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How can immigrants help Europe? (broader research agenda I am interested in) 

There are two main aspects of immigration to Europe that have received 
less attention in political discussions and academic research, yet they 
are crucial to understand how immigration can help Europe: 

1) the role of (especially low-skilled, young) immigration in a context 
characterized by population aging: see Börsch-Supan, Leite and 
Rausch (2019) and my own discussion of this paper, Mayda (2019); 

2) the impact of skilled migration to Europe, in particular in terms of 
innovation. 

Today I will focus on the latter point and present some results from 
Mayda, Orefice and Santoni (2020).



Existing literature 

• Recent contributions in the migration literature investigate the impact of skilled immigration on 
innovation and patenting activity in the United States. 

• See for example: Hunt and Gauthier-Loiselle (2010), Kerr and Lincoln (2010), Doran et al (2014): 

• Hunt and Gauthier-Loiselle (2010) exploits cross-state variation for the United States and 
finds that a one percentage-point increase in the share of immigrant college graduates in the 
population leads to an increase in patents per capita of 9 to 18 percent – the main reason being 
that they disproportionately hold STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) 
degrees. 

• Kerr and Lincoln (2010) look at whether shifts in national H1-B admissions are associated 
with stronger or weaker patenting activity of ethnic inventors in states/cities/firms that are very 
dependent on the program relative to less dependent ones. Mostly, this is a city-level analysis – 
the firm-level analysis is only for a small sample of companies (77 firms). 

• Doran et al (2014) exploit the visa lottery in fiscal years 2006 and 2007 to analyze the effects 
of H1B visas on patenting and overall firm employment. This paper finds no evidence of an 
effect on patenting and at most a moderate effect on overall employment in the firm.



Existing literature (cont.) 

• Chellaraj et al. (2008) document that the presence of foreign graduate students 
has a positive impact on future patents in the United States. 

• Burchardi (2020) estimate a strong and significant causal impact of immigration 
on the number of patents filed per person. 

• Parrotta et al. (2014) analyze the connection between worker diversity within a 
firm and its patenting activity using data for Denmark. Their results suggest that 
ethnic diversity leads to more patenting. 

• Italy: Bratti and Conti (2017) find no evidence of either positive or negative 
effects of migrants on innovation. 

• Yet the literature mostly focuses on the United States and for the most part 
uses aggregate data or very small samples of firm-level data.



Evidence from Europe: Mayda, Orefice and Santoni (2020) 

• In this paper, we investigate the impact of skilled migration on innovation 
(patenting activity) in a European country (France) that has received a 
substantial number of skilled migrants. 

• Why France? 

• France represents an interesting counterpart to the U.S. case. Indeed France, like 
most European countries, does not have a large program explicitly targeted at 
attracting skilled migrants, except for the EU blue cards, for which the take up 
rate has been low (see following map). Yet France has been able to attract 
skilled migrants. 

• The Macron administration is carrying out reforms of immigration policy that 
are meant to both discourage asylum seekers and encourage skilled foreign 
workers to apply for visas.





Why France? 

• Importantly, the wealth of data available for France allows us to 
carry out an investigation of the different channels through 
which skilled immigrants are likely to affect innovation and 
patenting. We will consider four different channels. 

• We use micro-level data on French firms spanning the period 
1995–2011.



Preview of our main results 

• We find evidence of a causal effect of skilled migration on innovation activity in 
France: between 1995 and 2011, an increase in the share of skilled migrants in a 
French district significantly raises the number of patents. 

• The effect of skilled migrants is significantly higher than the effect of skilled 
natives. 

• We instrument for the share of skilled migrants using a modified version of the 
Card instrument. 

• We provide evidence for the exclusion restriction by carrying out a pre-
treatment trend exercise.



Preview of our main results (cont.) 

• Our results also hold at the firm level, controlling for firm-level characteritics. 

• In addition, we explore heterogeneity in the impact of skilled migration with 
respect to firm-level characteristics as well as district level ones. 

• Finally, we show that one channel through which the effect works is task 
specialization: the arrival of skilled immigrants pushes skilled natives (French 
skilled workers) towards more language-intensive and managerial tasks, while 
skilled immigrants specialize in more technical tasks (research and innovation). 

• This is consistent with institutional de facto characteristics of the French system.



Share of migrants and high-skilled migrants over total population, in France 

 









Identification: modified version of Card instrument 
• Endogeneity due to unobservable local characteristics that affect both patenting 

activity and the share of skilled immigrants in the population.  
• For example, skilled immigrants may be attracted to locations where firms are carrying 

out innovation activity and, as a consequence, the labor-market is stronger for them. 
• On the other hand, it might be that skilled immigrants are more likely to be hired in 

less attractive locations. 
• We use the following instruments for the share of high-skilled migrants and high-

skilled natives: ̂SN jt /( ̂N jt + ̂Mjt )

̂SM jt /( ̂N jt + ̂Mjt )









District-level regressions 
• District-level regressions controlling for region fixed effects: they 

include both the high-skilled immigrant share and the high-skilled native 
share; both these variables are instrumented with the Card instrument. 

• District-level regressions controlling for district fixed effects: they 
include the high-skilled immigrant share, which is instrumented with the 
Card instrument; the high-skilled native share is either not included or, if 
it is included, it is not instrumented (because the instrument is too weak). 

• District-level first and long-difference estimations 













Firm-level regressions 
• We construct the patents variable at the firm level but we keep the 

explanatory variable (the skilled-migrant share) at the district level. 
• We are able to control for firm-level characteristics. 
• We also explore heterogeneity with respect to firm-level 

characteristics. We find that high-productivity, capital-intensive and 
large firms are those for which the effects are stronger.  









The effect is likely to work through four different channels:  
1. as is the case with trade, skilled immigrants are the conduit through which 

knowledge flows from their countries of origin to France – this is the channel 
analyzed by Kerr and Lincoln (2010); 

2. since immigrant workers are characterized by greater mobility than native 
workers – and this is the case in France as well – we investigate whether they 
facilitate knowledge diffusion across French firms; 

3. task specialization: the arrival of skilled immigrants pushes skilled natives 
(French skilled workers) towards more language-intensive and managerial 
tasks, while skilled immigrants specialize in more technical tasks (research and 
innovation). 

4. to the extent skilled migrants are positively self selected, they will be 
characterized by greater unobserved ability compared to skilled native workers 
with the same observable skills.



Task specialization 
• See Peri and Sparber (2009) for low-skilled immigrants and Peri and Sparber 

(2011) for high-skilled immigrants. 

• Due to lower language/communication abilities or other (institutional or de 
facto) constraints, skilled immigrants tend to specialize in more technical tasks 
(such as in STEM occupations or more broadly in occupations related to 
research) while skilled natives tend to specialize in language-intensive 
occupations or administrative/managerial occupations.  

• The case of France is special from this point of view as the education system 
(through Grandes Ecoles) is set up in such a way that outsiders (both French 
workers who did not go to Grandes Ecoles and foreign workers who studied 
abroad) are less likely to have access, in practice, to top managerial positions 
within firms, hence they focus on research/innovation/technical tasks.









Conclusion 
• Skilled migration to France (and Europe) in general plays an important role in 

terms of innovation. 

• In countries, such as Italy, where immigrants are for the most part of low-
skilled, we should encourage skilled migration as well. 

• This is an important topic which should enter policy discussions on immigration 
in Europe.


