9 31 0.6 23 0.4 30 0.5

Skåne 346 10.8 530 11.1 564 9.1 597 10.5

Halland 37 1.2 58 1.2 58 0.9 67 1.2

Västra 
Götaland

379 11.8 570 11.9 685 11.1 686 12.1

Värmland 40 1.2 63 1.3 67 1.1 97 1.7

Örebro 47 1.5 49 1.0 93 1.5 95 1.7

Västmanland 49 1.5 80 1.7 95 1.5 92 1.6

Kopparberg 62 1.9 71 1.5 72 1.2 69 1.2

Gävleborg 47 1.5 70 1.5 95 1.5 79 1.4

Västernorrland 35 1.1 39 0.8 66 1.1 45 0.8

Jämtland 28 0.9 33 0.7 33 0.5 27 0.5

Västerbotten 65 2.0 77 1.6 94 1.5 83 1.5

Norrbotten 48 1.5 61 1.3 61 1.0 78 1.4

Total 3,205 100 4,770 100 6,193 100 5,679 100
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Table 11. Labour migrants to different municipalities 2009-2012  
(with a total of more that 50 persons)

2009 2010 2011 2012

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Upplands-
Väsby

35 1.1 45 0.9 69 1.1 46 .8

Järfälla 35 1.1 77 1.6 132 2.1 83 1.5

Huddinge 119 3.7 140 2.9 236 3.8 169 3.0

Botkyrka 95 3.0 206 4.3 299 4.8 210 3.7

Haninge 45 1.4 83 1.7 144 2.3 106 1.9

Tyresö 14 0.4 20 0.4 38 0.6 24 0.4

Täby 35 1.1 41 0.9 62 1.0 36 0.6

Danderyd 19 0.6 28 0.6 21 0.3 23 0.4

Sollentuna 43 1.3 84 1.8 119 1.9 78 1.4

Stockholm 818 25.5 1,186 24.9 1,589 25.7 1,473 25.9

Södertälje 74 2.3 141 3.0 206 3.3 180 3.2

Nacka 35 1.1 73 1.5 83 1.3 85 1.5

Sundbyberg 47 1.5 53 1.1 107 1.7 78 1.4

Solna 116 3.6 149 3.1 180 2.9 176 3.1

Lidingö 25 0.8 22 0.5 26 0.4 38 0.7

Sigtuna 20 0.6 21 0.4 93 1.5 48 0.8

Uppsala 91 2.8 139 2.9 192 3.1 191 3.4

Eskilstuna 9 0.3 33 0.7 33 0.5 51 0.9

Linköping 47 1.5 59 1.2 73 1.2 86 1.5

Norrköping 22 0.7 50 1.0 62 1.0 32 0.6

Jönköping 23 0.7 46 1.0 61 1.0 55 1.0

Älmhult 33 1.0 37 0.8 27 0.4 52 0.9

Växjö 19 0.6 21 0.4 21 0.3 32 0.6

Kalmar 12 0.4 12 0.3 14 0.2 20 0.4

Gotland 3 0.1 10 0.2 17 0.3 20 0.4

Karlskrona 20 0.6 18 0.4 18 0.3 19 0.3

Malmö 154 4.8 231 4.8 246 4.0 251 4.4

Lund 79 2.5 100 2.1 115 1.9 135 2.4

Landskrona 9 0.3 21 0.4 14 0.2 20 0.4

Helsingborg 38 1.2 91 1.9 74 1.2 91 1.6

Kristianstad 8 0.2 12 0.3 18 0.3 22 0.4

Halmstad 9 0.3 21 0.4 23 0.4 33 0.6

Göteborg 267 8.3 367 7.7 439 7.1 454 8.0

(Table 11 continues on next page)
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Mölndal 8 0.2 11 0.2 19 0.3 23 0.4

Trollhättan 8 0.2 22 0.5 14 0.2 14 0.2

Borås 24 0.7 25 0.5 38 0.6 47 0.8

Skövde 8 0.2 17 0.4 21 0.3 14 0.2

Karlstad 13 0.4 23 0.5 23 0.4 44 0.8

Örebro 28 0.9 34 0.7 58 0.9 65 1.1

Västerås 39 1.2 54 1.1 65 1.0 70 1.2

Borlänge 13 0.4 13 0.3 18 0.3 9 0.2

Ludvika 17 0.5 17 0.4 8 0.1 15 0.3

Gävle 30 0.9 35 0.7 43 0.7 26 0.5

Sundsvall 24 0.7 18 0.4 36 0.6 23 0.4

Östersund 18 0.6 16 0.3 12 0.2 14 0.2

Umeå 58 1.8 59 1.2 74 1.2 63 1.1

Luleå 22 0.7 32 0.7 25 0.4 31 0.5

3.3 Labour migrants in the labour market
This section maps the labour market status for the labour migrants 
that came to Sweden in 2009 and 2010 one year after the immigration 
year (i.e., 2010 and 2011, respectively). We look at indicators like 
employment status, occupation and income.

The requirement for a residence permit for labor migrants is that 
they have a job with a salary according to collective agreements. Despite 
these requirements, there are many labour migrants who do not work 
but still remain in the country. For the labour migrants from 2009, 
roughly 72 percent were registered as employed during 2010. The 
corresponding share for the 2010 cohort is slightly higher: 76 percent. 
Women have substantially lower employment rates in both cohorts. 
There also exist large differences between the different regions of birth, 
where the employment rate is highest for labour migrants from Europe 
(excluding EU27 and Nordic countries), Africa, South America and the 
Middle East and lowest for labour migrants from EU 27, North America 
and Oceania. Sixty-five of the 2009 labour migrants and sixty-four of 
the 2010 labour migrants, approximately 3 percent of the employed, 
were registered as entrepreneurs one year after immigration.

(Table 11 cont.)
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Table 12. Share (by sex) of employed, one year after immigration for 
2009 and 2010 labour migrants.

Men Women Total

Employed Number Employed Number Employed Number

2009 74% 2,382 65% 675 72% 3,057

2010 78% 2,976 70% 818 76% 3,794

Table 13. Share (by region of birth) of employed, one year after 
immigration for 2009 and 2010 labour migrants, percent.

2009 2010

EU27 (excluding Denmark and Finland) 52.9 61.1

Europe (excluding EU27 and Nordic countries) 80.4 80

Africa 78.8 81.1

North America 65.7 61.9

South America 80 84.2

Asia (excluding Middle East) 66.4 72.2

Oceania 50.7 50.6

Middle East 81.8 81.8

Total 72.2 76

As many as 41 percent of the 2009 labour migrants and 36 percent of 
the 2010 cohort had either no or a very low income (below SEK 13,000 
per month) one year after immigrating. We can therefore conclude that 
a significantly large share of the labour migrants does not live up to the 
terms that were stated in the application for a work permit. At the other 
side of the income distribution, few labour migrants are high income 
earners. Only 8 percent of the 2009 labour migrants have an income of 
more than SEK 40,000 per month the year after immigration. 
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Table 14. Monthly income, one year after immigration for 2009 and 2010 
labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

Income (SEK) Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

0 587 19.2 586 15.4

1-13,000 659 22 778 21

13,001-25,000 1,154 38 1,773 47

25,001-40,000 408 13 434 11

40001- 239 8 223 6

Total 3,047 100 3,794 100

Labour migrants are often employed in small workplaces, and 843 of 
the 2,448 (34 percent) 2009 labour migrants with a registered employer 
were employed at a workplace with less than 7 employees. For the 2010 
migrants, the corresponding number was 1,291 of 3,176 (41 percent).

Table 15. Number of employees at the workplace, one year after 
immigration for 2009 and 2010 labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

1 136 4.4 188 5.0

2-3 337 11 493 13

4-6 370 12 610 16

7-10 290 9 384 10

11-20 284 9 375 10

20-40 230 8 315 8

41-100 279 9 279 7

101-200 102 3 166 4

201- 443 14 400 11

Total, registered 2,448 80.1 3,176 83.7

No data 609 19.9 618 16.3

Total 3,057 100 3,794 100
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Tables 16-20 provide detailed descriptions of the occupations and 
industries in which the 2009 and 2010 labour migrants work and 
the incomes they earn one year after immigration. The most common 
occupational groups for the 2009 cohort are housekeeping and 
restaurant services workers (18.2 percent), computing specialists (7.2 
percent), helpers and cleaners (6.9 percent) and helpers in restaurants 
(5.4 percent). In 2010, they were housekeeping and restaurant services 
workers (16.6 percent), helpers in restaurants (9.6 percent), helpers and 
cleaners (8.9 percent) and food processing and related trade workers 
(6.1 percent). The main difference between the years is that the 2010 
cohort more frequently works in relatively low-skilled occupations in the 
private service sector, while fewer come to work as computer specialists. 
This pattern also emerges when looking at in which industry they work: 
the accommodation and food service industries are dominant for both 
the 2009 (24 percent) and 2010 (29 percent) cohorts. 

Table 19 and 20 show the mean income for the most common 
occupations and industries in which the 2009 and 2010 labour migrants 
are working. Both cohorts have a mean average income of around SEK 
19,000 per month the year after immigration. The income is high in 
occupations like directors and chief executives and other specialist 
managers. At the same time, the incomes are very low in several of the 
occupations in which many labour migrants work. For other personal 
service workers, the mean income is below SEK 10,000, and in many 
occupations in the private service sector, the average income is around 
SEK 15,000 or lower. In the largest occupational group (housekeeping 
and restaurant service workers), the mean monthly income is around 
SEK 13,500, which is well below what the collective agreements 
stipulate. 
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Table 16. Occupation according to the Swedish Standard Classification 
of Occupations (SSYK 3) one year after immigration for 2009 and 2010 
labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

SSYK 3 Occupation Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Unknown  363 11.9 393 10.4

121 Directors and chief executives 24 0.8 24 0.6

122 Production and operations 
managers

9 0.3 19 0.5

123 Other specialist managers 61 2.0 59 1.6

131 Managers of small enterprises 34 1.1 44 1.2

211 Physicists, chemists and related 
professionals

20 0.7 15 0.4

212 Mathematicians and statis-
ticians

1 0.0 3 0.1

213 Computing professionals 220 7.2 148 3.9

214 Architects, engineers and 
related professionals

101 3.3 107 2.8

221 Life science professionals 13 0.4 10 0.3

222 Health professionals (except 
nursing)

31 1.0 24 0.6

231 College, university and higher 
education teaching profes-
sionals

80 2.6 79 2.1

232 Secondary education teaching 
professionals

5 0.2 3 0.1

233 Primary education teaching 
professionals

22 0.7 20 0.5

234 Special education teaching 
professionals

1 0.0 1 0.0

235 Other teaching professionals 2 0.1   

241 Business professionals 76 2.5 61 1.6

242 Legal professionals 1 0.0 6 0.2

243 Archivists, librarians and 
related information profes-
sionals

1 0.0   

244 Social science and linguistics 
professionals (except social 
work professionals)

8 0.3 3 0.1

245 Writers and creative or 
performing artists

20 0.7 17 0.4

246 Religious professionals 12 0.4 7 0.2

247 Public service administrative 
professionals

3 0.1 1 0.0

(Table 16 continues on next page)
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248 Administrative professionals of 
special-interest organisations

1 0.0   

249 Psychologists, social work and 
related professionals

1 0.0 1 0.0

311 Physical and engineering 
science technicians

68 2.2 59 1.6

312 Computer associate profes-
sionals

26 0.9 12 0.3

313 Optical and electronic 
equipment operators

7 0.2 9 0.2

314 Ship and aircraft controllers 
and technicians

2 0.1 1 0.0

315 Safety and quality inspectors 4 0.1   

321 Agronomy and forestry 
technicians

  2 0.1

322 Health associate professionals 
(except nursing)

16 0.5 15 0.4

331 Pre-primary education teaching 
associate professionals

1 0.0   

332 Other teaching associate 
professionals

3 0.1 1 0.0

341 Finance and sales associate 
professionals

59 1.9 64 1.7

342 Business services agents and 
trade brokers

1 0.0 5 0.1

343 Administrative associate profes-
sionals

15 0.5 30 0.8

346 Social work associate profes-
sionals

4 0.1 6 0.2

347 Artistic, entertainment and 
sports associate professionals

43 1.4 29 0.8

348 Religious associate profes-
sionals

4 0.1 6 0.2

411 Office secretaries and data 
entry operators

3 0.1 5 0.1

412 Numerical clerks 6 0.2 5 0.1

413 Stores and transport clerks 24 0.8 32 0.8

415 Mail carriers and sorting clerks 1 0.0   

419 Other office clerks 27 0.9 26 0.7

421 Cashiers, tellers and related 
clerks

6 0.2 7 0.2

422 Client information clerks 6 0.2 8 0.2

511 Travel attendants and related 
workers

1 0.0 3 0.1

(Table 16 cont.)
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512 Housekeeping and restaurant 
services workers

557 18.2 631 16.6

513 Personal care and related 
workers

108 3.5 142 3.7

514 Other personal services 
workers

50 1.6 64 1.7

515 Protective services workers   3 0.1

522 Shop and stall salespersons 
and demonstrators

41 1.3 85 2.2

611 Market gardeners and crop 
growers

9 0.3 12 0.3

612 Animal producers and related 
workers

19 0.6 15 0.4

613 Crop and animal producers 4 0.1 13 0.3

614 Forestry and related workers 2 0.1 3 0.1

711 Miners, shot firers, stonecutters 
and carvers

2 0.1 4 0.1

712 Building frame and related 
trades workers

80 2.6 129 3.4

713 Building finishers and related 
trades workers

33 1.1 44 1.2

714 Painters, building structure 
cleaners and related trades 
workers

7 0.2 19 0.5

721 Metal moulders, welders, 
sheet-metal workers, structural-
metal preparers and related 
trades workers

19 0.6 20 0.5

722 Blacksmiths, tool-makers and 
related trades workers

2 0.1 2 0.1

723 Machinery mechanics and 
fitters

40 1.3 45 1.2

724 Electrical and electronic 
equipment mechanics and fitters

26 0.9 17 0.4

731 Precision workers in metal and 
related materials

2 0.1 3 0.1

732 Potters, glass-makers and 
related trades workers

1 0.0   

733 Handicraft workers in wood, 
textile, leather and related 
materials

  2 0.1

741 Food processing and related 
trades workers

108 3.5 231 6.1

(Table 16 continues on next page)
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742 Wood treaters, cabinet-makers 
and related trades workers

2 0.1 3 0.1

743 Garment and related trades 
workers

4 0.1 17 0.4

744 Pelt, leather and shoemaking 
trades workers

1 0.0 9 0.2

812 Metal-processing-plant 
operators

1 0.0   

814 Wood-processing- and 
papermaking-plant operators

  2 0.1

821 Metal- and mineral-products 
machine operators

4 0.1 4 0.1

822 Chemical-products machine 
operators

2 0.1 2 0.1

823 Rubber- and plastic-products 
machine operators

  2 0.1

824 Wood-products machine 
operators

2 0.1 5 0.1

825 Printing-, binding- and paper-
products machine operators

  1 0.0

826 Textile-, fur- and leather-
products machine operators

6 0.2 22 0.6

827 Food and related products 
machine operators

14 0.5 23 0.6

828 Assemblers 6 0.2 20 0.5

829 Other machine operators and 
assemblers

1 0.0 4 0.1

832 Motor-vehicle drivers 14 0.5 12 0.3

833 Agricultural and other mobile-
plant operators

5 0.2 20 0.5

911 Street vendors and market 
salespersons

2 0.1 5 0.1

912 Helpers and cleaners 210 6.9 339 8.9

913 Helpers in restaurants 166 5.4 364 9.6

914 Doorkeepers, newspaper and 
package deliverers and related 
workers

25 0.8 31 0.8

915 Garbage collectors and related 
labourers

3 0.1 3 0.1

919 Other sales and services 
elementary occupations

16 0.5 12 0.3

921 Agricultural, fishery and related 
labourers

10 0.3 10 0.3

(Table 16 cont.)

(Table 16 continues on next page)



42

931 Mining and construction 
labourers

3 0.1 6 0.2

932 Manufacturing labourers 11 0.4 20 0.5

933 Transport labourers and freight 
handlers

2 0.1 4 0.1

Total  3,057 100 3,794 100

Table 17. Occupation according to Swedish Standard Industrial 
Classification (SNI 2007), main groups, one year after immigration  
for 2009 and 2010 labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Unknown 613 20.1 599 15.8

Agriculture, forestry and fishing 26 0.9 31 0.8

Mining and quarrying 5 0.2 0 0.0

Manufacturing 224 7.3 223 5.9

Electricity, gas, steam and air conditioning 
supply

0 0.0 1 0.0

Water supply; sewerage, waste management 
and remediation activities

4 0.1 5 0.1

Construction 105 3.4 183 4.8

Wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor 
vehicles and motorcycles

240 7.9 333 8.8

Transportation and storage 63 2.1 75 2.0

Accommodation and food service activities 721 23.6 1,097 28.9

Information and communication 196 6.4 140 3.7

Financial and insurance activities 18 0.6 11 0.3

Real estate activities 15 0.5 19 0.5

Professional, scientific and technical activities 176 5.8 203 5.4

Administrative and support service activities 245 8.0 405 10.7

Public administration and defence; compulsory 
social security

4 0.1 3 0.1

Education 166 5.4 158 4.2

Human health and social work activities 105 3.4 149 3.9

Arts, entertainment and recreation 42 1.4 30 0.8

Other service activities 86 2.8 127 3.3

Activities of extraterritorial organisations and 
bodies

3 0.1 2 0.1

Total 3,057 100 3,794 100

(Table 16 cont.)



43

Table 18. Occupation according to Swedish Standard Industrial 
Classification (SNI 2007), most common of the detailed groups,  
one year after immigration for 2009 and 2010 labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

SNI Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

26300 Manufacture of communication 
equipment

50 1.6 44 1.2

56100 Restaurants and mobile food 
service activities

693 22.7 1,054 27.8

62010 Computer programming activities 130 4.3 70 1.8

81210 General cleaning of buildings 173 5.7 283 7.5

85420 Tertiary education 123 4.0 108 2.8

88102 Social work activities without 
accommodation for disabled 
persons

51 1.7 92 2.4

Table 19. Mean monthly income after the largest occupational groups, 
one year after immigration for 2009 and 2010 labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

Ssyk3 Mean Numbers Mean Numbers

Unknown 4,027 363 6,827 393

Directors and chief executives 89,091 24 110,722 24

Other specialist managers 82,854 61 78,661 59

Managers of small enterprises 16,448 34 18,052 44

Computing professionals 24,924 220 26,539 148

Architects, engineers and related profes-
sionals

35,280 101 39,811 107

Health professionals (except nursing) 21,548 31 28,156 24

College, university and higher education 
teaching professionals

26,772 80 27,655 79

Primary education teaching professionals 21,875 22 19,816 20

Business professionals 36,836 76 41,832 61

Physical and engineering science technicians 35,774 68 45,976 59

Finance and sales associate professionals 27,184 59 29,139 64

Administrative associate professionals 22,413 15 15,591 30

Artistic, entertainment and sports associate 
professionals

24,069 43 28,850 29

Stores and transport clerks 16,750 24 17,546 32

(Table 19 continues on next page)
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Housekeeping and restaurant services 
workers

13,338 557 13,578 631

Personal care and related workers 20,011 108 18,833 142

Other personal services workers 7,092 50 9,301 64

Shop and stall salespersons and 
demonstrators

12,675 41 14,430 85

Building frame and related trades workers 15,002 80 18,008 129

Building finishers and related trades workers 17,382 33 18,009 44

Machinery mechanics and fitters 12,297 40 14,560 45

Electrical and electronic equipment 
mechanics and fitters

14,197 26 11,855 17

Food processing and related trades workers 13,831 108 13,933 231

Helpers and cleaners 15,587 210 15,131 339

Helpers in restaurants 15,069 166 14,304 364

Doorkeepers, newspaper and package 
deliverers and related workers

15,172 25 15,936 31

All labour migrants 19,049 3,057 18,900 3,794

Table 20. Mean monthly income after the largest types of industries,  
one year after immigration for 2009 and 2010 labour migrants

2009, in 2010 2010, in 2011

SNI2007 Mean Numbers Mean Numbers

Unknown 2,396 613 1,354 599

Manufacture of bread; manufacture of fresh 
pastry goods and cakes

16,895 16 16,521 27

Manufacture of communication equipment 48,071 50 57,066 44

Construction of residential and non-residential 
buildings

13,924 21 20,911 41

Joinery installation 15,286 16 17,382 45

Various other specialised construction activities 
n.e.c.

22,195 16 21,480 23

Non-specialised maintenance and repair of 
motor vehicles

11,660 27 12,797 31

Retail sale in other non specialised stores with 
food, beverages or tobacco predominating

15,587 27 14,671 42

Newspaper distribution 14,472 21 15,692 28

(Table 20 continues on next page)
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Hotels with restaurant except conference 
centres

18,204 13 15,493 21

Restaurants and mobile food service activities 14,667 693 15,126 1,054

Computer programming activities 32,241 130 40,682 70

Computer consultancy activities 35,430 19 39,550 22

Business and other management consultancy 
activities

29,479 23 38,834 29

Other research and experimental development 
on natural sciences and engineering

38,218 72 47,294 73

Temporary employment agency activities 19,773 33 18,519 72

General cleaning of buildings 16,245 173 16,424 283

Compulsory comprehensive school education 
and pre-school class

20,988 27 18,576 32

Tertiary education 24,069 123 27,263 108

Social work activities without accommodation 
for the elderly

20,810 19 19,125 22

Social work activities without accommodation 
for disabled persons

21,207 51 22,017 92

Activities of sport clubs 38,768 28 38,485 18

Physical well-being activities 8,808 31 9,185 22

Other personal service activities n.e.c. 11,468 12 10,290 21

All labour migrants 19,049 3057 18,900 3794

(Table 20 cont.)



46

4. LABOUR MIGRATION TO SURPLUS  
OR SHORTAGE OCCUPATIONS:  

THE UNEXPECTED OUTCOME OF THE NEW 
SWEDISH DEMAND-DRIVEN LABOUR 

MIGRATION POLICY

By Henrik Emilsson

Media attention concerning the new law on labour migration have 
been dominated by scandals: the trade in work permits at McDonald’s 
and in nail salons, the exploitation of seasonal workers in the forestry 
and berry-picking industries, and the substandard and illegal working 
conditions in the restaurant industry. Less attention has been focused 
on whether the reform has achieved its central goals (Timbro 2013). 
This chapter examines and analyses what has happened since the new 
law came into force in relation to the goals and expectations attached 
to it. The aim of the reform was to facilitate the recruitment of labour 
from third countries (Bill 2007/2008:147). There was no explicit 
explanation in the Bill as to why it is important to facilitate labour 
migration, but the Swedish government elaborated on the topic in 
their information material. In the short term, it is supposed to ease 
labour shortage in specific occupations and sectors, and, in the long 
term, it is one of the responses to the demographic challenges of an 
aging population (Government Offices of Sweden 2008). This message 
is still communicated by the government. One recent example is the 
statement by Sweden’s migration minister Tobias Billström, who, at the 
2013 UN Commission on Population and Development, said that “the 
main driving-force for the Swedish reform was the recognition that there 
are labour shortages in Sweden that will not be filled solely by people 
living in Sweden or in other EEA countries”.5

5 Statement April 24, 2013 at the UN Commission on Population and 
Development. Agenda item 4, general debate “National experiences 
in population matters: new trends in migration: demographic 
aspects”.
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The aim of this chapter is to analyse the outcome of the labour 
migration reform in relation to the goals stated by the government. I see 
no other feasible way to assess the outcome than to relate it to the policy 
objectives outlined in the Bill and the aforementioned short-term and 
long-term goals revealed in the government’s communications. Since the 
impact of labour migration on the demographic imbalance is expected 
to be marginal (Ekberg 2011) and difficult to assess in the short term, 
recruitment to shortage occupations is the most important indicator of 
the reform’s effectiveness. In the parliamentary debate before the decision, 
however, other ambitions and goals that are not reflected as clearly in 
the government’s official communications were expressed.6 These are 
not goals in terms of utility or economic gain; rather, they are ideological 
and moral in nature. An important argument for the new law from the 
parliamentarians from the centre-right parties and the Green Party was 
that the reform should lead to more immigration. The new migration 
law being more open than in other countries was considered important 
and a goal in and of itself. For the parliamentary majority, it was also 
important that everyone, not just the highly educated, should be able to 
come to Sweden and work.

One hypothesis in migration research with significant empirical 
support is that migration policies rarely produce the results that 
politicians wish for and expect. This so-called ‘gap theory’ (Cornelius & 
Tsuda 2004; Castles 2004) identifies two different gaps: one between the 
rhetoric and actual policies, and the other between the objectives of the 
actual policy and its outcomes. This case concerns the latter. This does 
not mean that policies are unimportant in determining who immigrates 
to a country, but few reforms within   the migration policy area occur 
without expected and unexpected side effects. 

4.1 Previous studies on the Swedish labour migration reform
There are a number of previous studies on the Swedish labour migration 
reform. Some explain why the policy was changed to be more liberal. 
Cerna (2009) interprets the reform as a shift in the balance of power 
between capital and labour, where employers’ organisations successfully 
advocated for a liberal labour migration policy, thereby reducing the 
power of the trade unions. On the other hand, Berg and Spehar (2013) 
contend the role of the actors in the labour market is not a sufficient 
explanation; rather, the reform can be explained by the preferences of 
the political parties within the framework of the Swedish party system. 
The issue of labour migration has cut across the political left-right 
scale, which brought together parties that support cosmopolitanism 

6 Parliamentary debate on Wednesday, November 12, 2008.
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and an open economy in what Zolberg (1999) describes as an “unholy 
alliance”.

Moreover, there are previous studies about the outcome of Swedish 
labour migration reform. Social partners have published a number of 
reports. The Hotel and Restaurant Union (2012) has drawn attention to 
bad working conditions in the restaurant industry. The Swedish Trade 
Union Confederation (2013) has published a comprehensive report 
which amongst others conclude that the current system is essentially a 
system for intra-corporate transfers, that a large proportion of employers 
are looking for low labour cost and not unique skills, and that the new 
law primarily has enabled labour migration to occupations for which 
there is already a large unemployed workforce in the country. On the 
other hand, employer organisations have published reports (Ekenger 
2013; Broryd and Happy 2013) that defend the reform and its outcomes 
which show that the abuse of labour migrants from third countries in 
the berry picking and forestry industry industry is limited. They have 
also pointed out that high taxes reduce Sweden’s attractiveness for 
high-skilled international talents (Wallen & Sanandaji 2013).

A more independent follow-up, commissioned by the Swedish 
government, has been conducted by the OECD (2011). Regarding the 
outcome, OECD acknowledges there has been no substantial increase 
in the numbers of work permits, but they believe this may be due to 
the economic crisis and the law being new. The reform has provided 
opportunities for recruitment to businesses and professions that 
previously were excluded, resulting in half of the work permits and 
most of the longer permits being for occupations which have no labour 
shortage. 

Emilsson (2014) found that the labour migration after the reform 
is dominated by three major categories: those moving to skilled jobs 
as computer specialists or engineers, low-skilled jobs in the private 
service industry and seasonal, berry-picking migrants. Many of the 
work permits are in occupations with a need for labour. This applies 
especially to computing professionals, engineers and technicians but 
also to seasonal workers in the berry picking industry. At the same time, 
many migrants come to work in low-skilled jobs in the private service 
sector, where there is a large surplus of available workers. Vogiazides 
and Hedberg (2013, p.225-236) have done an in-depth study of the 
labour migration to the restaurant and the berry picking industries; 
they confirm a widespread trade in work permits. It is common practice 
in the restaurant and berry picking industries for migrants to pay 
high fees to middlemen in order to get a work permit. In many cases, 
especially in the restaurant industry, workers are paid significantly 
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less and work longer hours than was stated in the employment offer 
given to the Swedish Migration Board for their assessment of the work 
permit. While some labour migrants are deceived by employers and 
middlemen, in many cases the migrants are aware that the conditions 
in the employment offer will not be met in reality. 

4.2 Method 
In order to examine the labour market position of the labour migrants, 
I have constructed an occupational classification using the Swedish 
Standard Classification of Occupations (SSYK4). All occupations 
are classified into one of four groups: surplus occupations, shortage 
occupations, other occupations and unknown occupations.

The basis for the classification is the shortage index produced by 
the Employment Service. The Employment Service’s (2013) reoccurring 
reports, Where are the jobs?, display the current labour market situation 
and prospects for around 200 occupations, covering approximately 
80 percent of employment in the labour market. Their projections 
are based on employment agencies’ assessments of professions based 
on interviews with nearly 12,000 private employers, a number of 
government employers and representatives of the various sectors in all 
the country’s municipalities. The estimation is based on the employers 
expected recruitment needs and the Employment Service’s estimate of 
the availability of suitable workers. From these estimations, a shortage 
index is created which shows a weighted average for the respective 
occupations. The projection refers to the labour market situation one 
year ahead. The assessments are graded as follows: 1 = large surplus of 
job seekers, 2 = surplus of job seekers, 3 = balance between supply and 
demand of job seekers, 4 = slight shortage of job seekers, and 5 = severe 
shortage of job seekers. A large surplus of job seekers is equivalent to 
strong competition for the available jobs, while competition is small if 
there is a severe shortage of job seekers. The Employment Service then 
divides the assessments as follows:
____________________________________________________________

4.01 to 5.00: Very low competition for jobs 
3.30 to 4.00: Little competition for jobs 
2.90 to 3.29: Balance 
2.00 to 2.89: High competition for jobs 
1.00 to 1.99: Very high competition for jobs

____________________________________________________________

In the 2013 shortage index, the Employment Service shows the 
situation from spring 2009 to spring 2013 (nine forecasts in all). We 
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want to capture the labour market situation during the whole period 
and construct an average shortage index number for all occupations. 
We want to capture those occupations with large shortages and 
surpluses. The categories ‘very high competition for jobs’ and ‘very 
low competition for jobs’ are too narrow for our purpose since they 
only capture a few occupations at both ends of the shortage index list. 
Therefore, we chose to expand the shortage and surplus categories. We 
define a shortage occupation as having an average value of 3.65-5.00 
and a surplus occupation as having an average value of 1.00-2.45. 
____________________________________________________________

3.65-5.00: Shortage occupations
2.46-3.64: Other occupations (balance)
1.00-2.45: Surplus occupations

____________________________________________________________

According to our definition, there was a shortage in thirty occupations 
and a surplus in thirty-one occupations. We have made one change 
compared to the Employment Service’s occupation shortage list. After 
a closer examination of the professions, we have chosen to place the 
cooks among surplus instead of shortage occupations. Most evidence 
shows the labour migrants who are employed as cooks are working in 
low-qualified positions that are comparable to helpers in restaurants. 
For example, Johnssons (2012) review of work permits for Iraqis shows 
that a vast majority of work permits for chefs are working at fast-food 
restaurants and pizzerias. Another indication is that, on average, the 
cooks had a lower income than helpers in restaurants, which is a surplus 
occupation.

The statistical database (see Chapter 3.1) contains information on 
employment and occupations up until 2011. By following the non-EU 
labour migrants who migrated in 2009, we can examine the situation 
two years after immigration. To gain a better understanding of the 
effects of the policy change, we compare the results with those who 
migrated for work before the new law came into force in 2008. To gain 
an additional comparison group, we also follow up on the 2009 labour 
migrants from EU countries.

4.3 Few labour migrants are working in shortage occupations
Table 22 shows the proportion of the labour migrants working in 
shortage-, surplus-, other- and unknown occupations two years after 
immigration. Of the 2,699 non-EU labour migrants who came in 2009 
and who were still registered in Sweden at the end of 2011, 11.8 percent 
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worked in shortage occupations, 38.7 percent in surplus occupations, 
38.2 percent in other occupations, and 11.3 percent had an unknown 
occupation. An investigation of those with unknown occupations 
showed that nearly 80 percent of them did not work during 2011. 
Overall, few of the 2009 non-EU labour migrants work in shortage 
occupations; however, there are more than three times as many who 
work in surplus occupations. 

A comparison of 2008 and 2009 non-EU labour migrants and their 
position on the labour market shows that a larger share of the migrants 
who came before the reform worked in shortage occupations and fewer 
in surplus occupations. Just as with the 2009 non-EU labour migrants, 
80 percent of those with an unknown occupation are unemployed, so 
it does not significantly affect the distribution between occupational 
categories. The 2009 labour migrants from the EU more often work in 
unknown occupations, making it more difficult to compare them with 
the other labour-migration cohorts. Nevertheless, EU labour migrants 
more seldom work in surplus occupations when compared to the 2009 
non-EU cohort.  

Table 22. Type of occupation for labour migrants, two years after 
immigration

Shortage 
occupations

Surplus 
occupations

Other 
occupations

Un - 
known

Total

2009 non-EU Number 319 1,044 1,031 305 2,699

% 11.8 38.7 38.2 11.3 100

2008 non-EU Number 365 281 538 385 1,569

% 23.3 17.9 34.3 24.5 100

2009 EU Number 448 606 1,217 1550 3,821

% 11.7 15.9 31.9 40.6 100

Table 23 shows which shortage occupations the different labour 
migrant cohorts worked in after two years in Sweden. Of the 2009 
labour migrants from non-EU countries, computer specialists and civil 
engineers are the largest groups. The 2008 and 2009 non-EU labour 
migrants in shortage occupations have a similar profile, but the number 
of computer specialists and civil engineers were larger for the 2008 
cohort. There is nothing indicating the new legislation increased the 
opportunities to immigrate for work in shortage occupations. The EU 
labour migrants have a different profile: doctors account for over half 
of those who work in shortage occupations.
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Table 23. Labour migrants in shortage occupations two years after 
immigration, 2008’s and 2009’s Non-EU and 2009 EU cohorts

EU 2009 Non-EU 
2009

Non-EU 
2008

Systems engineers and programmers 33 119 161

Other computer specialists 16 27 18

Civil engineers, construction and construction 3 1 1

Civil engineers, electric power 2 7 20

Civil engineers, electronics and telecommunications 19 54 100

Civil engineers, machine 4 8 18

Civil engineers, mining and metallurgy 2 1

Doctors 259 35 27

Dentists 24 1 3

Midwives 1

Emergency ward nurses 4

Secondary school teacher in vocational subjects 1 2

School and education consultants 1

Construction engineers and building technicians 11 4 2

Electrical engineers and electrical technicians 1 4 2

Mechanical engineers and machine technicians 9 9 6

Surgical nurse 1

Psychiatric ward nurses 1

Radiology nurses 2

Preschool teachers and recreation instructors 14 1

Mine workers 1

Floor layers 4 5 1

Plumbers 8 5

Sheet-metal workers 3 11 3

Motor vehicle mechanics and motor vehicle repairers 24 26 2

Total 448 319 365

Table 24 shows the average monthly income for all occupation with 
20 or more registered labour migrants two years after immigration. 
The 2009 non-EU labour migrants with a registered occupation had an 
average monthly income of SEK 21,500, which is considerably lower 
than the average wage in Sweden (SEK 29,000 in 2011). The 2008 
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non-EU and 2009 EU-labour migrants had an average income of almost 
SEK 27,000, which is much closer to the national average. There is 
no significant difference between the average income in different 
occupations among non-EU labour migrants before or after the new 
law. That the 2008 non-EU labour migrants earned on average more 
than the 2009 non-EU labour migrants depends more on the distribution 
between occupations than on income differences within occupations. 

For the most common occupation group for the non-EU labour 
migrants, systems engineers and programmers, the average income is 
SEK 14,000 lower than the average wage in the occupation. In contrast, 
engineers and others with high-skilled jobs in the private sector have 
incomes on par with their colleagues. In lower-skilled occupations in 
the private service sector, the income levels are significantly lower than 
the national average. In many of these occupations, labour migrants 
earn, on average, below the level required to get a work permit. With 
the exception of systems engineers and programmers and doctors, 
whose incomes are higher, labour migrants from the EU earn, in most 
occupations, approximately the same average income as those from 
third countries. 

Table 24. Average monthly income for occupations where 20 or more 
labour migrants work two years after the immigration year. 

Average 
monthly 
wage of 

occupation 
in 20117

2009’s 
non-EU 
labour 

migrants

2008’s 
non-EU 
labour 

migrants

2009’s 
EU labour 

migrants

Systems engineers and programmers 39,500 25,548 25,684 42,758

Other computer specialists 40,000 40,353 40,388

Civil engineers, electric power 41,500 27,544

Civil engineers, electronics and 
telecommunications

43,100 45,681 35,572

Doctors 57,400 25,896 23,332 45,145

Dentists 43,200 29,613

University and college teachers 35,500 23,465 24,235 25,386

Market analysts and marketers 41,900 42,151 48,694

Other business economists 43,400 38,637 49,127

Engineers and technicians in 
electronics and telecommunications

37,000 42,607 47,137

Computer technicians 32,100 21,892

Primary school teachers 26,300 22,391

(Table 24 continues on next page)
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B2B salespersons 35,100 36,954 39,460

Coaches, professional athletes, etc. 30,200 33,250 31,430

Warehouse assistants, etc. 24,200 19,796

Other office personnel 25,100 20,125 24,309

Chefs and cooks 22,800 13,332 12,751 15,816

Stewards, waiters and bartenders 21,800 14,974

Care assistants, personal care 
assistants, etc.

22,600 20,509 14,269

Hairdressers, beauticians, etc. 22,700 6367

Forestry workers 24,200 13,932

Masons, etc. 27,900 18,422

Construction carpenters, fitting 
carpenters, etc.

27,300 17,379

Other building and construction 
workers

25,500 18,548 18,998

Painters 24,800 16,122

Motor vehicle mechanics and motor 
vehicle repairers

24,900 14,740 21,550

Bakers and confectioners 23,500 13,896

Truck and lorry drivers 25,000 19,738

Hotel and office cleaners and others 20,200 16,085 14,101 12,193

Helpers in restaurants 20,000 15,967 14,051 12,528

Newspaper distributors, etc. 24,500 14,533

Agricultural, fishery and related 
labourers

21,300 16,853

Building and construction labourers 24,700 20,174

Total, all with a registered occupation 29,000 21,538 26,942 26,960

4.4 Why are so many coming to surplus occupations?
The follow-up shows that a large part of the labour migration goes to 
occupations without any obvious need for workers. In their evaluation 
of the law, the OECD (2011) expressed concern that so many labour 
migrants come to work in low-skilled jobs when there is a surplus 
domestic labour force. It is questionable whether this type of labour 
migration is demand-driven; rather, it seems to be driven by supply 
factors, such as a desire to leave a hopeless situation in one’s homeland. 
For some, it is an alternative to seeking asylum. In their study of Iraqi 

7 From Statistics Sweden’s salary structure statistics 

(Table 24 cont.)
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labour migrants, Pelling and Nordlund (2012) show that the main 
motive for labour migration was to leave Iraq. Migrants used contacts, 
often relatives, to get a job offer; to acquire a job offer from an employer 
on their own is perceived as unrealistic among the interviewees. The 
blending of the labour immigration system with the asylum system is 
also obvious. Approximately 50 percent of the Iraqis who got a work 
permit in 2011 had previously applied for asylum in Sweden (Jonsson 
2012), and almost all were working in low-skilled occupations.

The vast majority of cases of fraud and abuse related to the new 
law on labour migration have also occurred in low-skilled occupations 
where there is a surplus of labour. Many unions warned in advance of 
abuse of the rules, and the risk for abuse in a purely demand-driven 
model of labour migration is also highlighted in research literature. 
Thus, it is not surprising that the new possibilities the law provided also 
produced negative side effects.

The relatively large influx of labour migration to low-skilled 
occupations may be seen as an unexpected side effect, even if the law 
allowed for this category of labour migrants. Expectations were that 
employers would recruit workers to shortage occupations, but those 
who designed the rules underestimated people’s strong motivation to 
leave an adverse situation in their home countries to come to Sweden 
and Europe, as well as the magnitude and strength of the networks 
that make migration possible. Another unintended side effect is the 
mixing of the labour immigration and the asylum system. The intention 
was that asylum seekers who had been refused but who established 
themselves in the labour market would have an opportunity to remain 
in the country as labour migrants. Many previous asylum seekers who 
were granted work permits have not gone this route; more often, they 
lived as undocumented migrants or went back to their homeland only 
to return as labour migrants. An even greater number have come to the 
country as labour migrants and later applied for asylum.

The blurring of the asylum system and labour migration system is 
extensive, and it is shown not least by a majority of the 2009 labour 
migrants have applied for asylum before or after being granted a work 
permit. When a person seeks asylum in Sweden, their year of arrival is 
registered in the Swedish Migration Board’s computer system, ROSE. In 
2012, only 665 of the 2009 labour migrants did not have a registered 
year of arrival. Therefore, it appears that a large majority have claimed 
asylum: 10 percent of the labour migrants applied for asylum in the 
years before they applied for a work permit, 13 percent in the same 
year they received work permits and nearly 50 percent sometime after 
the work permit was granted.
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Table 25. Number of 2009’s labour migrants still in the country 
2012-12-31 and who have become registered as asylum-seekers with the 
Swedish Migration Board

Number Percent

Not registered as asylum seekers 665 27

Applied for asylum before 2009 257 10

Applied for asylum in 2009 325 13

Applied for asylum 2010-2012 1,238 50

Total 2,485 100

However, thus far few have been granted asylum. Only 22 people have 
been granted asylum as a person in need of protection.

While the examples above are side effects that politicians certainly 
did not expect—but that are not illegal—there are also side effects that 
are direct violations of the laws. This applies particularly to the many 
cases of abuse and exploitation linked to labour migration in low-skilled 
occupations in the private service sector. The abuses can be divided 
into two categories: situations where employers do not live up to the 
conditions of employment as specified in the employment contract 
and the sale of work permits (Swedish Confederation of Professional 
Employees 2012). In many cases, the employer wants to make money 
by false job offers or sales of work permits; however, family and friends 
often seek to help an acquaintance who wants come to Sweden but 
cannot afford to hire someone. In such cases it is not uncommon that 
labour migrants pay their own salary in order to get a work permit 
(Pelling and Nordlund 2012).

The abuses have also attracted the attention of trade unions (Hotel 
and Restaurant Union 2012; Swedish Confederation of Professional 
Employees 2012; Swedish Trade Union Confederation 2013). When 
the Hotel and Restaurant Union investigated the situation of restaurant 
workers in Stockholm, they found that almost no one who hired workers 
from third countries paid the contractual wages, that few migrants had 
prior experience in the profession and that they were in a vulnerable 
situation since they could neither speak Swedish nor English. The 
Swedish Confederation of Professional Employees has also experienced 
an increase in suspected cheating with fake employments. The abuse 
is, in part, due not only to the large amount of power that employers 
have according to the new law on labour migration but also to the 
limited opportunities the Swedish Migration Board has to counteract the 
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abuses. It is easy to manipulate the system, for the Swedish Migration 
Board may not conduct inspections or controls after a work permit 
is granted unless they are made aware of abuses by another party. As 
employees are heavily dependent on employers, they risk losing their 
work permits if abuses are reported.

The problems of cheating and exploitation are not unknown to 
the government or the Swedish Migration Board. Attempts have 
been made under the current law to curb the abuse through new 
administrative procedures. Since January 2012, extra checks are done 
in certain industries—cleaning, hotel and restaurant, and retail—where 
employers must demonstrate sufficient funds for salaries before a 
work permit is granted. If a work permit is renewed, the employee 
must produce payslips and control information. Similar rules have 
previously been introduced within the berry picking industry, which 
has also seen elements of abuses (Woolfson et al. 2012; Yimprasert 
2010). The new rules to curb abuse have probably contributed to the 
number of work permits falling slightly in 2012; nevertheless, reports 
of abuse have continued. In the end, the government and its partner, 
the Green Party, realised that something must be done; in September 
2013, they proposed changes to the law that would allow for controls 
of employment conditions, penalty-sanctioned information obligations 
for employers regarding conditions of employment, and direct access 
for the Swedish Migration Board to certain government registers and 
additional provisions for the withdrawal of work permits (Ds 2013:57). 
The proposals are to be introduced during 2014.

4.5 Discussion and Analysis
Compared with the expectations and goals of the new law, the outcome 
must be seen as a disappointment. The new law on labour migration was 
intended to facilitate labour migration from countries outside of the EU 
to fill labour shortages in specific occupations and sectors in the labour 
market and, in the long run, to ease the demographic challenge of an 
aging population. However, labour migration to shortage occupations 
is low, and few labour migrants remain in the country for a significant 
amount of time. Given that only a few thousand labour migrants stay 
in the country annually, the impact on the demographic imbalance is 
marginal. 

In a demand-driven model of labour migration, such as the Swedish 
one, we intuitively expect that labour migration happens mainly 
in shortage occupations, where employers have difficulties finding 
domestic workers; however, the new law on labour migration does 
not seem to have led to an increase in labour migration to shortage 
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occupations. This may be due to the economy turning downward in 
2009, but it is clear there were good opportunities for labour migration 
to shortage occupations even before the new law came into force. There 
were, for example, considerably more computer specialists and civil 
engineers from non-EU countries who immigrated as labour migrants 
in 2008 than in 2009. It is also clear that there is either limited or no 
labour migration to many shortage occupations, particularly those in 
healthcare. While 259 doctors migrated from EU countries for work in 
2009, the same year only 35 doctors from third countries were recruited. 
While very few nurses were recruited from EU countries, there were 
virtually none from third countries. Nothing indicates that the new law 
facilitated labour migration to shortage occupations. Labour migration 
to shortage occupations was at least as significant under the previous 
legislation. It may even be that the new law complicates recruitment to 
shortage occupations since this category of labour migrants had earlier 
been granted permanent residency immediately—this may be perceived 
as being better than the current system of temporary permits.

While overall labour immigration is limited, the new law has meant 
that completely new categories of migrants can obtain work permits. 
Many have come to work in the private service sector, which was 
previously not possible. The income in these occupations are generally 
very low, often below the threshold required for a work permit. 
However, this type of labour migration has little to do with demand for 
labour at contractual pay; it is more about supply factors (i.e., strong 
incentives to leave one’s homeland). For some, the opportunity that the 
new law for labour migration provides is an option alongside the asylum 
system. That the same person uses two different migration systems is 
thus, in this context, no surprise. Our follow-up shows that the mixing 
of the two systems is extensive; the majority of the labour migrants who 
stay in the country have applied for asylum either before or after being 
granted a work permit.

The many cases of abuse in the private service sector, which is often 
in surplus occupations, are probably also a result of supply factors. 
In many cases, it is in both the worker’s interest and the employer’s 
interest to circumvent the rules. In hindsight, it is easy to see that the 
risk of abuse in a demand-driven model for labour migration has been 
underestimated and that the lawmakers made   a miscalculation when 
they relied fully on employers. The driving forces to leave one’s country 
are often significant, and with the help of ethnic networks and payment 
to intermediaries in the migration industry, a person can come as a 
labour migrant to an occupation with a surplus of available workers.
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Most countries have abandoned pure demand-driven or supply-
driven models of labour migration. Both have their advantages and 
disadvantages, but, by combining both models, the disadvantages can 
be minimised and the benefits maximised. If one wants to increase 
labour migration to shortage occupations, the Swedish demand-driven 
model probably needs to be combined with elements from supply-driven 
models. For example, this could be, as with the previous legislation, to 
offer permanent residency to those who migrate to shortage occupations. 
To be able to recruit workers to occupations that require national 
certification, such as doctors and nurses, special efforts are needed in 
which the state must be more active. To recruit such labour migrants, 
one must either abandon the current requirements for immediate 
employment or arrange supplementary training in labour migrants’ 
home countries.

In many ways, the old model of regulating labour migration seems 
more suitable for achieving the objectives of the new law. The old 
model was also demand-driven and allowed immigration to shortage 
occupations, and this seems to have led to labour migration to shortage 
occupations that were at least as extensive as today. However, the 
previous system limited labour migration to surplus occupations; this 
prevented abuse and exploitation, which are strongly linked to surplus 
occupations in particular. The old model also allowed permanent 
residency to the categories of labour migrants working in areas in 
which a long-term shortage was expected. The previous law was also 
flexible in that the Employment Service had statutory discretion to 
change the guidelines to reflect changing needs in the labour market. 
The disadvantage was that the labour migrants with temporary work 
permits had few opportunities to stay in Sweden.
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5. MIGRATION AND INTEGRATION OF 
HIGH-SKILLED MIGRANTS IN SWEDEN

By Karin Magnusson & Sayaka Osanami Törngren

This chapter is based on an interview study with fifty-five high-skilled 
migrants who are third-country nationals, who either immigrated to 
Sweden for work after 2009 or came to Sweden to study before 2009 
and decided to stay and work in Sweden after 20098. High-skilled 
workers are usually defined as “having a university degree or extensive/
equivalent experience in a given field,” according to Iredale (2001:8). 
This study defines high-skilled migrants as migrants who possess at 
least a bachelor’s degree and engage in occupations where university 
education is required. Through interviews, the study acquires deeper 
insights into high-skilled migrants’ experiences of migration and 
integration in Sweden.

The focus of our interviews is on high-skilled migrants that has 
not received much attention in the Swedish public debate. A debate 
that in recent years has focused on seasonal workers and migrants 
in low-skilled jobs (Landsorganisationen i Sverige 2013). European 
Migration Network Sweden’s report states that the reform of the labor 
migration law that was enacted in 2008 “has had a positive impact 
on the attraction of highly qualified and qualified third-country 
nationals, even if the policies and measures adopted do not focus on 
this group only” (Parusel 2013:7). Parusel’s report does not have any 
empirical evidence as to how the new labor migration law has positively 
impacted the attraction of high-skilled migrants. This interview study 
specifically focuses on high-skilled migrants and explores their decisions 
to immigrate to Sweden, their experiences of migration, and their 
integration into Swedish society. This study provides insights about 
Sweden’s possibilities to attract high-skilled migrants and identifies some 
of the challenges that they meet in the Swedish society. The purpose 
with this chapter is to describe how the interviewees experience their 
situation in Sweden.

8 The exact year of immigration can be found in Appendix 1.
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The introduction is followed by short discussions on the method 
used in this study and on relevant perspectives on migration and 
integration. The analysis of the fifty-five interviews is divided into two 
sections: The first section, Why Sweden? Understanding the Experiences 
and Decisions Regarding Migration Among High-Skilled Migrants in 
Sweden, explores high-skilled immigrants’ decisions to come to Sweden, 
their experiences of getting a work permit, and their intentions as regards 
staying in or leaving Sweden. The second section, What is Integration? 
Sociocultural Integration of High-Skilled Migrants in Sweden, analyzes 
the sociocultural integration of high-skilled migrants. By exploring their 
statements in regard to language, friendship, connection to Sweden, 
citizenship, accommodation, and discrimination, the second section 
investigates their integration process and that which they identify as 
important for becoming part of Swedish society. 

5.1 Method
A total of fifty-five interviews were carried out during fall 2013. The 
study recruited interviewees through two channels: by contacting 
companies that hire high-skilled migrants and by posting information 
about the project on social media. In both cases, migrants themselves 
contacted the researchers working with the project and expressed their 
wish to participate in the study. The interviewees were, therefore, 
self-selected. This means that the interviewees may not be considered 
representative for the whole high-skilled migrant population. It can be 
that interviewees who have had more positive experiences than average 
may have contacted the researchers to a larger extent. It can also be 
the case that persons who have clear opinions about the migration law 
in Sweden may have contacted the researchers to a larger extent. The 
Swedish Migration Board provided the project with a list of companies 
that sponsored work permits in 2012. Companies that offer high-skilled 
jobs were selected from the list and were approached with information 
about the study. A contact person from the companies then forwarded 
information about the study to high-skilled employees. The social 
media used to spread the information about the project were Facebook, 
The Local, InterNations, and Expat Blogs. In the case of Facebook, 
the information was posted on ethnic organizations’ Facebook pages, 
such as Indian, Japanese, Chinese, and American associations. On the 
other social media forums, the information was posted on the general 
discussion forum. The project managed to attract interviewees through 
Facebook, The Local, and Expat Blogs, but not from InterNations. 

The second chapter describes that labor migrants in general only 
stay in Sweden for a short time. Specifically speaking, only one third 
of the high-skilled migrants stay in Sweden for more than one year. 
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The interviewees in this chapter deviate from the total labor migrant 
population since the majority of the interviewees has been living in 
Sweden at least one year at the time of the interview and plan to stay 
another year or more. The interviewees’ experiences are not based on 
a short temporary move through intercorporate transfers, but rather 
based on a self-initiated migration to Sweden. As the statistics given 
in the second chapter showed, around 2000 to 3000 work permits 
were granted to IT specialists between the year 2009 and 2012. IT 
specialists are among the most common occupations that high-skilled 
labor migrants in Sweden engage in, and the majority of the fifty-five 
interviewees in this study also engage in this occupation. A typical labor 
migrant being a young men living in Stockholm area coincides with 
the interviewees as well. The majority of the interviewees were men 
(80%), younger than fourty, and lived in one of the three largest cities 
in Sweden, Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmo. The only deviance 
between the total population and the interviewees when it comes to the 
place of residence is that a large part of the interviewees lives in Malmo 
and Lund. This is since the researchers were located in Malmo and 
recruitment of the interviewees focused on the southern Swedish regions. 
The statistics shows that a large part of the high-skilled migrants come 
from India and China and work in large multinational companies. This 
description fits the interviewees as well: Interviewees work in large (more 
than 1000 employees), often multinational companies. Nineteen of the 
fifty-five interviewees come from India. The researchers managed to 
interview only four high-skilled migrants from China which can be seen 
as underrepresented, however the countries of origins of the fifty-five 
interviewees mirror the thirty most common countries of origins of labor 
migrants in Sweden.

Among the fifty-five interviewees, thirty-one migrated to Sweden 
with a work permit. Seven were living and working in Sweden because 
of intercorporate transfer, and the rest self-initiated their migration to 
Sweden. Among the seven who are in Sweden because of intercorporate 
transfer, four have stayed in Sweden for only short periods (on 
assignments lasting approximately six months) on one or more occasions 
since 2008. The rest of the interviewees applied for jobs through inter-
corporate or internal recruitment, professional or personal contacts, 
and employment advertisements, and a few have been head-hunted. 
Twenty-two of the interviewees came to Sweden to acquire a master’s 
degree, have since obtained a job, and are currently staying in Sweden 
on a work permit. The twenty-two who came initially as students 
most often applied for jobs through different recruitment sites (N=14), 
while one third of them received a job offer through personal contacts 
(N=8). One interviewee came with a student permit, switched to a work 



63

permit when he finished his education, and now has a residence permit 
based on family ties since he married a Swedish citizen. Three of the 
interviewees experienced circular migration: they resided in Sweden for 
a certain period of time before 2009, went back to their home country 
or a third country to work, then returned to Sweden with a work 
permit after 2009. The age of the interviewees ranged from twenties 
to fifties, and their countries of origin largely represent the top thirty 
sending countries for labor migrants9. Thirty-five of the interviewees 
had a permanent contract in Sweden, eight had a permanent contract 
in their home country, and the rest had a temporary contract. Detailed 
information on the interviewees can be found in Appendix 1.

The interviews were carried out by two researchers10. The majority 
of the interviews were conducted in English, with the exception of five 
interviews carried out in Japanese and one in Swedish. The interview 
questions focused mainly on two themes: the migration process and 
the integration process. The migration process concerns the experience 
of finding a job in Sweden, the process of getting a work permit, and 
the move to Sweden; moreover, questions concerning migration include 
inquiries into why high-skilled migrants wish to stay in Sweden or why 
not. The integration process focuses on the daily lives and settlement 
of the high-skilled migrants, from learning Swedish and establishing 
friendships with the local population to experiences of discrimination. 
Thirty-three interviews were conducted on the telephone, and the rest 
were conducted in person. All of the interviews were digitally recorded 
with the permission of the interviewees. The length of the interviews 
varied from about thirty minutes to ninety minutes. The names of the 
interviewees were changed to some of the most popular Swedish names 
that are used internationally in order to protect their anonymity.

Statistical claims are made in the analysis not only in the form of 
terms such as majority, some, or many, but also in explicit numerical 
forms. Maxwell claims that incorporating numbers when presenting 
qualitative material gives precision as to how frequent or typical a 
particular phenomenon is (2010). Introducing numbers in qualitative 
research gives qualitative inquiries possibilities to generalize and 
characterize the results within the setting or collection of material 
analyzed, to identify the diversity of results and patterns that are 
not obvious from the unquantified data, and to adequately provide 
evidence for the interpretations that the study makes (Maxwell 2010). 

9 http://www.migrationsverket.se/download/18.43648b4513b902d4
2692f60/Beviljade+uppeh%C3%A5llstillst%C3%A5nd+och+regis
trerade+uppeh%C3%A5llsr%C3%A4tter+2012.pdf

10  Karin Magnusson and Sayaka Osanami Törngren
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The numerical forms in the analysis only present the frequency of the 
statements made by the fifty-five interviewees. The authors cannot stress 
enough that the purpose of presenting these numbers is not to claim that 
the results are representative all high-skilled immigrants but rather to 
establish that the themes and findings presented are characteristic of the 
interviewees’ experiences that have been analyzed. 

5.2 Perspectives of migration and integration

5.2.1 Migration
Overview of migration theories
High-skilled labor is not a new phenomenon; however, the competition 
for high-skilled migrants has increased globally in recent years (Shachar 
2006). This section introduces some of the theories and literature 
on migration that are relevant in understanding the migration of 
high-skilled migrants to Sweden. 

One of the oldest and most well-known theories used to explain 
international migration, neoclassical economic theory, describes how 
migration is driven by the supply and demand of different countries’ 
labor markets (Massey et al. 1993; Messina & Lahav 2006). For 
example, the Harris-Todaro model assumes that migration is motivated 
by “the desire for individual income maximization based on rational 
comparison of the relative costs and benefits of remaining at home or 
moving” (Castles 2010:1572). Critiques of the neoclassical economic 
theory led to the development of “the new economics of migration”, 
which focuses on a family (or household) decision to maximize economic 
activities. The new economics of migration treats migration not as an 
individual choice but as a collective choice; nevertheless, the focus is on 
the economic aspects of migration (Castles 2002; Massey et al. 1993; 
Messina & Lahav 2006). 

Castles (2010) argues that the economic theories of migration have 
not been useful for understanding the actual migration experiences of the 
migrants. In his view, the new economics of migration takes into account 
the complexity of the migration process being not solely dependent on 
the individual; however, it fails to recognize the non-economic factors 
that affect migration. Castles emphasizes the importance of analyzing 
the complexity of migratory processes, stating that the context that 
links migration and other economic, social, political, and cultural 
relationships should not be overlooked (2010). Some literature identifies 
the mechanisms for the migration of high-skilled migrants and sheds 
light on the non-economic factors that can affect their decision to 
migrate. Shachar (2006) discusses how knowledge—in other words, 
education and skills—is one of the important types of capital individuals 
acquire to make them more attractive and competitive. For example, the 
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US, Canada, the UK, and Australia created migration policies to attract 
highly educated and skilled migrants. In this “race for talent,” Shachar 
argues that the possibility of obtaining citizenship attracts high-skilled 
migrants. High-skilled migrants who self-initiate their migration are 
assumed to migrate to a country that offers not only career opportunities 
but also prospects for their families to establish a stable life. High-skilled 
migrants wish to establish themselves in the host countries, and the 
question of citizenship becomes a crucial factor in the decision-making 
process (Shachar 2006). Correspondingly, Iredale argues that it is not 
only the economic reasons but also the reception by the host country 
that is important for high-skilled migrants, for the global demand for 
skilled workers gives the high-skilled migrants greater choice as to where 
they migrate. In other words, Iredale argues that the social aspects 
become a significant aspect considered by high-skilled migrants when 
they have multiple career opportunities in different countries. Iredale 
takes IT professionals as a specific case:

IT professionals can integrate professionally into most locations as there 
are few accreditation barriers, but perceived opportunities in the industry, 
lifestyle factors and the host societies’ attitude towards immigrants become 
very important criteria for deciding the destination. (Iredale 2001:19) 

Thorn (2009) examines the mobility of New Zealanders who self-initiated 
their move abroad in order to work and shows how non-economic 
factors can affect the decision to migrate. He concludes that their 
migration is based on a range of motives, not only due to economic 
benefits but also cultural experiences and travel opportunities, political 
environment, quality of life, and personal relationships (Thorn 2009). 

Shachar (2006), Iredale (2001) and Thorn’s (2009) studies all indicate 
the importance of considering the non-economic factors that can affect 
high-skilled migrants’ decision to migrate. In Sweden these social factors 
are important to take into account especially since Sweden identifies 
“the possibilities for close relatives to accompany a labor migrant to 
Sweden, and the Swedish welfare system in general” as factors that may 
positively influence the decision of high-skilled migrants to migrate to 
Sweden, according to EMN Sweden report (Parusel 2013).

Student migration
In this study, a substantial proportion of the interviewees arrived in 
Sweden as students, obtained jobs, and stayed in Sweden after the 
completion of their studies. Sweden offered free education for non-EU 
citizens until the fall term of 2011. Collins notes that the cost of 
education plays a significant role in the decision of where to study for 
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international students (Collins 2008). The statistics in Sweden show a 
significant decline in the number of persons who are applying for student 
permits since 2011 when the tuition was enforced (Parusel 2012:23). 

Eskelä studies international degree students in Finland and concludes 
that it is conceptually challenging to separate student and labor migration 
(Eskelä 2013). As Iredale’s typology of skilled migrants suggests, many 
migrants are former international students who make the choice to 
stay and work in the host country (Iredale 2001); this tendency can 
be observed in Sweden today. An EMN Sweden report shows that the 
number of third-country nationals who have changed their immigration 
status from student to worker and were granted a work permit has 
increased in the last couple of years (Parusel 2012:35). Ziguras and 
Law investigate the case of Australia, one of the few countries that 
explicitly links international student mobility with skilled migration, 
and show that increasing numbers of international students are taking 
up permanent residence in Australia after completing their education. 
They conclude that the possibility of obtaining permanent residency in 
the host country is an attractive aspect even for international students 
who may not intend to settle permanently since it will provide them with 
an option to live and work in the host country for a certain period of 
time (Ziguras & Law 2006). It is important to see international students 
as actors of high-skilled migration, especially in Sweden, where student 
permits allow students to work during the period of study without any 
restrictions on duration, profession, or employer. 

5.2.2 Swedish perspectives on integration
There are multiple definitions and aspects of integration. Diaz presents a 
definition of integration that acknowledges the complexity of the term: 

• Economic integration: Incorporation into the labor market by 
access to income and occupational positions;

• Social integration: Access to a Swedish social network where 
contacts with natives can be developed;

• Political integration: Naturalization, voting participation, 
representation in political institutions;

• Communicative integration: Access to information and language;

• Family integration: Access to social networks including Swedish 
relatives through intermarriage, and cohabitation;

• Residential integration: Access to quality accommodation and 
development of ethnically mixed residential areas;

• Personal integration: Satisfaction with life in Sweden.  
(Diaz 1993: 76)
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The numerous dimensions of integration have not been emphasized 
in the Swedish integration debate, which has in recent years primarily 
focused on one aspect: economic integration. Since the interviewees 
in our study are employed, we shift the focus away from economic 
integration; instead, we shed light on other important factors for gaining 
access to the receiving society. 

The previous focus on economic integration might be explained 
by the Swedish government trying to balance that most immigrants 
to Sweden since the 1970s have not come because of labor market 
opportunities but for humanitarian reasons or family reunification 
(Lundh and Ohlsson 1999:27-8). Refugees and their relatives participate 
to a relatively low degree on the Swedish labor market, and Swedish 
integration measures are mainly directed at those migrant groups 
(Parusel 2013:17). Labor migrants, on the other hand, are not seen as 
a group in need of integration efforts: “Apart from language tuition, 
there are no programmes or measures that are specifically targeted at 
integration or training of persons who come to Sweden through labour 
immigration” (Parusel 2013:17). 

The lack of focus on labor migrants can also be detected by the 
few Swedish studies on the subject. One of the few studies on labor 
migrants was conducted by Oxford Research, which performed a survey 
of highly educated labor migrants in Sweden and concluded that many 
of them wanted to integrate in Sweden but found it difficult to make 
Swedish friends and for their partners to find jobs (Oxford Research 
2009:5). Moreover, Wallen and Sanadaji’s study shows that Sweden is 
rated below average among the OECD countries when it comes to newly 
arrived immigrants being employed in the workfield which requires 
university education (2012:22). The same study concludes that highly 
educated migrants is the group that is less likely to receive permanent 
residency in Sweden (Wallen and Sanandaji 2012:17). A large part of 
labor migrants only stay for a short period of time in Sweden compared 
to migrants who come to Sweden on humanitarian grounds or family 
reunification. 

We study a group that has not received a lot of attention in the 
Swedish migration discourse since it is a small group in numbers and 
also not seen as in need of integration efforts since they are employed. 
The fact that our interviewees are employed allows us to focus on other 
dimensions of integration that are important when gaining access to the 
Swedish society. 



68

5.3 Why Sweden? Understanding the Experiences and Decisions 
Regarding Migration among High-Skilled Migrants in Sweden
Based on the fifty-five interviews with high-skilled labor migrants, this 
section explores high-skilled migrants’ decisions to come to Sweden, 
their experiences of getting a work permit, and their intentions as 
regards staying in or leaving Sweden. Through the exploration of the 
experiences of migration and the explanations and reasons interviewees 
give for staying in or leaving Sweden, the analysis will indicate what 
aspects of Sweden are attractive for high-skilled migrants. 

5.3.1 Why migrate to Sweden?
When analyzing the interview material, it became clear that a large 
majority of the interviewees based their decision to migrate to Sweden on 
economic factors. Twenty-five interviewees answered that they migrated 
to Sweden because of work opportunities. As mentioned in the method 
section, seven interviewees were living and working in Sweden because 
of their expatriate assignments, and the rest self-initiated their migration 
to Sweden. For those seven expatriates, it is obvious that their companys 
decided they should be transferred to Sweden; however, the rest of the 
interviewees made an individual choice to move to Sweden. That the 
majority of the interviewees made the choice to migrate to Sweden based 
on economic factors may be because a large majority of them were single 
young men at the time of migration. For example, a study of highly 
educated New Zealanders who move abroad to work shows that male 
respondents valued career and economic motives for migration more 
than female respondents (Thorn 2009). Moreover, basing the decision to 
migrate on economic factors may be specific to the fifty-five high-skilled 
migrants interviewed as the majority of them (N=37) work in the field 
of engineering and technics; skilled migrants working in this field tend 
to make the choice to migrate largely according to what they believe is 
the most rewarding for them (Mahroum 2000). 

Even though the majority of the interviewees decided to migrate 
to Sweden based on career opportunities, the decision was not always 
driven by the motivation to maximize income. Eight interviewees said 
they earn more than they did in their home countries, while seven claimed 
they earn less: their migration to Sweden cannot be explained through 
economic theories of migration, which identify income differences 
in different countries as the reason for migration (Messina & Lahav 
2006). Eric, one of the interviewees who claimed to make less money in 
Sweden than in his home country, said his decision to come to Sweden 
was not based on a short-term economic perspective but on a more 
long-term perspective, even though he was aware his income would 
decline significantly: “I thought the experience at the headquarter would 
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be beneficial later on, even though the salary may be lower” (Interview 
with Eric). Here it can be argued that Eric made his choice according 
to what he believed was the most rewarding for him; however, this was 
not based on income but on the future prospect of career advancement. 
Another interviewee, Joseph, explained that he and his wife were aware 
that they would not be earning as much money in Sweden as they could 
have in other countries, such as the US. For Joseph, the quality of the 
work that he engages in and the possibility to play a crucial part in the 
development of technology and in his field was more attractive than the 
salary itself; it is clear that Joseph’s motivation to migrate to Sweden was 
not to maximize his family’s income. As Joseph’s explanation indicates, 
Sweden is known for IT and software engineering, which was highly 
valued and seen as something attractive about Sweden. 

Sweden’s good reputation in the fields of engineering and technology 
was one of the crucial aspects for some of the interviewees, especially 
those who chose to study in Sweden. The availability of education in 
English makes the choice possible. Furthermore, the cost of education 
plays an important role in the decisions of international students (Collins 
2008; Eskelä 2013), as shown in Sweden. University education in Sweden 
was free to everyone until 2011; however, since the autumn term of 
2011, international students coming from non-EU/EEA countries must 
pay application and tuition fees to study in Sweden. All the interviewees 
who were former students came to Sweden before 2011, and the 
majority of them named “free education” as their main reason for 
coming to Sweden. Moreover, many studied engineering at highly ranked 
universities, and they valued these rankings. For example, some of the 
interviewees were accepted to different universities in different countries, 
yet they chose Sweden both due to the ranking of the universities and 
due to the free tuition. Many of them mentioned they thought not only 
about the quality of the education but also about career opportunities 
after the studies, which can be reflected back to Sweden’s reputation of 
being advanced in the field of engineering.

Even though the majority of the interviewees chose to migrate to 
Sweden based on available jobs and career opportunities, it is important 
to note that a large proportion of the interviewees also focused on 
the social advantages of living in Sweden. As previous studies on 
international students in Finland and self-initiated skilled migrants from 
New Zealand suggest (Eskelä 2013; Thorn 2009), the possibility of 
travelling and experiencing new environments and cultures was one of 
the aspects that many of the interviewees mentioned as an advantage of 
living in Sweden. Many named that Sweden, as a part of Europe, offers 
an international environment and the possibility to travel, which was 
also part of their decision to migrate to Sweden. 
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The possibility to bring close family was mentioned by only two 
interviewees as the reason for choosing Sweden as a destination and 
was not suggested by other interviewees to be a major reason for doing 
so. However, some interviewees named other reasons for moving to 
Sweden, such as possibility of family members receiving a job offer or 
having a prior relationship with a Swede.

Ten of the interviewees answered that their choice to move to Sweden 
was based on the idea of Sweden offering them a comfortable and good 
standard of life. Many interviewees expressed that it is possible to have 
a good balance between work and private life in Sweden. Adam had a 
choice of migrating to a country other than Sweden but decided to choose 
Sweden because he valued the social life more than the economic aspects:

It was a dilemma, and I had to choose the USA or Sweden. For me, it was 
an easy choice. I chose Sweden over the US even though my brother is there 
and even though the salary is more and the taxes are less there. I still chose 
Sweden. For me, work-life balance is more important than salary. Then I 
had to convince my parents and friends because most of them don’t know 
about Sweden. [They asked,] “Why are you choosing Sweden over the USA?” 
(Interview with Adam)

As mentioned earlier, the availability of education in English was an 
essential factor for former international students who chose Sweden 
as their destination. Alexander said, “Even though I got admitted to 
other universities—in Berlin, for example—I chose Sweden so I could 
easily integrate” (Interview with Alexander). As Alexander infers, 
an understanding that Sweden is a country where communication in 
English is widely accepted was expressed by many of the interviewees. 
This understanding seemed to have played a positive role in the decision-
making process, especially for those who planned to stay in Sweden for 
a longer period of time, as Oscar stated:

It would be harder to make a commitment to a country with a very 
different culture. ”I was familiar enough here to know that most of the 
people speak very good English. The language was not going to be a 
barrier.” (Interview with Oscar)

To the question “What did you know of Sweden before coming 
here?” all except two interviewees answered, “nothing.” Two of the 
interviewees specifically mentioned that they did not even plan to 
migrate to Sweden but that it just happened. This striking lack of 
knowledge about Sweden before migrating corresponds to Eskelä’s 
(2013) example of international students in Finland. Only a few of the 
interviewees migrated to Sweden specifically because they wanted to 
come to Sweden and they had knowledge about Sweden. Philip is among 
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the few who migrated to Sweden because of his interest in the country; 
this interest arose when he studied at a university in his home country. 
His words suggest a curiosity and a desire to learn about Sweden as a 
reason for moving:

I took some sociology classes at the university, and the professor loved Sweden. 
He taught sociology in general, but he was mainly focusing on gender issues. 
He said that in Nordic countries, the system is very well established, and 
when I heard it, I just thought in general that Sweden was a good country. 
When I was going to write a BA thesis, since I am interested in music, I 
decided to learn about music therapy. … As I learned more about it, I started 
to think that I wanted to work in Sweden. (Interview with Philip)

As the report from EMN Sweden suggests the incentives for labor 
migrants to choose Sweden as a destination can be job opportunities 
(Parusel 2013). As established earlier, it is clear the majority of the 
high-skilled migrants who were interviewed for this study chose to 
migrate to Sweden because of economic factors such as income, career 
opportunities or possibility to study. In sum, the fifty-five interviewees 
chose to migrate to Sweden for the following reasons:

• Sweden offers attractive education and carreer opportunities, 
especially in the field of engineering and technology. 

• Sweden is a country where people can communicate in English.

• Sweden offers both a good standard of life and a good welfare 
system. 

5.3.2 The process of getting the work permit
Around one-third of the interviewees responded that the process of 
getting a work permit is easy in Sweden. Interviewees used words 
such as “straightforward”, “no problems”, and “smooth”. Four of 
the interviewees who thought the process was easy received help from 
relocation companies11 and did not have to take own initiatives in the 
process. Among the fifty-five interviewees, sixteen said they did not 
get any help from their employers when applying for the permit12. 

11 Companies that offer relocation solutions to corporations. Their 
services vary from the application of the work permit to finding an 
apartment for the migrants.

12 This is based solely on what the interviewees said. Since the employer 
has to be active in applying for a work permit for labor migrants, it 
can be assumed that even the sixteen interviewees who said they did 
not get any help from the company got all the necessary documents 
from the company.
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The rest responded they received help from their employers; this help 
encompassed everything from filling out the required forms to following 
up their cases with the Swedish Migration Board. Irrespective of the 
degree of assistance the interviewees received, almost all of them were 
satisfied with the help they got from their employer. Although one-third 
of the interviewees responded that the process was easy, none of them 
named the straightforward process of getting the work permit as the 
reason for choosing Sweden as their destination.

Contrary to the opinion that the process was easy, three interviewees 
said the process was difficult and complicated. Another three 
interviewees stated that employers were not equipped to help with 
the process of applying for a work permit. Although only a relatively 
small number of interviewees claimed employers are not prepared to 
help labor migrants apply for a work permit, it is interesting to note 
their experiences. Charlie, for example, was told he could just come 
to Sweden without a work permit; the permit would be given to him 
once he arrived in Sweden. He was not convinced by this, and through 
his own search realized he would need a work permit before entering 
Sweden. Emma’s experience was that the information the company 
should fill-in on the application form was never complete; in the end, 
she had to fill-in the form herself based on the information the company 
had provided her with. Further, she explained that when the company 
started to hire more non-EU citizens and sponsor work permits, it was 
her who filled in the application forms:

Then when I joined, they hired [persons from] America, Russia, Ukraine, 
and Canada. None of them were part of the European Union, so it was 
like my task to do the process because nobody [at the company] knew [the 
process] still. And for them, the easiest way was to say, “You do it. You know 
how to do it.” Well thank you. They pretty much threw it in my lap, pretty 
impressive. I learned even more about the process! I did it for me and for four 
more people. (Interview with Emma)

Complaints about employers not being equipped to help high-skilled 
migrants with the work-permit application process can also be connected 
to the experiences of two other interviewees, who were denied jobs 
during the latter stage of recruitment because their companies told them 
specifically that they did not want to sponsor the work permit for them. 
Even though their experiences are not representative, it is important to 
pay attention to the employer’s knowledge of the labor migration law 
and the process of getting a work permit, as Swedish law requires the 
active participation of employers. This is especially crucial for industries 
where there is a lack of workforce and a need to recruit labor migrants 
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from outside EU-countries. Although it is unknown why the companies 
did not want to sponsor the permits, this can be connected to the 
challenge EMN Sweden’s report raises: The long processing time for 
work permits being a barrier to the quick recruitment of third-country 
nationals (Parusel 2013:28).

Eleven of the interviewees complained about the long waiting time of 
the application process. Long waiting times were experienced during the 
initial application as well as during the application for the extension of 
the permit. According to the report from EMN Sweden, in 2012, sixty-
seven percent of all work-permit applicants received a decision within 
three months, and the average processing time was ninety-one days 
(Parusel 2013:17). Among the thirty-one interviewees who arrived in 
Sweden with a work permit, fourteen received a permit within a month, 
twelve within two months, and four interviewees waited more than two 
months (four of the interviewees did not give any specific waiting time). 
This corresponds to the statistics presented in the EMN report. It can 
be assumed that the interviewees who received the permit within one 
month belong to a company that has been granted certification from 
the Swedish Migration Board, making the processing of applications 
easier and faster13. The waiting time was experienced as inconvenient by 
several of the interviewees because of the constraints on travel outside 
of Sweden while waiting for the permit. None of the interviewees 
indicated that this affected their work; however, they expressed a feeling 
of uncertainty due to the inflexibility of the situation they were in. For 
example, Alexander said the following:

It’s very easy to say, if you want to leave you can leave, but I have an apartment 
here, I have my life here, job here. I can’t just leave because the Migration 
Board can’t manage their workload. (Interview with Alexander)

Eric had to wait for his renewed permit for nearly eight months; he had 
a hard time understanding why this was the case. Several interviewees, 
including Eric, responded that personal involvement is needed to shorten 
the waiting time: four of the interviewees said they received their permit 
shortly after a persistent effort to contact the Swedish Migration Board 
to inquire into the status of their application. For Molly, who initially 
came to Sweden with her husband and received a work permit as an 
accompanying family member, the long waiting time for the renewal of 
her husband’s permit led her to apply for her own work permit; Molly 
had this possibility since she had found a permanent job in Sweden. 
Molly’s husband had been waiting for over thirteen months for the 
renewal of the permit; at the time of the interview, he was still waiting. 

13 Read more about this in Parusel (2013).
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When I asked her if they considered changing the status of her husband’s 
permit as accompanying family to Molly, she answered, “No”. Molly’s 
response is connected to the insecurity she and her husband feel due to 
having a temporary permit and the rules concerning the work permit.

We said that it’s good that each of us have our own visa because we will be 
more confident and secure. If someone loses a job here, it’s only three months 
to find a new one. It’s a big risk here in Sweden. (Interview with Molly)

Many interviewees were confused about when they could receive a 
permanent residence permit and citizenship, and they complained about 
the unclear information given from the Swedish Migration Board. Most 
of the interviewees said that it takes four years to receive permanent 
residency and five years of settlement in Sweden before they can receive 
citizenship; however, they were not sure if the five years starts from 
the day they moved to Sweden or from the day they receive permanent 
residency. Moreover, some of the interviewees were confused about the 
rules regarding permanent residency. They believed that if they have 
permanent residency, they are able to leave the country and come back 
whenever they wish to14. Among the interviewees who understood the 
rules, seven commented on the rules not being fair for high-skilled 
migrants. Max and Alice thought that if you are a high-skilled migrant 
who pays taxes and has permanent employment, you should be able 
to get permanent residency directly, as you were entitled to before the 
change in the legislation in 2008. Three of the interviewees who came to 
Sweden as students and stayed thought that the years of residence during 
master’s and PhD level studies should count towards the number of years 
of residence that make migrants eligible for permanent residency and 
citizenship. Another interviewee, Albin, thought that although it is not 
fair that it takes five years from the time you get permanent residency 
to become eligible for a citizenship15, it is reasonable that you do not get 

14 The rule today allows individuals with permanent residency to 
leave the country for a maximum of one year without the right 
of permanent residence being revoked. A change in the policy was 
suggested in the final report made by the Parliamentary Committee 
which examined the connection between circular migration and 
development. The suggestion is to allow longer periods of absence 
from Sweden without the loss of residency status (Parusel 2013).

15 According to the Swedish Migration Board’s website, “in order to 
become a Swedish citizen, you must have been living in Sweden 
for a certain time (period of residence). The period of residence is 
calculated as the time you have spent in Sweden with a permit for 
settlement.” When the researcher contacted the Swedish Migration 
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a permanent residency from day one. He also believed that you having 
to stay with the same employer for the first two years and work in the 
same profession for the next two years is reasonable. He was the only 
interviewee who expressed this view: 

If someone wants to stay for a longer time, [permanent residency] is possible 
after four years. ... Otherwise it’s actually also a good policy in the sense that 
the employer is investing a bit to get him to Sweden. The employer should be 
able to get the money back. Otherwise it might happen that as soon as a person 
comes here…then they will change the employer. (Interview with Albin)

While Albin thought the rules as regards the employer and profession 
are reasonable, Benjamin thought the opposite:

It is quite a stupid rule, I think. It limits highly educated people and their 
creativity. You cannot build your own company. You have a high risk if you 
start up your own business. You become unstable. You have to rely on one 
company. (Interview with Benjamin)

In sum, the following points should be highlighted when it comes to the 
high-skilled migrants’ experiences of getting a work permit:

• The process of getting the work permit is straightforward; 
however, some employers must be better informed about the 
rules and the process in order to simplify recruitment and assist 
high-skilled migrants with their applications.

• The long waiting time and the restriction on travel outside 
of Sweden while waiting for the permit creates insecurity for 
high-skilled migrants.

• Information on the rules for the temporary work permit, 
permanent residence permit, and citizenship is unclear for the 
high-skilled migrants, potentially affecting their choice to stay in 
Sweden.

• Current labor migration law is experienced as unfair by some 
interviewees.

Board for clarification they responded that they make decisions on 
a case by case basis to determine whether the applicant’s time spent 
in Sweden can be considered a “period of residence.”
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5.3.3 Stay or leave?
While the majority of the interviewees’ reasons for migrating to 
Sweden were based on economic aspects, such as career opportunities, 
the interviewees’ reasons for wishing to stay in Sweden were more 
concentrated around social aspects. More than half of the interviewees 
responded that their reason for staying in Sweden is the comfortable 
life that Sweden offers. Comments on a higher quality of life for the 
accompanying family members and the opportunity to raise children 
and pursue a career simultaneously were made, as well. The interviewees 
used words such as “a peace of mind”, “perfect balance of everything”, 
and “less stressful and fun life” when describing what Sweden offers. 
Oliver expressed the following: “In fact, I can get more money in 
[another country], but I am in a good position here” (Interview with 
Oliver). Oliver made it clear that his choice is not based on economic 
factors but, rather, on social factors. Another interviewee David said:

It’s quite easy to live. I don’t feel much stress to get around. … Also I think 
the working conditions and how much vacation we have are also quite good 
in Sweden. (Interview with David)

Seven interviewees including David stressed the importance of balance 
between his work and private life and specifically used the word “work-
life balance”. 

Among the four interviewees who came to Sweden as short-term 
migrants, three of them were, at the time of the interviews, taking 
initiatives to find a possibility to stay in Sweden long-term or 
permanently because of the quality of life that Sweden offers. One of 
them, Sofia, said that she wishes to stay in Sweden permanently because 
of the warm reception that she experienced in Sweden.

I very much like the culture of Sweden, and I am very happy to know 
about the Swedish migration rules, that they are not really strict, 
and very migrant friendly. So if there is an opportunity and option,  
I would definitely like to permanently settle in Sweden. (Interview with Sofia)

Nevertheless, basing the decision to stay in Sweden on economic factors 
was still prominent. Twenty-one respondents named their work as their 
reason for staying. Five of the interviewees expressed that the economic 
and social situation in their home country was the reason for them to 
stay in Sweden, showing that the context of migration is important to 
examine, as Castles suggests (Castles 2010). For Martin, the reason 
to stay in Sweden was a combination of various economic and social 
factors related to his country of origin as well as Sweden:
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I have already decided to escape from [home country] because of the political 
and economic situation. Things are not going good. … So for me, when I came 
to Sweden, it was an idea that if I get a permanent job, and if the country 
is good, and I enjoy it, I would stay here, depending on the opportunities. 
(Interview with Martin)

Five respondents mentioned they would like to stay in Sweden because 
they want either permanent residency, a long-term residency16, or 
citizenship which would give them access to the labor market, with 
freedom of movement, throughout Europe. This opinion was connected 
to the current migration rule that restricts labor migrants to working with 
the same employer for two years and to working in the same profession 
for two subsequent years. Moreover, the rule that you only get three 
months to find a new job before you have to leave the country seems to 
make some feel uneasy and insecure, as indicated by the interview with 
Molly. Alice stated that obtaining permanent residency would make her 
feel safer as well as freer to study or to start her own company, and this 
motivated her to stay in Sweden. Some of the interviewees stated that if 
it would take nine years to receive citizenship, they would leave Sweden 
and move to another country where the process of obtaining citizenship 
is shorter. One of them was Martin, who was previously quoted. He 
explicitly stated that, if it really takes nine years to obtain citizenship, he 
would move to Canada, where he already has permanent residency and 
where he can obtain citizenship in three years17. Even though the number 
of interviewees who motivated their stay in Sweden in terms of obtaining 
permanent residency or citizenship is small, it is important to note 
that skilled migrants seek not only improved employment and career 
opportunities in the destination country but also the security attached 
to membership in the destination country, as Sharchar concludes (2006). 
However, this desire for stability may not necessarily come from the 
wish of migrants to establish themselves in Sweden; instead, it may 
stem from the uncertainty they feel in possessing a temporary residence 
permit under the current Swedish migration policy.

The interviewees’ reasons for either staying in or leaving Sweden 
are difficult to separate; however, they were sometimes very articulate 
in expressing the reasons they may leave Sweden. Compared to the 
reasons for staying in Sweden, the reasons for leaving focused more 
on economic aspects; fifteen of the interviewees said they would leave 
Sweden depending on their career opportunities in the near future. 

16 This gives freedome of movement within EU to some extent that 
Swedish permanent residency do not grant.

17 http://www.cic.gc.ca/english/citizenship/become-eligibility.asp
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Five of the interviewees either possessed permanent residency in 
another country or had a choice to move to another country when 
they decided to migrate to Sweden. The places where they possessed 
a residence permit were Canada, the UK, and Australia. Among the 
fifty-five interviewees, eighteen had prior experience of working in a 
third country other than Sweden. For them, the career opportunities in 
Sweden are even more crucial in deciding whether to stay in Sweden or 
to move to the third country where they have a job offer or a residence 
permit. This shows how flexible and mobile high-skilled migrants are 
as well as the possibilities they have to make choices based not only 
on economic aspects but also on social aspects. As Iredale argues, the 
prospect of a career seems to be significant (Iredale 2001).

Eleven interviewees answered that their family situation will decide 
whether they stay in Sweden. Among these eleven, six revealed they 
would return to their home country if their parents needed them. The 
other five mentioned the quality of their children’s education or a family 
decision to stay in Sweden. For example, since neither he nor his wife 
is from Sweden, Jonathan said he sometimes considers moving to one 
of their home countries: “We are both living abroad. Sometimes it feels 
that it would make more sense to live in one of our home countries” 
(Interview with Jonathan). Again, this shows that the decision to migrate 
cannot be explained solely through the individual’s choice to maximize 
income; it is a family and a household decision based on a myriad of 
different factors. 

Two of the interviewees were not satisfied with their social life in 
Sweden; therefore, they were thinking of leaving Sweden. Two of the 
interviewees mentioned that if their friends and network in Sweden 
disappeared, they may leave Sweden, and another one thought it 
would be difficult to find a romantic partner in Sweden. Another three 
interviewees responded that whether or not they can adapt to the 
Swedish culture and learn Swedish would be crucial factors in deciding 
whether to leave Sweden. These opinions indicate the difficulty labor 
migrants have in integrating, as will be discussed in the next chapter. 
Connected to social life in Sweden, two of the interviewees mentioned 
how Swedish culture and society could affect their choice of leaving the 
country once they have established a family. One of them explained this 
to the interviewer in the following manner:

Max: I respect very much how they [Swedes] live. Personally, I have a 
different religious background and personal values. I have things that I don’t 
want my family to do as people here do, but I don’t want to change anything 
[in Swedish society]. I want it to stay as it is. I think they are living in a very 
good situation.
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Interviewer: What are the things that you wouldn’t want your family to do?

Max: I come from a Muslim background. I don’t want my family to drink 
alcohol or have relationship without marriage. …

Interviewer: Do you think that will affect your choice to stay in Sweden and 
build your family?

Max: Yes, I think it affects a lot. Right now, I am at the stage of thinking. I 
think in the near future, I will have a family. I will have a wife. … it will play 
a role in my decision to stay here or not. (Interview with Max)

Max’s comments correspond with Iredale’s claim that lifestyle factors 
become important aspects in the decision-making process (Iredale 
2001). 

Iredale (2001) discusses how the reception by the host country plays a 
significant role in the contemporary context, in which skilled immigrants 
have a greater choice of countries to which they can migrate. This is 
because IT professionals can integrate professionally into most countries 
since the profession is relatively free from national controls. However 
aspects such as “perceived opportunities in the industry, lifestyle factors 
and the host society’s attitude towards immigrants” are very important 
criteria in the decision-making process (Iredale 2001:19). The decision 
to migrate to Sweden was mostly based on economic factors, however 
when it comes to the decision to stay or leave Sweden social factors were 
considered as well. In sum, the interviewees expressed their wish to stay 
in or to leave Sweden based on the following aspects:

• Sweden offers a comfortable life which is attractive for high-skilled 
migrants.

• Available career opportunities are vital in decisions to stay in or to 
leave Sweden.

• The possibility to obtain permanent residency, long-term residency, 
or citizenship, which would give them a sense of security and 
mobility, are important factors.

• The family situation, such as family back in their home countries 
or family that accompanied them to Sweden, can play a role in the 
decision-making process.

• Lack of social integration in Sweden can affect whether or not 
they stay.
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5.3.4 Future in Sweden
Twenty-seven of the interviewees stated they would like to stay in 
Sweden from more than five years to permanently, sixteen wanted 
to stay from one to five years more, and only eight said that they 
would leave Sweden within a year. The majority of the interviewees 
were satisfied with their life and work in Sweden. As Iredale discusses, 
one’s career prospects is one of the important factors that high-skilled 
migrants weigh in deciding whether or not to stay in the host country 
(Iredale 2001). When discussing future career opportunities in Sweden, 
twelve of the interviewees mentioned they were quite positive about the 
possibility of advancement in their career. For Peter, career advancement 
did not equate to him receiving a higher position within the company:

Here in Sweden you get a lot of new challenges. You maybe don’t get 
promoted to manager here, but that’s what I like, to get more challenges, and 
to get to learn more each time. That’s the work all engineers want. There are 
better prospects in Sweden. (Interview with Peter)

Peter’s words underscores Mahroum’s (2000) argument about engineers 
and technicians making choices according to what they believe is the 
most rewarding for them; however, it is interesting to note that the 
reward for Peter is not necessarily a higher income or position. 

On the other hand, seven of the interviewees expressed that they 
have less career opportunities than in their home countries. For example, 
Liam realized his career opportunities are better in his home country; 
however, he preferred to stay in Sweden because of other social aspects. 
He expressed his view on two different occasions:

Of course, as a [nationality], as I said before, my career is more promising if I 
work in [my home country]. … I have actually got some job offers, a position 
as a city planner, and within one year I can be promoted to vice director. I 
realized that it’s much more promising from the career perspective. But of 
course, I like the life in Stockholm. (Interview with Liam)

Limitations on career opportunities and advancement seem to be a 
concern for some of the interviewees; however, many of them considered 
whether their career or social aspects are more important in their life in 
order to decide whether or not to stay in Sweden. 

Another seven interviewees were concerned about the risk of not 
advancing in their careers because of the language barrier and their 
immigrant background. This concern, which will be discussed further in 
What is integration?, was expressed as an experience of discrimination 
by many of the interviewees. Martin said the following:
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There are not many managers with an immigrant background, and this gives 
me the picture that it will be tough. I have been applying for a manager 
position, and I will see what happens, but, so far, nothing has happened … 
I can’t spend [my work life] in one position my whole life. For me, it’s very 
important. So I will see. If I am not given a promotion, what are the reasons? 
If the reason is this thing [immigrant background], I might switch [country or 
job]. (Interview with Martin)

Another interviewee, Emma, expressed her view on the issue of language:

I feel that the main barrier I have to full integration is the language. Once I 
master [the language], I will be able to decide whether I really have a case 
for staying or not. If, in spite of the language, I see that there is a barrier to 
opportunities or whatever, if it’s my origin and nationality that starts to play 
a role, then I will definitely go somewhere else. That’s the plan. (Interview 
with Emma)

The reception by the host country plays a significant role for skilled 
immigrants in choosing the destination country, especially since they 
have a choice of which country to move to (Iredale 2001). It is important 
to note the anxiety felt by the interviewees when looking for a job and 
the concerns they have over how future opportunities may be affected 
because of the language barrier and their immigrant background. 

Moreover, these concerns can be connected to the experiences that 
some of the interviewees shared about it being difficult both to find 
work after they finished their studies and for their accompanying 
partners to find work in Sweden. Adam applied for several jobs after 
he finished writing his master’s thesis in Sweden, but he did not get 
hired; consequently, he decided to return to his home country to gain 
some work experience before returning to Sweden. His experience with 
finding work in Sweden is illustrated by the following quote: “I realized 
it’s really hard to get a job here, and even now I feel the same” (Interview 
with Adam). Another interviewee, Jonathan, did not have difficulties 
finding a job, but he said, “I knew a lot of international students that 
really wanted to stay, and they really had a hard time, and most of them 
had to leave” (Interview with Jonathan). 

The interviewees who had difficulties finding a job experienced that 
not knowing Swedish is a disadvantage when applying for work in 
Sweden. This contradicts some of the interviewees choosing to come 
to Sweden because they saw it as a country where communication in 
English was easy. Since many of the interviewees were engaged in fields 
(engineering and technical) in which English is the official working 
language, some of them commented that they do not understand why 
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Swedish is important when they do not actually need the language 
to perform their work. Because international students are future 
high-skilled migrants, and since there is a possibility to change the status 
of a residence permit from student to laborer, job opportunities are 
crucial in retaining international students in Sweden.

Noah told the interviewer that he earns more in Sweden than in 
his home country; however, he made an interesting comment about 
his income. Noah was positive about his future career possibilities, 
confident that his income would increase since he speaks fluent Swedish. 
Noah’s comment reflects a concern, which many of the interviewees 
expressed, that language ability can be a barrier to career advancement: 

Interviewer: Can you comment on your income, how satisfied you are? 
Noah: Actually, it’s confidential, but you always get paid less when you are 
from outside the EU. This is my comment.

Interviewer: Do you know for a fact, or is it a feeling that you have?

Noah: It’s a fact. I know that I am getting the least in the company.

Interviewer: How do you feel about it?

Noah: It’s ok. Now I am better in my language [Swedish], but because of my 
lack of ability [to speak the language]. The language is important. It is ok. I 
have to compensate on something actually.

None of the other interviewees claimed they were paid less because of 
their immigrant background; however, Noah’s comment should not be 
overlooked. When it comes to low-skilled labor migrants in Sweden, 
attention has been focused on their vulnerable position, which could 
lead to them being manipulated by their employer (Landsorganisationen 
i Sverige 2013). It may be taken for granted that high-skilled migrants 
will not face exploitation; however, Noah’s comments indicate the 
necessity of not ignoring these issues that affect high-skilled labor 
migrants.

In sum, regarding their choice to stay in Sweden, the interviewees 
had the following thoughts and concerns about their future:

• The lack of career opportunities can be compensated by the 
standard of living that Sweden offers.

• The language barrier is seen as an obstacle.

• There are concerns about how an immigrant background will 
affect future career opportunities.
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5.4 What is integration? Sociocultural Integration 
of High-Skilled Migrants in Sweden
This section analyzes the sociocultural integration of the fifty-five 
high-skilled labor migrants interviewed in this study. The analysis 
focuses on the aspects of integration that came up during our 
interviews and touches upon several of the dimensions mentioned by 
Diaz (1993): language, friendship, connection to Sweden, citizenship, 
accommodation, and discrimination. By exploring their statements in 
regards to these aspects, we are able to investigate their integration 
process and what they identify as important for becoming part of 
Swedish society.
 
5.4.1 Language
The interviewees were asked to evaluate their level of Swedish; based 
on their responses we created five categories: none, poor, basic, good, 
and fluent. Most of the interviewees had a basic level of Swedish or less. 
Eleven of the interviewees had a good level of Swedish, meaning they 
can use Swedish in their daily life but in a limited way in a professional 
setting. Three considered themselves fluent and used Swedish in their 
personal and professional life. 

Almost all the interviewees had attended Swedish classes or had 
plans to do so, and only five had not. Of those who had attended classes, 
the majority had taken the free classes provided by the municipality, 
referred to as Sfi (Swedish for Immigrants). Nine of the interviewees said 
they had issues with their Sfi-classes. Several thought that the progress 
they made in the class was too slow and that the quality of the education 
was poor, as described by Theo:

Because, at the end, I found I went to an evening course because I work full-
time during the day. The lectures were not prepared, and it was not structured, 
and if you stand it for two hours and have to spend three evenings, it’s not 
worth it. If you don’t make any progress, it’s not worth it. So I went to paid 
courses in the end. (Interview with Theo)

Christina believed the Sfi-courses are not suitable for educated English 
speakers. She attended Sfi but felt she learned more during a Swedish 
language course in another country than she did in Sweden:

If you’re educated, if you know English, then I think the course is not for those 
people. It’s more for people that didn’t have high school in their country. It 
goes too slow on the course. (Interview with Christina)
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Reasons to learn Swedish
As stated previously, most of the interviewees had attempted to learn 
Swedish, and this section details their reasons regarding why it is 
important to do so. The most common response to why it is important 
to learn Swedish is linked to culture and social relations; many of the 
interviewees responded that learning Swedish would help them get to 
know the culture and to make friends. Max believed language is the key 
to integrating into Swedish culture and meeting Swedish friends; he felt 
that Swedes are more comfortable if you speak Swedish:

I think it is very important. Because I kind of have a feeling that Swedes are 
narrow. They are really nice, but they need— They are very difficult. How 
can I say it? They prefer to be within their circle. Why should they make 
friends with English speaking people? They prefer to do what they know and 
what they feel secure with. I think that’s why it will improve a lot—not a 
little, but much more—if I could speak Swedish. (Interview with Max)

Max agreed that learning the language is crucial for getting to know 
Swedes on a personal level; he became fluent in Swedish and had 
recognized the difference between before and after he started speaking 
Swedish: 

If you want to get personal, it is better to speak Swedish. If you speak basic 
Swedish, they get entertained and impressed, and they start to share personal 
things. One year ago, I was speaking English at the time, it was difficult. Now 
it has changed. That’s why I am able to tell you about the change. (Interview 
with Max)

The second most common response to why the interviewees wanted 
to learn Swedish is because it is important for their work and career 
opportunities. As discussed in Why Sweden?, the interviewees brought 
up the language barrier as a hindrance to career advancement. Noah 
thought knowing the language is crucial for promotion: “If you are 
going to be a manager, ‘projektledare’, or a project manager, you 
need Swedish. That’s why I think I should improve, and I am trying” 
(Interview with Noah).

Another common response is that Swedish would simplify the 
interviewees’ everyday life since they would be able to understand 
official documents, street signs, and telephone prompts. For example, 
David had problems when he wanted to make an appointment at the 
hospital because the telephone prompts were not in English: 
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I think it’s still that not everything is completely in English. It’s, for instance, 
that I have a bit of trouble to make an appointment to the hospital. When 
I called, the answering machine asked me to select something… in that 
particular instance, if I waited the call was cut, there was no receptionist 
answering. (Interview with David)

Alexander touched upon several reasons why Swedish is important to 
learn. He saw learning the language as crucial when moving forward 
with his career in his current company, a Swedish company with a 
multinational environment. Improving his Swedish would also afford 
him a richer experience as regards social interactions. He believed 
learning Swedish would make life smoother and make him more satisfied 
with life; it would allow him to socialize with people who speak Swedish 
without having to ask them to switch to English as well as to understand 
jokes that might otherwise be lost in translation. Comments by the 
interviewees show that language proficiency is crucial for both economic 
and sociocultural integration, as Van Tubergen suggests (2006:20).

Reasons not to learn Swedish
Many of the interviewees did not think it is necessary to learn Swedish 
since most Swedes speak English well, as described by Peter:

Everybody speaks English, and everybody communicates in English. In 
Sweden, everybody can speak English. So you don’t really get that pressure to 
learn the language, like in the case of Germany. (Interview with Peter)

Swedes knowledge of English can also contribute to making it difficult to 
learn Swedish, in addition to reducing the motivation to learn Swedish. 
Several interviewees stated that Swedes often switch to English when 
the interviewees try to speak Swedish to Swedes. Charlie described the 
frustration of trying to have a simple conversation in Swedish, which he 
was capable of, and the person he was talking to switching to English: 

Charlie: In the beginning, you say one word, and they say, “Oh, I’m sorry,” 
and they switch to English automatically. That doesn’t happen so much 
anymore, but in the beginning it was frustrating.

Interviewer: It’s an interesting point. Why was it frustrating for you?

Charlie: You try to learn stuff, and it’s a very simple transaction. I’m trying. 
I wanna buy a hamburger. There is no need [to switch language]. I could 
understand if there was a miscommunication, but there wasn’t. So then I had 
to learn to just to talk in Swedish while they talk in English. It took me a 
while to learn that. (Interview with Charlie)
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Integration is sometimes referred to as a two-way street where both 
the majority and minority populations need to participate in order for 
integration to be possible (Li 2003:327; Popoola 2002:9). Swedes can 
take part in the integration process and help the immigrant learn the 
language by not switching to English as soon as the person is struggling 
with Swedish (Magnusson 2013:47). The switch to English can be 
viewed as making communication easier for the immigrant; however, 
in the long-term, it becomes counterproductive since it does not help the 
immigrant increase their ability to communicate in Swedish (Magnusson 
2013:38-39), which many of the interviewees desired. 

The following points sum up the interviewees’ thoughts regarding 
learning Swedish: 

• Most of the interviewees want to learn Swedish and have taken 
language classes.

• The interviewees are motivated to learn by their desire to get to 
know Swedish culture and to make Swedish friends.

• Swedes’ high level of English lowers the motivation to learn 
Swedish, and some feel that it makes it hard to learn the language 
since Swedes switch to English. 

5.4.2 Friendship
At the time of the interviews, a large majority of the interviewees had 
close friends in Sweden. Almost all of them met their friends through 
either work or school. The interviewees had friends from Sweden and 
from various other countries, but most of them stated that they spend 
their free time with friends who are not from Sweden. 

Friends from home country
Over half of the interviewees had friends from their home country, and 
nine of them responded that they spend most of their time with their 
countrymen. One of the main reasons they had friends mainly from their 
home country was because they found it hard to get to know Swedes, 
as illustrated by Kevin:

I think they have their own circle, and, of course, it is difficult to get into 
that circle, but I respect that. People are different in different parts of the 
world, and Swedes are like that. They like their own privacy, and they don’t 
like talking about their personal stuff, but in [my country] it’s completely 
different. (Interview with Kevin)
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Several of the interviewees ascribed the difficulties in getting to know 
Swedes to cultural differences.

Noah’s friends come mainly from his home country, and he found it 
hard to be friends with Swedes because their activities do not match his:

But the problem is that if I am going to hang out with some Swedes, their 
activities are drinking and going to parties and dancing, which I don’t do. 
Everything involves alcohol. I never drank alcohol in my life, so that’s the 
thing. (Interview with Noah) 

Multinational friends
Many of the interviewees socialized mostly with people who are neither 
from Sweden nor their home country. Maria described her friends as 
multinational:

They’re from all over the place; like some of my closest friends are from the 
Czech Republic, Iran, Australia, Spain, and Colombia—really from all over, 
which is really fun. (Interview with Maria)

Several interviewees claimed it was easier to relate to people who have 
also migrated to Sweden since that puts them in a similar situation. Elsa 
said both that she has more in common with people who are not from 
Sweden and that it is difficult to get to know Swedes: 

They [Swedes] don’t misbehave, but, at the same time, they don’t let you in 
either. That’s why it’s easier for me to find international people because I have 
more things in common, like my situation and lifestyle. It’s more similar, and 
we have a better understanding of each other. I would say that it’s hard to 
have, to make close friendships with Swedes. (Interview with Elsa)

Hard to get to know Swedes
Many of the interviewees shared Elsa’s feeling that it is hard to form 
close relationships with Swedes, stating that they would like to make 
more Swedish friends and that it is difficult to do so, which follows 
the findings of the Oxford Research study from 2009 (34). Most of 
the interviewees had at least some friends from Sweden, although very 
few of them spent a lot of their free time with Swedes. Several of the 
interviewees depicted their Swedish friends as acquaintances, as in the 
case of Daniel:

My biggest concern is that it’s not so easy to make friends, very strong, deep 
friends. I have been here for four years now, roughly, and most of my friends 
are international. I have like one or two Swedish friends who I can lift the 



88

phone at any time and ask for anything—maximum one, not even two. 
Everyone else they are acquaintances, I wouldn’t put them in a category that 
I could call if I needed something. (Interview with Daniel)

Daniel also found that Swedes keep their circles of friends separate from 
each other, making it difficult to form a social network in Sweden:
 

Swedes keep their circles of friends separate; you have your high school 
friends, your university friends, and your work circle. You never mix these 
circles, maybe only in one big 30th birthday party or … that all these circles 
mix. Every time a new person comes into the group, you keep him isolated 
from the rest of the groups; you’re the only common denominator. How does 
this new person make friends? (Interview with Daniel)

The separation between work- and private-life was believed by some of 
the interviewees to make it difficult to form social networks in Sweden.  
This separation makes it hard to create personal relationships with 
colleagues. Martin explained that it is different in other countries: 

It’s the Swedish way that the family life and the professional life are separate. 
Friends are separate entities. In Pakistan and the US, it’s quite a different 
experience. … You hang out with your colleagues, and your family hangs 
out with your colleagues’ family. It’s the same circle, but here it’s completely 
different. (Interview with Martin)

As mentioned in the section on language, many believed that knowing 
Swedish would make it easier to make friends. Albin explained how 
Swedish might help him socialize more with Swedes, which he believed 
would make him happier: “I just need to find some people to mingle 
with, and, probably, if I spoke Swedish, there would be less of a barrier” 
(Interview with Albin).

Among our interviewees, it is difficult to see whether the correlation 
between language and Swedish friends actually exists. Of the fluent 
Swedish speakers, one had almost only Swedish friends, one had a 
multinational group of friends, and one had friends mainly from the 
home country. Of those who had a good or fluent level of Swedish, one 
hundred percent responded that they have Swedish friends, whereas 
eighty percent of the interviewees who had a basic or lower level of 
Swedish claimed to have Swedish friends. 

Many of the interviewees believed that, in addition to the language 
barrier, another reason Swedes are hard to get to know is that they are 
reserved and not very social; this was what Peter found: 
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I don’t feel like I can be close to any Swedes. It’s quite obvious that they are 
shy. They are not so social except when they are drunk. It’s true! The country 
itself is not so motivating, except for the summer. Winter is so dark, and it 
really shows on the people. Even in the corridor when there are Swedes, they 
don’t communicate. It’s so awkward. (Interview with Peter)

As with Peter, Gabriel found that Swedes become more social when 
alcohol is consumed. Although Peter believed this to be problematic, 
Gabriel did not: “I appreciate [Swedes]. Maybe they are sometimes 
by people from other countries considered to be cold. But once you 
mix them with alcohol, that’s it. Everything opens up” (Interview with 
Gabriel).

In order to get to know Swedes, a few of the interviewees stated 
that one has to take the initiative. Carl stated that, as an outsider, you 
have to take the first step, and the Swedes will open up once they get to 
know you. Joseph explained that in order to make Swedish friends, one 
has to be very open and make an effort to understand what the Swede 
is interested in: 

I have a friend who is good at history, and he knows every detail from history: 
he knows Indian history, European history, American history... So if I need 
to talk to him I need to, I need to try to find out that common thing. I need 
to find out what they are interested in. That’s something we need to explore 
when we first start discussing with a Swede. (Interview with Joseph)

The interviewees presented multiple reasons to explain why it is hard 
to get to know Swedes. To sum up the interviewees’ responses on 
friendship,

• Most of the interviewees have friends in Sweden who originate 
from Sweden, their home country, and other countries.

• They socialize mainly with people from their home country and 
other countries since it is difficult to form close connections with 
Swedes.

• It is hard to make close Swedish friends if you do not speak 
Swedish and because Swedes are not very social.

5.4.3 Connection and feeling of home
The interviewees’ responses show that there is a significant difference 
between feeling connected and feeling at home. Thirty-three of them 
mentioned that they feel fully or partly connected to Sweden; however, 
only five stated that they feel most at home in Sweden. 
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Feeling at home
Jonathan described how he feels connected to Sweden because of the 
time he has spent here, but he believed he will never be considered 
Swedish and, thus, did not feel completely at home in Sweden. He 
compared this to the situation in Canada, which, historically, is a 
country with high levels of migration: 

Here, if you’re not Swedish, you will never be, I think. It’s a bit interesting. 
I think in Canada, you could be as everyone is originally from somewhere 
else. So if you’re Finnish in Canada then sure people will say, “that Finnish 
person”. But after you have been there a while, you would be Canadian, 
or your kids would be Canadian. They would be Canadian with a Finnish 
parent whereas here, in a certain way, you’ll just never be Swedish. (Interview 
with Jonathan)

Jonathan’ illustration of feeling connected but not at home demonstrates 
how the feeling of being home is deeper than the sensation of being 
connected. Several other interviewees also described how they feel 
connected to Sweden but not at home. 

What constitutes “home” is not always clear; there are several 
different interpretations of what the term entails. According to Staheli 
and Nagel (2006), home is not only a material place but also something 
immaterial that involves feelings of inclusion and belonging. However, 
the idea of what constitutes home differs, and so did the interviewees’ 
responses. Robert and Albin were at two different ends of the spectrum. 
Albin responded that he does not feel at home anywhere, and he does 
not feel attached to any place since he has not spent more than five years 
in most of the places he has lived; he referred to himself as somewhat 
of a nomad. On the other hand, Robert believed he can feel at home 
anywhere: 

If you’re going to live some place, that’s where home is. I don’t sit here and 
say this is just a temporary thing, that this is not my home and that my 
home is somewhere else. My view is that everywhere I have lived, if I move 
to some place somewhat permanently, that’s now where home is. (Interview 
with Robert)

Connection to Sweden
A large majority of the interviewees felt somewhat connected to Sweden. 
Several described how they feel connected once they have come back 
after spending time outside of Sweden. A couple of the interviewees 
described having trouble sleeping when visiting their home country and 
feel more comfortable once they return to Sweden. In Why Sweden?, 
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employment is given as one of the most common reasons for the 
interviewees choosing to live in Sweden, and it is also the main reason 
given for feeling connected to Sweden, as shown by Jack:

I haven’t at least felt disconnected from Sweden so far. I can say that. I think 
one of the reasons is that the work; I do actually love it. If I didn’t like my 
work, I would probably have felt depressed and wouldn’t have felt connected 
to Sweden at all. (Interview with Jack)

Another reason to feel connected to Sweden is that one enjoys the 
quality of life; many felt that their life in Sweden is comfortable. One 
of the interviewees, Vincnet, mentioned the traffic, transportation, 
and cleanliness as positive aspects of life in Sweden. The importance 
of lifestyle factors to high-skill migrants is also brought forward in a 
study by Iredale (2001: 19) as well as in Why Sweden?. 

Time is a factor that some interviewees used to explain a connection 
to Sweden, while others used it to explain a lack of connection. Anna felt 
equally connected to Sweden and her home country, and she explained 
that her connection to Sweden is based on her spending a long time in 
Sweden:  

The more one studies and the more time one spends in a country, the more 
people you get to know, and you build your own life, especially your adult 
life, if you came when you were as young as I was. (Interview with Anna who 
arrived in 2007)

Another time-related factor is how long one plans to stay in Sweden. For 
example, Elliot stated that he does not feel connected to Sweden since 
he is not planning to stay permanently:

It [not feeling connected] is because I know that I will be here for a maximum 
of five years. If I know that I am going to stay here for ten, twenty years, 
then I would feel that I have to learn Swedish. Here, if there is no work, 
then I would be transferred back to [home country]. There is no possibility 
of looking for the next job in Sweden. My wife and child are [nationality]. I 
think to feel connected to a place, you need to get into the society and getting 
to know the people, and I don’t have that right now. I think that’s why I don’t 
feel connected to Sweden. (Interview with Elliot)

Apart from the time factor, Elliot brought up language, integrating into 
society, and getting to know people—all factors which several other 
interviewees also brought up—to explain his lack of connection to Sweden. 
Language and getting to know people are also important aspects of Diaz’ 
definition of integration, which suggests that the feeling of connection to 
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the host country is associated with integration. For example, Joseph stated 
that language is strongly linked to feeling connected to Sweden since it is 
closely connected to getting Swedish friends:

To really get connected, you need to have more Swedish friends. That is the 
first thing. And to get more Swedish friends, it’s important that you first know 
the language. Definitely, if I knew the language, I think I’d be even more 
connected. (Interview with Joseph)

Language ability and having friends are important aspects in Diaz’s 
(1993) definition of integration, which indicates that feeling connected 
to the host country is strongly related to the process of integration. The 
following points summarize this section on connection and feeling of 
home:

• Most of the interviewees feel connected to Sweden but feel most at 
home in their home country.

• Their satisfaction with work and life in Sweden make them feel 
connected, but they believe that learning the language and getting 
more Swedish friends would make them feel even more connected.

5.4.4 Citizenship
Recently, the Swedish government has made an attempt to link belonging 
and citizenship through a suggestion of introducing citizenship 
ceremonies in Swedish municipalities (Government Offices of Sweden 
2013). However, in our interviews, few persons raised the idea of 
belonging or any other form of emotional attachment when discussing 
citizenship. Most of the interviewees focused on more practical aspects 
of citizenship, such as travel and security. 

Not interested in citizenship
Twenty-seven of the interviewees were not interested in becoming 
Swedish citizens. The most common reason for the disinterest is that 
permanent residency is determined sufficient. Citizenship was not seen 
as essential; on the other hand, permanent residency was very important 
to many interviewees, and they described how it would give them more 
stability, freedom, and flexibility. 

Another reason that some interviewees are unlikely to pursue 
Swedish citizenship is because it would require them to renounce the 
citizenship from their home country. Several of the interviewees stated 
a reluctance to renounce their home country’s citizenship. In Joseph’s 
case, renouncing his citizenship would be problematic since he and his 
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wife might need to go back to their home country in the future to care 
for their elderly parents. For a few of the interviewees, renouncing their 
citizenship is a matter of identity and belonging, as described by Jacob: 
“I still like to be called an [nationality]; that’s where my roots belong 
to” (Interview with Jacob).

Time is an important aspect in the citizenship discussion. Several 
of the interviewees declared that it was too early for them to consider 
citizenship; several years still remained until they would be eligible 
for permanent residency. Another deciding factor is how long the 
interviewees are planning to stay. Some of the interviewees who were not 
interested in citizenship did not see themselves permanently in Sweden, 
as illustrated by Victor: “It’s just that I work here; it’s not that Sweden 
is a country that I am going to live in forever” (Interview with Victor). 
As mentioned earlier, labor migrants are less likely to stay permanently 
in Sweden compared to other groups, such as humanitarian or family-
reunification migrants (Wallen and Sanandaji 2012: 17).

Interested in citizenship
Eighteen of the interviewees were interested in becoming Swedish 
citizens. More than half of them stated that the main reason they would 
consider Swedish citizenship is that it would increase their mobility and 
make travelling easier. Gabriel described how Swedish citizenship would 
enable him to travel without a visa: “When you get the passport, you 
don’t need a visa. With my home nationality and passport, you need 
visa almost everywhere. That’s the big thing” (Interview with Gabriel).

This argument is supported by Henley & Partners’ Visa Restrictions 
Index, which shows that a Swedish passport holder can enter 173 
countries without a visa, putting Sweden at the top of the list (Henley 
& Partners 2013). In addition to being able to travel to foreign countries 
without a visa, several interviewees brought up EU-membership as a 
positive aspect of Swedish citizenship. They would consider Swedish 
citizenship since it would give them the ability to work in other EU 
countries. In David’s field, being a European citizen would enable him 
to apply for jobs that are closed to non-EU citizens:

If I’m Swedish, I’m free to work anywhere in Europe. Some companies don’t 
guarantee to help with the visa and so forth, and some research laboratories 
only hire Europeans… It’s hard to get a job. It’s really exclusively for 
Europeans. (Interview with David)

Another attractive aspect of Swedish citizenship is that it provides safety; 
several interviewees would consider citizenship since it means that their 
stay in Sweden would be secured and that they could not get deported. 
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Lucas believed that citizenship would create permanency and less worry 
in his life: “Citizenship means permanency; it means you don’t have to 
be concerned or worried what’s going to happen to you in the future, 
and I couldn’t see any reason why I wouldn’t want that” (Interview 
with Lucas).

The idea that citizenship creates security was often brought up by 
the same people who believe that citizenship is desirable since it enables 
mobility, as described by Jonathan:

I would do it to have that safety, so I couldn’t get kicked out of the country 
if I didn’t have work or something like that. If you’re here on a work visa, it 
doesn’t give you any right to work in Norway or Finland or anywhere else, so 
I would definitely to do that, as long as it’s dual citizenship. (Interview with 
Jonathan)

Jonathan comes from a country that has not been involved in any 
big conflicts during the past century, yet he still believes safety is an 
important aspect of citizenship. Other interviewees who brought up 
issues of security come from areas that have seen more recent conflict. 
Ella and Noel are two of them, and they focused on the value of having 
multiple passports. Ella considered becoming a Swedish citizen since she 
believed that the Swedish passport would be useful. Based on the history 
of war in her home country, she found Sweden more secure. Since she 
can have dual citizenship, she did not see any reasons why she would not 
take Swedish citizenship: “It’s better to have two than one” (Interview 
with Ella). The focus on security shows that obtaining citizenship is not 
always related to a wish to settle, as brought forward in Why Sweden?. 

The likelihood of obtaining Swedish citizenship varies between 
different immigrant groups, and, according to a previous study, people 
from southeastern Europe, the Middle East, and Africa are most likely 
to become Swedish citizens (Bevelander & Pendakur 2009: 10). In our 
study, we have been unable to detect any geographical differences; 
however, we can see that the situation in the country of origin has 
affected the interviewees’ interest or disinterest in becoming a Swedish 
citizen. Disinterest is most often connected to the country of origin not 
allowing dual citizenship18. Many of the interviewees stated that they 
are interested in Swedish citizenship as it is more difficult to travel with 
a passport from their country of origin than with a Swedish passport. 
A few claimed that the unstable history of their country of origin makes 
them interested in obtaining a Swedish passport. The interviewees 

18 Sweden has allowed dual citizenship since 2001 (Government 
Offices of Sweden 2011).
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illuminated the complexities of citizenship. Becoming a Swedish citizen 
is not only related to Sweden’s willingness to provide a migrant with 
citizenship, it is also affected by the policies in the migrant’s country 
of origin. 

To sum up the interviewees’ feelings on citizenship,

• Most of the interviewees are not interested in becoming Swedish 
citizens since permanent residency seems sufficient to them, and 
they do not want to give up the citizenship of their country of 
origin. 

• Swedish citizenship is attractive because of mobility and safety.

• The interviewees discussed citizenship based on practical rather 
than emotional considerations.

5.4.5 Accommodation
Initially, most of the respondents found accommodation through their 
respective companies. At the time of writing, most of the respondents 
live in rental apartments (eight of them have second-hand contracts), 
and six own their house or apartment.

Around half of the respondents described finding accommodation in 
Sweden as problematic as well as the part of their relocation to Sweden 
that caused them the most grief. Martin had a lot of trouble with finding 
accommodation and still lives in a temporary apartment: “It has been 
the worst nightmare” (Interview with Martin). Eighty five percent of 
the municipalities in Sweden state that they have a shortage of rental 
apartments (Swedish National Board of Housing, Building and Planning 
2013), suggesting that finding a place to rent is not an issue only for 
migrants but a nationwide problem.

However, the interviewees brought up issues of finding housing that 
are specific to migrants. Several of the interviewees stated that it is 
difficult to understand the system of first and second-hand contracts 
in Sweden and to navigate rental websites in Swedish. Not speaking 
Swedish also becomes a problem when interacting with potential 
landlords, as described by Eric:

Some people didn’t even want to speak to me in English. It was quite annoying. 
The thing is, like, I understand that people are uncomfortable, OK he’s from 
[country] or whatever ... It’s not easy in that sense. (Interview with Eric)

Molly described how since she has not lived in Sweden before, she 
does not have any Swedish references, making it difficult to find 
good accommodation: “It is very difficult to find a decent apartment 
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without good references, at a good price. … It’s possible, but it is hard” 
(Interview with Molly).

Another difficulty arose for the interviewees who wanted to find an 
apartment before moving to Sweden. Lucas and his wife were making a 
permanent move to Sweden and wanted to find a place before arriving. 
They found that the process was difficult since they did not yet have 
personal numbers,19 which was a requirement for the larger rental real 
estate companies:  

Until you have a personal number, you are limited to sort of the private rental 
market, which is really a much smaller rental market than the market that 
is controlled by the companies. They [the companies] seem to control 80-90 
percent of rental real estate no matter where you go, so that made it a little 
more difficult in that you are looking at a much smaller pool. (Interview with 
Lucas)

The difficulties have forced some of the respondents to change 
accommodation frequently. When Alexander first moved to Stockholm, 
he was unable to find housing and was forced to move from one living 
room to another. He eventually found a place in a house where the 
owner was renting out rooms to students and young professionals. 
After that, he moved to a small but more centrally located apartment; 
however, Alexander was sick of looking for rentals, and six months ago, 
he bought his own apartment. 

Six of the respondents owned their own house or apartment, but an 
additional five respondents discussed how the difficulty with the rental 
market has made them think about buying a place since it is easier to 
buy than to find a rental. Isac considered buying since he had such 
difficulties on the rental market: 

When I started looking, I found that it’s really difficult to get one. I even 
contemplated buying an apartment. I was not sure how long would I stay 
and what kind of implications it would have if I would buy an apartment, 
but then I was so fed up with looking for an apartment that I thought, “OK 
let me just buy.” (Interview with Isac)

The implications that Isac referred to are that buying a place is a 
significant commitment and makes mobility difficult. This is why Daniel 
decided not to buy a place, even though it would have been an easier 
process. Finding a rental apartment took him eighteen months, and he 
got scammed during that time.

19 Swedish social security number used by all Swedish authorities and 
needed to open bank accounts. 
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In conclusion when it comes to finding accommodation, 

• The interviewees found it hard to find a rental apartment since 
there is a shortage and since they initially lacked knowledge of 
both the rental market and the Swedish language. 

• Some have considered buying a place although few have gone 
through with it since they do not know how long they will stay in 
Sweden, and buying a house would make them less mobile. 

5.4.6 Experiences of discrimination
Most of the interviewees described one or multiple situations in which 
they have felt either discriminated against or treated differently because 
of their background. Below are examples of the most commonly 
mentioned situations. 

At work
Thirteen of the interviewees described situations that are related to 
work, which makes work the commonly mentioned space in connection 
to discrimination. The interviewees had either been discriminated 
against during the application or promotion process. A few had also 
been treated badly by their colleagues at work.

Several of the interviewees brought up that in the application process, 
coming from a different country can be a disadvantage. Liam has never 
felt that he has been treated differently at his current job but believed 
his background would be a hindrance if he were to apply for a new job:

At my work, I wouldn’t say that I am treated differently. But, of course, if I 
look for a job, it’s not simple. If you are from a foreign background, then you 
don’t speak the language or know the culture, and, of course, they take these 
things into account when they decide if they want to give you an interview 
and offer you a job. In many ways, it’s understandable. It’s not just because 
they are racist. (Interview with Liam)

In his quote, Liam justifies the differential treatment that he experienced 
during the application process. Walter also felt that he was discriminated 
against because of his name and background, stating that he is not so 
upset about it: 

When I was looking for my first job, I came across some positions; I thought 
I was the perfect candidate, but I didn’t get any calls. I had consulted some 
employers, and they definitely pointed out the impact of my name and 
background. I had to realize that challenge. I’m not that bitter about that 
because I’m thankful that I still got some interviews. I’m not negative about 
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that. From those experiences, I can see the challenge, but I’m thankful. I think 
it has worked out good for me. (Interview with Walter)

A handful of the interviewees felt that they have been discriminated 
against, once they acquired a position, by not receiving career 
opportunities, promotions, or an equal salary. Walter found that career 
opportunities for foreigners in Sweden are somewhat limited. He would 
like to see a more open labor market that would attract persons with 
the right skills:  

It is a bit closed; the labor market is somehow closed for foreigners, which 
could have been improved. If there is some position available and if they hire 
someone with the right skills, the hiring process could open up a bit for them 
to kind of attract skilled persons, to benefit from that. (Interview with Walter) 

Albin felt that he has been taken advantage of in salary negotiations 
because he was not knowledgeable about the Swedish system: “Probably, 
if I had asked for it through a union, then I would have got it. I didn’t 
know all this since I didn’t know the system well. I was taken for a ride” 
(Interview with Albin). These experiences of discrimination support 
the idea presented in Why Sweden? that one should not assume that 
high-skilled migrants are not at risk of exploitation or discrimination. 
Previous studies indicate that discrimination is more common 
among low-skilled workers (Skr. 2008/09:24, p.23); nevertheless, the 
experiences of our interviewees show that, even if it is less common, 
discrimination still exists for highly skilled persons as well. 

In public places
After work-related incidents, the most common space for discriminatory 
experiences is public places. Multiple interviewees described situations 
in which they have been treated badly in different public places because 
of their background. Some of the incidents involve intoxicated people, 
as in Elliot’s case:

We were drinking at a bar, and there were some drunk people. It was a 
group of young males. There was an old couple with a dog. I stumbled on a 
cobblestone, and it made a noise when I was going to go outside the bar, and 
I scared the dog. Then one of the young males said, “He’s Chinese. Chinese 
eat dogs. That’s why the dog is scared of him!” It could happen anywhere 
since the people were drunk. But then I felt that there could be discrimination 
here. Otherwise, I have not experienced anything. … They were speaking 
in Swedish otherwise. They said it intentionally in English. (Interview with 
Elliot)
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Several respondents shared examples where bouncers at bars have 
discriminated against them. John has, on several occasions, felt 
discriminated against but not always felt sure that it was discrimination. 
However, in the situation described below, both he and his Swedish 
friends were certain that he was denied entry to the bar because of his 
background: 

Some friends I and were having a few drinks at a club in Malmö. A few of 
them are Swedes, and I was supposed to join them. But the people at the 
entrance didn’t let me go [in] because my name was not on a list, which 
was just an excuse because I know there’s no list as such. There’s no list as 
such there or at any club. I know because I had been there before. ... Then 
my friends, one of my friends is 55-60 years old, and she’s a Swede. All of 
them, like 5-6 [people], had to come out of that place. Then we had to go 
somewhere else because these people were not ready to let me in. This lady 
who is a Swede said, “I’m ashamed that they did that.” (Interview with John)

It is not only bar-staff who sometimes discriminate. Peter describes how 
a customs officer singled out him and other non-white people on a train. 

Peter: It was on the train. I have only once [felt discriminated]. We were 
sitting there, and I was alone, coming from Copenhagen. There were some 
black guys on my right side and some others who were Swedes, white people. 
I had my bag right beside me, and this guy comes and only checks us. They 
didn’t care about the white people, just us. That felt bad.

Interviewer: Did the toll guy check your id?

Peter: Yes, they also asked, “Where do you work? What do you do?” They 
also checked my bag and the black guy’s beside me, but not the white guy’s 
bags’. (Interview with Peter)

Apart from particular places, the interviews brought up differential 
treatment in relation to other themes, such as skin color and language.

Skin color
Lucas and Jonathan drew attention to how skin color can affect how 
you are treated in Sweden. Lucas is white, and he stated that if he does 
not speak, he can get away with being Swedish. His wife, however, is 
black, and she often feels that people around her are wondering who she 
is and why she is here. Jonathan has not experienced any discrimination 
or differential treatment in Sweden because of his background but 
reflects that this might be due to his skin color: 
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I think it’s probably easier to be a white person from an English speaking 
country. That’s probably a lot easier than if you were black from Canada or 
from China or something like that. (Interview with Jonathan)

Language
Several of the interviewees described how language is important and 
can be a basis for discrimination. Noah thought that people treat you 
differently depending on the language you speak:

Not directly to me, but you see, generally. I think you see it every day. If 
your name is a non-EU name, if you don’t speak Swedish, they will treat 
you differently. You [companies] don’t even look at your CV actually. It’s 
happening. For immigrants, it’s tough. (Interview with Noah)

Before Christina learned Swedish, she felt, on several occasions, that 
people treated her differently and spoke slower to her even when they 
spoke English. Christina had problems with the way people explained 
things to her, as if she was less intelligent. Maria had a similar experience:

People can treat you a little like you’re stupid because you sound stupid. 
I can understand that, and I think it’s actually been good for me to have 
that experience and be more sensitive to the experiences of other people. 
(Interview with Maria)

No experience of discrimination
Eighteen of the respondents initially stated that they had never 
experienced any discrimination. However, seven of the eighteen 
proceeded to share stories that could be interpreted as discriminatory. 
For example, Jack, who stated that he had never experienced 
discrimination, also shared stories of landlords who refused to speak 
to him since he did not have a Swedish reference. This might be due 
to the possibility that there is stigma connected to discrimination that 
one does not want to admit, not even to oneself, that it has happened. 
It can also be seen as a form of self-defense or a way to cope with the 
experience. Another possible explanation is that the interviewees and 
the researchers defined discrimination differently. 

Theo is one of eleven interviewees who did not share any stories of 
differential treatment. He contended that the reason he has been treated 
well might have to do with his educational background and his current 
position: 



101

Interviewer: Have you ever experienced different treatment because of your 
background?

Theo: No, I don’t think so. I think most people are interested.

Interviewer: You mean when you first meet?

Theo: Yes, they are interested in how I happened to be here. As soon as they 
understand that I have a high education and occupation here, they have no 
problems communicating. (Interview with Theo)

Theo believes that migrants with higher education are treated better. 
This is also supported by statements from other interviewees who state 
that they are treated better when they speak English than when they try 
to speak Swedish. Sebastian discussed why he thinks there is a difference 
between how an immigrant is treated when they speak English versus 
when they speak Swedish: 

If you speak Swedish, they take you as an invader, maybe, or like muslims, 
like refugees. They put you in the same category. If you speak English fluently, 
it shows that you have good education, and they may consider you differently. 
(Interview with Sebastian)

These stories shed light on how different immigrant groups are treated 
differently as suggested by prejudice theory. According to prejudice 
theory, some groups are more disliked than others based on differences 
in class, language, religion, race, and color (Van Tubergen 2006: 14, 26, 
30). The quotes show that the interviewees are treated more negatively 
at first glance and when they speak Swedish. This is because at that 
point, they are categorized as low-skilled migrants since their skills are 
not visible judging from their appearance or their broken Swedish. Once 
they are able to talk about their high-skilled job in fluent English, they 
are categorized as high-skilled migrants and receive better treatment. 

In regards to discrimination,

• Most of the interviewees have experienced some form of 
discrimination or differential treatment in Sweden.

• Having a foreign background can be a disadvantage when 
applying for a job or a promotion.

• Being a highly educated, English-speaking migrant makes you 
more likely to be treated well. 
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5.5 Concluding remarks
This chapter is based on interviews with fifty-five high-skilled migrants 
in Sweden and explores different aspects of their lives, from the decision 
to migrate to their experience of integration.

The first section analyzed why the fifty-five interviewees chose to 
migrate to Sweden, how they experienced the process of getting a work 
permit, and what factors decide whether they will stay in or leave Sweden. 
It became clear that the fifty-five interviewees chose to come to Sweden 
because of economic factors, such as job opportunities and education. 
In this aspect, Sweden, as a country known for its advancements in 
engineering and technical fields, offers high-level education and career 
opportunities that are attractive for many high-skilled migrants. It is 
not surprising that the fifty-five interviewees’ motivations to migrate 
to Sweden were based on economic factors, Sweden requires you to 
have an employment contract before you can apply for a work permit. 
Moreover, the majority of the interviewees were engaged in the fields 
of engineering and technology, which are heavily driven by the supply 
and demand of labor.

As different scholars indicate, it is not solely economic factors but 
also social factors—such as lifestyle factors, including the welfare system 
Sweden provides—which play a role in the decision making process as 
regards whether or not to stay in Sweden. The migrants’ reception by 
the host society and the migrants’ levels of integration should not be 
ignored either. The understanding that English is accepted as a way 
of communicating was one of these social aspects that may positively 
affect the initial choice high-skilled migrants make to come to Sweden. 
However, the concern they have about the language barrier affecting 
future career opportunities should not be ignored as a factor which 
may negatively influence the choice to stay. The work-life balance were 
highly valued by the interviewees. The possibility to acquire permanent 
residency and citizenship as well as the possibility to bring close family 
with them were mentioned; however, it did not seem to be a driving 
force for the fifty-five interviewees when they decided to migrate to 
Sweden. Rather, the wish to acquire permanent residency arose from 
the current Swedish labor-migration policy that confines high-skilled 
migrants to the same employer for two years and to the same profession 
for another two years as well as that they only have three months to find 
a new job in case they lose their current job. 

The second section examined the interviewees’ sociocultural 
integration in regard to language, friendship, connection to Sweden, 
citizenship, accommodation, and discrimination. The interviewees’ 
future plans showed that integration is not always the end-goal of 
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their migration. However, when the interviewees discussed why they 
would like to stay in or leave Sweden, aspects of integration emerged 
as important factors. The importance of language in becoming a 
part of Swedish society was clearly stated by the vast majority of the 
interviewees. Learning Swedish was seen as important for several 
reasons:

• Job and career opportunities;

• friendships;

• feeling connected; and

• not being discriminated against.

Knowledge of Swedish was viewed as important for making Swedish 
friends, which was otherwise viewed as rather difficult. Nevertheless, 
speaking Swedish might not always be an advantage; according to 
several of the interviewees, they were treated worse when they spoke 
Swedish than when they spoke English. Finding a rental apartment is 
also difficult in Sweden, and many interviewees struggled with finding 
appropriate accommodation. Most of the interviewees did not feel 
completely at home in Sweden and have not considered becoming 
Swedish citizens. Nonetheless, the quality of work and life in Sweden 
made the majority feel connected to Sweden and feel satisfied with 
their life here. 

The interview results show that integration is complex and consists 
of multiple aspects. The strong emphasis in Swedish integration politics 
on economic integration cannot be justified by the assumption that all 
other aspects of integration will follow with employment and education. 

This paper focused specifically on high-skilled migrants and explored 
their decisions to move to Sweden, their experiences of migration, and 
their integration into Swedish society. The majority of the fifty-five 
high-skilled migrants who were interviewed were satisfied with their 
life and work in Sweden. Their wish to stay in Sweden was strongly 
connected to their career opportunities; however, it became clear that 
their level of integration in Swedish society also played a significant role 
in their decision to stay in or to leave Sweden. 



104

Appendix 1. Descriptive information on interviewees

Sex

Male 44

Female 11

Total 55

 

Age

25-29 13

30-39 21

40 - 49 2

50 or older 4

Missing 15

Total 55

 

Marital  
status

Single 19

Married 29

Domestic partnership 3

Dating 4

Total 55

 
Type of permit (first time) Total

Student 
permit

Work 
permit

Family 
permit

Business 
permit

First year  
of arrival

2003 1 0 0 0 1

2004 1 0 0 0 1

2006 1 0 0 0 1

2007 5 0 0 0 5

2008 2 5 0 0 7

2009 7 1 0 0 8

2010 5 8 0 0 13

2011 0 7 1 0 8

2012 0 5 0 1 6

2013 0 5 0 0 5

Total 22 31 1 1 55
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Type of permit  
today

Work permit 45

Family permit 1

Permanent residency 3

Missing 6

Total 55

 

Country  
of origin

India 19

Japan 6

China 4

Pakistan 4

USA 4

Canada 2

Jordan 2

Russia 2

Albania 1

Australia 1

Bangladesh 1

Croatia 1

Ethiopia 1

Iran 1

Macedonia 1

Mexico 1

Nepal 1

Palestine 1

South Africa 1

South Korea 1

Total 55

City of  
Residence

Malmö 13

Lund 11

Stockholm 9

Goteborg 5

Home country 3

Other 11

Missing 6

Total 55



106

Work site

Lund 20

Stockholm 16

Malmö 8

Goteborg 5

Other 6

Total 55

 

Size of  
company

Small (<50) 1

Medium (<250) 6

Large (<1000) 4

Enterprise (>1000) 40

Missing 4

Total 55

 

Recruitment  
through

Intra-corporate transfer 17

Head hunted 3

Recruitment sites (Linkedin, 
monster)

6

Through contacts  
and network

16

Swedish employment service 1

Company website 4

Advertisement 5

Spontaneous 2

Work fair 1

Total 55

 

Employment  
form

Permanent (local contract) 35

Permanent (contract at  
home country)

8

Temporary 6

Unemployed 1

Missing 5

Total 55
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Last completed  
education

BA 16

MA 31

Postgrad 1

PhD 7

Total 55

 

Profession

Engineer 37

University/Researcher 7

Sales/PR 4

Other (Accountant, 
Inter actional designer, Supply 
manager, Architect, Music

7

Total 55

 

Years of work  
experience from  

home country

No experience 8

1-5 years 21

6-9 years 9

More than 10 years 4

Other 5

Missing 8

Total 55

 

Years of work 
experience from 

abroad

Less than a year 3

1-5 years 15

6-10 years 1

Experience through 
longer business trips

1

No experience 1

Missing 34

Total 55

 

Plan for  
staying

<1 year 8

1-5 years 16

>5 years 12

Permanently 8

No plans on leaving 7

Don’t know 4

Total 55
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