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Population aging is one of the largest challenges facing developed countries in the coming
decades. The increasing share of elderly will lead to increasing difficulties to maintain the high
standards of living that today’s developed countries have taken for granted. Higher shares of the
population above retirement age implies a higher burden of pensions, medical care, and old age
care being shouldered by a shrinking share of the population.
Demographers have largely focused on the causes behind population aging. Initially, population
aging was driven by a reduction in fertility levels. This declining fertility had the effect of
increasing the share of the elderly in society, but not really decreasing the share in working ages.
This first population aging was actually economically beneficial, since there were fewer children
to support, while the share of the elderly was not growing rapidly. The second population aging,
however, has been driven by increasing longevity. It is now that we see the compression of the
workforce and begin to feel the economic challenges of population aging.
The economics of population aging has focused primarily on reforms to pension systems,
increasing hours worked, and raising retirement ages. In political circles, however, there has
always been an underlying focus on the impact that migration can have on the age structure of a
population. Here the argument is essentially that migrants come at a young age, and therefore
increased migration should adjust the population age structure towards lower ages. Additionally,
migrants are assumed to have higher fertility than natives, further lowering the mean age of a
country.
Demographers have been largely dismissive of this idea, based in large part on a United Nations
report from 2001 (United Nations, 2001). This report calculated the number of migrants required
to stabilize the ratio of elderly to the workforce until 2050. The numbers required were
astronomically high, with a need for roughly 700 million migrants to maintain the old-age
dependency ration for the EU15 at 1995 levels until 2050. This massive number of migrants is,
of course, neither politically nor practically possible. The assumptions behind these projections,
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however, are not immune to criticism, and there is reason to examine the role of migration in
greater detail.
This paper will examine the effect that migration may have on the demographic challenges of the
next 30 years from various aspects. We will look at migrants in terms of demographic
characteristics, health, labor market success, and retirement to gain a holistic understanding of
the interplay between migration and aging. While the paper will very briefly assess the state of
research, the primary focus here will be on where we have gaps in our knowledge, giving us
indications of where future research should be focused.

The aging challenge
Before discussing the impact that migration can have in our aging world, it is necessary to chart
out the fundamental issue at play when thinking about population aging. The main issue is how
we will maintain our current standard of living in a period where the workforce is shrinking and
the share of the population above retirement age is increasing. This topic has been discussed a
length in other outlets (see e.g. Bengtsson & Scott, 2011 for the case of Sweden), so here we will
very briefly illustrate the issue. Figure 1 shows the age-specific income and consumption for the
case of Sweden.
Figure 1. Average age-specific consumption and labor income, Sweden 2003. Values in 2003
SEK. Source: Forsell et al 2007.
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As clearly seen in the figure, consumption increases at older ages, while labor income decreases.
This is the primary challenge of population aging – the share of the population which is
increasing the most rapidly is also the share which consumes the most, while the share of the
population providing the tax-base for payments to the elderly is the share which is declining the
most rapidly. Taking the case of Sweden, 18 percent of the population is 67 or older in 2018, and
this is projected to grow to 22 percent by 2050 (Statistics Sweden). In contrast, the share in
working ages is 58 percent in 2018, and expected to decline to 53 percent in 2050. Sweden is in
an exceptionally good position compared to its EU neighbors. The same projections for the
EU28 show a change in the share above 67 moving from 17 percent to 26 percent and countries
like Italy and Poland seeing increases in the share elderly of over 10 percentage points
(Eurostat).
Given the financial challenge of sustaining the welfare state in the face of rapid demographic
change it is clear that policymakers turn their eyes to means by which the age structure can be
modified to increase the share of the working population. Migration is a potential solution, but
there are many aspects of immigrant integration which must be taken into account in any
calculation of future benefits to immigrants. One such factor is the type of migration, including
the age and skill levels of the migrants. Another is the extent to which migrants maintain their
fertility levels after migration. Successful integration is also a factor must be solved if migration
is to be a potential (or partial) solution.

Migrant Fertility
As mentioned above, one of the key factors in population aging is reduced fertility. Given the
fact that many immigrants come from high fertility countries, it is natural to assume that they
will continue their high fertility patterns in the new host country. The underlying assumption of
the role of migrant fertility in the population aging scenario is that increased migration will raise
the average fertility level of the population as a whole. While there is evidence that migrants in
Northern, Western, and Southern Europe do have fertility levels that are higher than the host
population, this situation is not clear cut (Sobotka, 2008; Kulu & Gonzales-Ferrer, 2013; Adsera
& Ferrer, 2014). Although migrants enter the destination country with higher fertility rates, there
is much evidence to show that migrant populations do gradually reduce their fertility and
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approach native levels (Andersson & Scott 2005, 2007; Scott and Stanfors 2010). This reduction
in fertility is not universal, however, and there are large differences, with fertility reduction
greater in the social democratic welfare regimes of the north, and declining as we move into
more conservative welfare states.
Even in cases where migrant fertility remains higher than that of the host country, the increases
to overall TFR in the host country has been found to be modest (Goldstein et al, 2009;
Landschoot et al, 2014; Mussino et al, 2012; Tromans, 2009). Additionally, the possibilities for
fertility increases vary considerably depending on immigrant background (Kulu & Hannemann,
2016; Alders, 2002; Bagavos, 2008; Coleman & Dubuc, 2010; Cygan-Rehm, 2014; Dubuc,
2009; Toulemon, 2004; Garssen, 2008; Lappegard, 2000; Milewski, 2010; Mussino & Strozza,
2012; Rosero-Bixby et al, 2011; Schmid & Kohls, 2009; Tonnessen, 2014; Tsimbos, 2008).
Immigrant integration is a multi-generational process, and evidence shows that the potential
gains to fertility found in the first generation may be all but erased in the second generation
(Scott & Stanfors 2010). Studies have found that the second generation tends to adjust fertility
towards native levels, even if this has not been the case in the parental generation. Additionally,
degrees of intermarriage also alter the propensity for maintenance of high home fertility levels,
with the presence of a native spouse exerting a moderating influence.

Figure 2. Share of first-time asylum applicants by age, 2017. Source: Eurostat
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A prerequisite for migration increasing fertility is that immigrants arrive in fertile ages. A quick
examination of the age-structure of first-time asylum applicants in 2017 in Figure 2 shows that
this is indeed the case. Therefore, in terms of migration contributing to a reduction in the mean
age of a population through increased overall fertility levels the evidence is mixed. Some
evidence points to increases, but these are quite modest overall, and the impact is likely to be
highly dependent on the region of origin of the migrants. This is a vital point to consider, since
region of origin is also an important factor in the economic integration of migrants.

Economic integration – increasing the tax base
While migration may have a moderating function on population aging due to migrants arriving at
younger ages, this may simply be an exercise in averages in the face of poor labor market
integration. The true challenge of population aging is, as mentioned earlier, in the increasing
difficulties to maintain current standards of living in the face of a shrinking tax base. An influx
of migrants in working ages will only increase the tax base if economic integration functions
properly. The past four decades have seen a tremendous amount of research on integration in the
North American and European contexts.
The point of departure for discussions regarding the role of international migration in economic
success is that migrants constitute a net fiscal gain to the receiving country (Clemens, 2011;
Kennan, 2012; Rodrik, 2016). This is not necessarily a given conclusion, however, and there
exists growing evidence that family reunification immigrants and refugees from low-income
countries – which comprise the bulk of current migration trends) have lower employment rates
than both other types of immigrants and natives.
Contrary to the US experience where refugees integrate faster than other types of migrants
(Borjas, 1982; Cortes, 2004; Chin and Cortes, 2015), there is mixed experience in the European
context (Damas de Matos and Liebig, 2014; Dustmann et al, 2016; Dumont et al., 2016, Fasani et
al., 2018). Most European Union countries display slightly lower employment rates for refugees
compared to other non-EU migrants (Dumont et al., 2016). While this disparity is not great, the
2017 European Labour Force Surveys (Eurostat) show that the employment rate for non-EU
migrants in the EU28 is on average 7.5 percentage points lower than for citizens (60.6% vs.
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68.1%), while migrants from other EU28 countries have 4.7 percentage points higher
employment rates. There appears to be a north-south gradient, with countries in highemployment Northern and Northwestern Europe displaying larger gaps in employment rates. The
Netherlands has the highest gap, with an almost 19 percentage point difference between natives
and non-EU28 migrants.
Refugees understandably exhibit lower employment rates and higher rates of social assistance,
but there is some evidence that the accumulation of time in the host country ameliorates some of
this disadvantage. Fasani et al (2018) show steady increases in refugee employment rates over
time for the EU, but catch-up rates are slow, and after roughly 25 years we see a near closure of
the gap between refugees and non-EU migrants. This situation does not seem to be universal,
however, with Bratsberg et al (2017) finding for Norway that refugees and female family
reunification migrants do see an improvement in employment rates, but that this improvement
stagnates after 5 years in Norway, and then appears to decline with longer duration. Neighboring
Sweden, on the other hand shows steady increases for all groups over time (Bevelander, 2016).
The short review above underlines the vast disparity in immigrant integration based on context of
reception. If migrants are to alleviate aging pressures, it will be through increasing the tax base,
anod more needs to be understood about these mechanisms. One attempt to do this was recently
initiated within the National Transfer Accounts project (http://www.ntaccounts.org/). The NTA
project calculates the age-specific incomes and consumption such as shown in Figure 1 above.
Current work is attempting to disentangle income flows by immigrant background, and
interesting new results have become recently available for a select group of countries. Figure 3
shows differences in consumption and income between natives and immigrants across the lifecycle. The figures are not striking in their message that immigrants tend to consume less than
natives during their economically active ages. This would clearly follow from the fact that they
also earn less. A more interesting result of these figures is that immigrants tend to consume
roughly the same amounts at younger and older ages. While this is also not strange, since most
consumption at these ages come in the form of transfers from the state and not private
consumption, it is illustrative of a potential problem with relying on migrants to increase the tax
base. A fundamental outcome of poor integration is that migrants contribute less through taxes
than natives, and this is coupled with consumption of healthcare and education at levels roughly
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equal to natives. Unless integration can be improved, this means that the benefit of migration
towards untying the fiscal knot caused by aging is transitory, and as migrants themselves age,
their care needs will require increased migration – to compensate for both aging natives and
aging migrants (see e.g. Bengtsson & Scott, 2010; United Nations, 2001).
Figure 3. Age-specific labor income and consumption by immigrant background. Source:
Tofoska et al 2018.

Migration flows
The previous section shows the disparity in integration between both countries and immigrant
origins and should underline the fact that more research is needed into mechanisms which allow
certain migrants to find success in some countries, while not in others. Research into migration
flows has a long and varied history, with significant contributions found within geography,
sociology, and economics.
Migrants move for many reasons, with the two most traditional being found in economic factors
(wage and employment disparities) and refugee situations (war, famine, persecution, et cetera).
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Some literature has expanded economic factors to include aspects of “social tourism”, seeing
some countries or regions as “welfare magnets” (Borjas, 1999; Kvist, 2004).
Any understanding of how migration will impact population aging must rely on an understanding
of who is attracted to which types of countries, both in terms of migrant age structure and skill
levels. Much of the network theories currently applied to migration flows (see Massey et al 1993
for an excellent overview) have an end result being some sort of diaspora, where increasing
numbers of countrymen in the destination reduce barriers to migration. These barriers have, in
economic theory, been seen as a source of positive selection, where migrants tend to move with
the skills needed for success in the new country (see Chiswick, 1978 and Borjas, 1987).
Reductions in these barriers lead to a situation where the members of the diaspora become less
selected and may result in a declining average skill level as diaspora size increases. This is
shown in Beine et al (2011) where diasporas increase migration flows and decrease average
educational levels.
This tendency, coupled with a fear of social tourism, has resulted in shifts in migration policy in
recent years which may impact the composition of migrant populations. Preliminary research by
Adsera & Palmer (2018) indicate that welfare-magnet fears may be exaggerated. While they find
that social expenditure is positively related to migration flows, variation in expenditure does not
seem to explain very much of the variance in flows. Remarkably, it appears that the biggest
effects seen in terms of social expenditure is found in the attraction of contributory benefits and
access to private sector employment, both work-related, while non-contributory benefits exert
much lower attraction. In fact, some countries experiencing considerable reduction in noncontributory benefits available to migrants maintained high immigration rates.
Migrants as the elderly – health, retirement, and mortality
The previous sections have focused on how migration can contribute to reducing the mean age of
the population and financing the elderly. In demography there is one law which is inviolable: For
every year you live you become one year older. Eventually, the young migrants who originally
adjusted the age structure downwards will themselves become elderly. To gain an understanding
of how this might impact the host societies we will here examine the health of migrants and how
the elderly population may change ethnically over the coming decades.
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The discussion of elderly migrants is quite new in Europe, since many countries have a short
history as migration destinations. This does not mean that there are no elderly migrants, and this
fact will become very clear within the near future, as the labor migrants of the 1960s and early
1970s join the ranks of retirees, primarily in Northwestern and Northern Europe. Figure 4 shows
the percentage of the population in 4 selected countries that will turn 65 in the coming decades
comprised of immigrants. Looking at 2010, only three percent of the new 65-year olds in Italy
were immigrants. By 2050, this share could be 20 percent, based on the current share of migrants
who will turn 65 in 32 years. Other European countries will not see such rapid growth, but they
will have higher shares than Italy (Eurostat).
Figure 4. Share of the foreign born among those turning 65 in 2010, 2020, 2030, 2040, and 2050.
Simple projection based on the foreign-born shares at age 33, 43, 53, 63 and 73 in 2017. Source:
Eurostat.
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With this increasing share of migrant elderly, new questions arise regarding the process of
population aging. Will migrant health be better or worse than natives at higher ages? Will
migrants’ often tenuous attachment to the labor market lead to low pensions and old-age
poverty?
First, we turn our attention to migrant health. On this there is mixed evidence. Famously, the
“Hispanic paradox” found in the United States finds Mexican migrants to have lower mortality
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rates than natives, despite lower socioeconomic status (Franzini et al, 2001). This finding has
been duplicated in many other countries and has become more generally known as the “migrant
mortality advantage” (MMA). This advantage has been shown to apply to migrants from many
origins, and has been observed in U.S. (Palloni & Arias 2004), Canada (McDonald & Kennedy
2004), New Zealand (Hajat et al, 2010), the UK (Wallace and Kulu, 2014), Germany (Razum et
al, 1998), Belgium (Anson, 2004) and France (Khlat & Courbage 1996). The extent to which the
MMA actually holds for current immigrants will determine the eventual size of the migrant share
of the elderly population.
There are possible reasons to doubt that migrants are actually healthier than natives, despite this
observed MMA. One is that there have been many studies which find this exact situation, that
migrants actually have poorer health than natives, even though they have lower mortality (see
e.g. Rostila, 2007; Wiking et al, 2004; Hummer & Chinn, 2011; Bos et al, 2004). The question
remains, however, whether migrant-native disparities in health are actually due to differences
between the groups, or simply an expression of socioeconomic differences (Lille-Blanton &
Laveist, 1996).
Regardless of the reasons for health disparities, they lead us to question the veracity of the MMA
findings. Some explanations for the mortality advantage of migrants are that they are simply
statistical artifacts. If migrants prefer to die in their home countries, then those who are near
death may selectively return home, leaving only the healthy migrants in the general population
(Turra & Elo, 2008; Vandenheede et al, 2015). Related to this is the problem of unregistered
return migration. If migrants leave a country without registering, they may remain in the
statistical registers and thus “never” die, thereby deflating the mortality risks (Anson, 2004;
Kibele et al, 2008; Wallace & Kulu, 2015).
Given that the share of migrants among those entering retirement age will rise rapidly over the
next 30 years, and migrants may have lower mortality, we are faced with a potential challenge in
financing the aged migrants. Most pension systems are constructed with benefits based on a
combination of earned income during working life and number of years of contribution to the
system. In the case of Sweden, individuals are not fully vested in the pension system until they
have worked 40 years in the country. This type of pension scheme is particularly harsh on
migrants. The combined fact that migrants tend to have lower incomes than natives and have
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shorter working lives in the host country may very well lead to a situation where elderly
immigrants face even more severe economic constraints than migrants at younger ages (Sjögren
Lindqvist, 2017; Flood & Mitruut, 2010; Qi, 2016; Qi et al, 2016).

Pathways for future research
The necessarily brief overview of the state of research regarding the role of migration in
population aging has shown that research is not in perfect alignment. It is clear that the same
processes do not occur in all countries, and that immigrants from different origins respond
differently in the same destination country, while immigrants from the same origin may well
behave differently in different countries. Prediction must come through a combination of origin
and destination contexts. This section will highlight areas where we need more information to
obtain a more complete picture of the situation(s).
One point which is common to all areas related to migration and aging is the need for more
detailed information. Many studies either use very large datasets with fairly superficial
information or very small qualitative datasets with little external validity. To better understand
the situation, we need large-scale data with deeper content. Most surveys today are aimed at the
general population and are therefore difficult to use for migration studies due to small numbers.
While some surveys are migrant specific or oversample migrants, more of this type of data is
necessary. To understand migrant behavior in different contexts we need cross-national, multiwave surveys which allow us to get an understanding of the interplay between norms, gender
roles, religiosity, and other value-based characteristics and the host society.
Regarding immigrant fertility, it is important to gain a firmer understanding of how, and to what
extent, migrants adapt their fertility levels upon entry to a new country. This is of utmost
importance if we are to be able to forecast the impact of immigrant childbearing on future
population structure. Factors which we need to know more about include the prevalence and
impact of intermarriage, variations in fertility by country of origin as well as visa status
(refugee/tied mover/other), and the impact of policy on migrant fertility. Migrants display
different fertility patterns in different countries, and a closer examination of the role of national
policies, both labor market and family, is of great interest for future research. This adaptation of
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fertility to host-country characteristics is important to understand both in general and with a
focus on differential behavior of immigrants from low and high fertility countries.
Most studies of migrant fertility (and fertility in general) focus on females, so there is also a need
for research into male fertility among migrants. Other groups which require more attention, and
have become increasingly relevant in recent years, are refugees, the children of migrants, and
particularly migrants who arrive as children.
In terms of the economic contribution of immigrants to the aging challenge there are a number of
factors which remain unclear. For issues concerning employment and income we need more
evaluations of the effects of national, regional, and local policies and regulations on facilitating
economic integration. We know that migrants tend to have slow integration processes, and that
these processes appear even slower for refugees, at least in the European case. An understanding
of the extent to which different policies actually impact these processes will bring us much closer
to an understanding of the processes themselves. While policy research is not new, there is still a
lack of cross-national studies examining how similar policies work in varying contexts.
Regarding the integration processes themselves, we know relatively little about how reasons for
entry lead to varying pathways, so more focus should be placed on the experiences of refugees
relative other types of migrants, and how these experiences differ by country of origin and
gender.
If we are to estimate the future effects of migration on aging, we need to have some idea of who
will be migrating in the future and their possible destinations. Much as policy is important for
integration and fertility, our understanding of the role of policy in the destination selection of
migrants needs to be improved. Policy may influence both the size of migration flows and their
composition, both in terms of origin countries and human capital endowments. Without this
information, projections of future migration streams are largely educated guesses, and will be of
little value in understanding how migration will impact age structure and the aging challenges. A
very interesting topic related to migration flows in the future, although somewhat less related to
aging, is research aimed at forecasting the impact of potential climate change on migration.
The health and mortality of migrants is another topic where research has consistently pointed in
opposite directions. To understand the relationship between health and migration we need more
in-depth studies. Of fundamental importance is a thorough disentangling of the effects of migrant
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status from the effects of socioeconomic status. Since migrant status is such an encompassing
characteristic, much research stops there without analyzing the extent to which this status is
actually of importance. In terms of mortality, more work needs to be done to isolate whether
observed differences are a result of selective immigration and emigration. As with the other
areas, cross-national studies are important here to observe the health and mortality of immigrants
from the same origin, but in different destinations. To deepen these studies, more focus also must
be placed on the health of non-migrants who remained in the home countries. Finally, a more
holistic view is necessary, where health is observed within the context of both migration histories
and employment histories.
Regarding elderly migrants, this is a very under-researched topic. The combination of shorter
working lives and lower incomes leads to a very real possibility that elderly immigrants will be
economically marginalized, a marginalization which is likely to be greatest for migrant women.
In the face of increasing costs associated with an aging population, projections of these costs
require us to know the extent to which elderly migrants will require additional economic
assistance due to the formation of pension schemes which favor complete working lives in the
host country.
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