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Abstract 

What are the pull factors of immigration into OECD countries? Does it differ by 

gender? I argue that different types of social spending affect migration patterns. Further, I 

argue that the impact of these welfare benefits differ across categories of immigrants.  

For instance, I find that health benefits are more attractive to females than to the overall 

population of immigrants. Yet, economic factors such as tax revenue per capita similarly 

affects all types of inflows. Moreover, gender equality seems to constitute a reversing 

trend, at least in terms of educational attainment. As a result, certain gender equality 

indicators, such as the gender wage gap, are surprisingly uncorrelated with all inflows, 

whereas the correlation between public spending in tertiary education and immigration 

inflows is significant among women but not among all immigrants. Previous literature 

mostly focuses on distinguishing immigrants by skill levels and evaluating the effect of 

welfare generosity on these groups. As I categorize immigrants by gender, this study uses 

a new approach to reject the welfare magnet hypothesis as well as to evaluate the factors 

that drive female immigration. 
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Introduction 

With the expansion of free-migration zones such as the European Union, international 

migration has been expanding over the past years. Generally, over the last decade, total 

inflows of immigrants have been rising in OECD1 countries. Figure 1 displays the 

increasing number of immigrants into 34 OECD countries from 2000 to 2011. It has been 

estimated that the decrease in total inflows between 2007 and 2009 was due to the global 

financial crisis. In most countries, the economy has at least partly recovered, which has 

enabled immigration to start rising again. 

 

Figure 1: Scatterplot of total inflows of immigrants into OECD countries from 2000 to 

2011 

                                                
1	  “The	  Organization	  for	  Economic	  Cooperation	  and	  Development	  (OECD)	  is	  a	  unique	  forum	  where	  the	  
governments	  of	  34	  democracies	  with	  market	  economies	  work	  with	  each	  other,	  as	  well	  as	  with	  more	  
than	  70	  non-‐member	  economies	  to	  promote	  economic	  growth,	  prosperity,	  and	  sustainable	  
development.”	  
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As a result of these trends, the topic of “welfare migration” has become 

predominant in the international economic as well as political spheres. Surveys reveal 

that, in many nations, natives fear high levels of immigration might be costly to 

taxpayers. “The concern is that immigrants move to countries with generous welfare and 

receive social benefits without sufficiently contributing to the system”2. The problem 

seems to arise due to the limited or nonexistent education of low-skilled immigrants, 

leading in turns to a lack of socioeconomic integration. As a consequence of the 

difficulties encountered while attempting to integrate into the labor market of their new 

country of residence, these individuals find themselves obligated to rely on welfare 

benefits. As a result of this widely supported theory, skilled-based migration policies 

have been proliferating in developed countries. “By selecting skilled migrants and 

requiring language skills and knowledge about the receiving society when migrants apply 

for permanent residence or naturalization, destination countries hope that those who make 

it through the selection will be more useful for the national labor markets and their social 

integration will be less problematic because they speak the language and favor a more 

modern lifestyle” (p.ix)3. The United States, Canada, Australia, and (recently) the United 

Kingdom have implemented such selective migration schemes with the objective to select 

high-skilled migrants whose labor market integration is supposedly guaranteed. 

The latter constitutes a misleading assumption, as many of these policies also 

engender what is commonly referred to as “brain waste”. This phenomenon finds its 

cause in three major issues. The first refers to the limited transferability of skills, or the 

fact that usually “schooling in countries of origin pays off less than schooling received in 
                                                
2	  Welfare	  Migration,	  Giulietti	  and	  Wahba	  
3	  "No	  Shortcuts:	  Selective	  Migration	  and	  Integration",	  Doomernik	  et	  al.	  
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the receiving country” (Chiswick and Miller, 2005). A second potential explanation for 

“brain waste” among highly skilled labor immigrants is that because of social networks 

and previous knowledge of the receiving country’s institutions, “in the long run family 

migrants are more successful than migrants screened for skills”. The third problem relates 

to labor discrimination, which occurs “in the job market when employers are not willing 

to take the risk of employing a person with a foreign diploma”. Consequently, “point 

systems developed to screen and select the best immigrants, with the hope that they 

would integrate perfectly, have often been inefficient”. On the one hand, they have 

negative consequences on immigrants in general. Low-skilled workers are mostly denied 

entry and high-skilled workers often experience “brain waste”. On the other hand, the 

implementation of these policies can be extremely costly, as they require stricter border 

control, screening processes, the completing of language exams and so on. 

In most studies on welfare migration, immigrants have been classified by skill and 

education levels. Most of the literature supports the hypothesis that immigrants, and in 

particular low-skilled immigrants, are attracted by welfare benefits. Yet, the evidence is 

rather mixed and cannot allow us to support any theory. I argue that distinct welfare 

policies attract different categories of immigrants. If this is true, current selective 

immigration policies are inefficient and even irrelevant, as they differentiate immigrants 

in terms of skills level. Moreover, certain economic factors seem to be similarly 

correlated with all types of migrants. In fact, a combination of push and pull factors affect 

the choice if immigrants when selecting a country of destination. The former include 

drought, poverty and lack of services while the latter refers to social benefits, higher 

income and better services. As I am assessing immigrants’ choices of destination, I 
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restrict my analysis to pull factors and examine inflows of legal immigrants into OECD 

countries. Immigration trends can be classified into four broad categories: economic 

(searching for work), social (reuniting with family), political (fleeing war) and 

environmental (flooding). As the first group would be the most influenced by welfare 

benefits, this study focuses on economic migration. Even though the remaining categories 

are of importance, individuals’ decision to move is mostly driven by a shock in those 

cases and not by the variables I are studying. 

More precisely, this study focuses on gender migration, theme about which the 

literature remains extremely limited. This topic is becoming increasingly important, as “it 

appears that recently there has been a trend towards the feminisation of migration.  […] 

In 1999 the share of women in the overall immigration flow (nationals and foreigners) 

ranged between 41% for Germany and 56% for Greece. For most of the countries studied, 

however, the percentage was close to 50%. It was slightly higher than that for the United 

States, Canada, the United Kingdom, the Nordic countries and Belgium, and somewhat 

lower for Austria, the Netherlands, Denmark and Switzerland” 4. Figures 2 and 3 

illustrate these differences in immigration trends. As can be observed on these two 

graphs, the share of women in overall immigration flows is on average larger in the 

United Kingdom than in Germany. For instance, in 2012, women accounted for about 

39.0% of overall immigration to Germany whereas they represented 51.4% of total 

inflows to the United Kingdom. 

                                                
4	  "Trends	  in	  International	  Migration."	  Continuous	  Reporting	  System	  on	  Migration	  
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Figure 2: Scatterplot of total and female inflows (in thousands) into the United Kingdom 
from 1999 to 2012 

 

Figure 3: Scatterplot of total and female inflows (in thousands) into Germany from 1999 

to 2012 
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Because of the feminization of migration and of the differences in trends observed 

among nations, the topic of gender migration is becoming increasingly popular among 

OECD countries. Another reason is that women immigrants might represent a source of 

innovation due to their increasing education levels. As reported by a study conducted by 

UN-DESA and the OECD, in terms of world migration, “ ‘Brain drain’ is more 

pronounced for women than for men. In many countries of origin, the share of tertiary 

educated women who were living outside their country of birth was higher than for men.” 

Consequently, this group of migrants is of great importance for receiving countries, as 

they might significantly contribute to greater innovation and development. As discussed 

above, skilled-based immigration policies seem to engender “brain waste”. Conversely, 

focusing on attracting women could lead to greater economic expansion and 

modernization, despite potentially increasing social spending. The latter would not 

constitute an issue, as it would be accompanied by a rise in income per capita. 

Consequently, this paper aims to compare the extents to which social benefits, 

economic factors and gender equality indicators influence total inflows on the one hand 

and female inflows on the other. Understanding the pull factors that affect immigration 

among these groups would allow us to develop more efficient immigration and 

integration policies. To test my hypotheses, I use panel data of disaggregated immigrants 

inflows, government policies and economic and gender equality indicators from 28 

nations over an average of 9.0 years for total inflows and from 25 nations over an average 

of 7.6 years for female inflows. 

The validity of my model is supported by the results obtained from the first 

category of independent variables, which consists of economic factors. These control 
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variables are similarly correlated with all types of immigrants. For example, GDP per 

capita seems to have no effect on total or female inflows. This might be because it fails in 

accurately representing average income. A better economic indicator seems to be the tax 

level. I find that as tax revenue per capita increases by 1% within a country, its number of 

total immigrants increases by 0.79% on average, and its number of female immigrants by 

0.78%. According to the literature, these coefficients should be negative. Indeed, it seems 

logical that immigrants would want to target countries where they would pay lower taxes. 

Nonetheless, as will be developed later in this paper, the correlation might be positive 

because many governments increase tax revenues to create jobs and decrease 

unemployment, which attracts immigrants. Similarly, the total population of the receiving 

country has analogous effects on both total and female inflows of immigrants. These 

results support the accuracy of the model as I expect these country indicators to similarly 

affect all kinds of immigrants. 

Furthermore, this study demonstrates that on average, female immigrants are 

more influenced by certain types of welfare benefits, specifically health benefits, than the 

majority of immigrants. Indeed, as public spending on health benefits increases within 

countries by 1%, the number of female immigrants increases by 0.80%, whereas total 

inflows increase by 0.63% on average, ceteris paribus. Therefore, it might well be correct 

to assume that this category of immigrants is particularly attracted to some types of 

welfare benefits, namely health benefits. What is surprising is that gender equality 

indicators such as the gender wage gap and the ratio of female to male labor force 

participation are respectively not and negatively correlated with female inflows. This 

might be due to the reversing trend of gender inequality, which now appears to be at the 
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detriment of men. Indeed, an increasing number of foreign women benefit from tertiary 

education levels. This might be why, as I observe in this study, women immigrants tend 

to target countries with higher levels of public spending on tertiary education. In fact, as 

this independent variable increases by 1%, female inflows increase on average by 0.11%, 

ceteris paribus. Conversely, the coefficient obtained for total inflows is insignificant. To 

conclude, even though women immigrants might be more attracted than men by health 

benefits, they are also more likely to target countries with high levels of public spending 

on tertiary education. This might be due to the fact that they would like to pursue their 

studies abroad or that they want their children to benefit from such an education. Either 

way, this mindset is crucial to the economic development of countries through innovation 

and productivity. 

This paper is organized in the following manner. I start by examining previous 

studies in order to provide background on the topic and highlight the gap in the literature 

concerning female immigration. From this, I then proceed on detailing my theoretical 

framework. In this section, I explain the reasoning that allowed me to formulate several 

hypotheses about the pull factors that affect women in their decision to immigrate. 

Further, the empirical design is detailed in the third part of this paper, which also offers a 

description of the data. The fourth part provides a thorough analysis of my results, from 

which I infer my final conclusions. 
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I. Literature Review and Implications 

In 1999, Borjas developed the welfare magnet hypothesis, which suggests that welfare 

benefits attract immigrants. From a study he conducted on the United States, he 

concluded “generous welfare benefits offered by some states have magnetic effects and 

alter the geographic sorting of immigrants” (p.609)5. Furthermore, Brücker et al. (2002) 

believe that low-skilled immigrants tend to target countries with generous welfare 

systems while high-skilled immigrants are more likely to choose nations with lower 

social spending, hence reducing their tax burden. In other words, welfare generosity 

might lead to an adverse selection of immigrants. “These studies predict that welfare 

programs affect the number, composition and location of immigrants”6. As a result, 

selective immigration might be useful in limiting public social spending, as it allows 

countries to restrict the inflows of immigrants who would be most likely to collect these 

benefits. 

Furthermore, Thompson (2011) finds that New England “states raising taxes will 

see somewhat fewer migrants choose their state as a destination”7. This would support the 

hypothesis that when choosing a country of destination, immigrants try to minimize their 

tax burden. As a consequence, it is widely believed that immigrants are costly to 

taxpayers, as they might be net recipients of welfare benefits, whereas natives might be 

net contributors to the system. However, Thompson’s results also provide evidence that 

“States raising taxes […] offset and reverse this impact when they use increased tax 

revenues in ways that attract people and create jobs. Because the migration impacts of 

                                                
5	  “Immigration	  and	  Welfare	  Magnets”,	  Borjas	  
6	  “Welfare	  Migration”,	  Giulietti	  and	  Wahba	  
7	  "The	  Impact	  of	  Taxes	  on	  Migration	  in	  New	  England”,	  Thompson	  
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unemployment are so much greater than for taxes, when states use additional revenue to 

create jobs and lower unemployment, the net effect is to decrease outmigration and attract 

more people to the state.” Therefore, even though immigrants may attempt to minimize 

their tax burden when selecting a country of destination, the tax level might not 

significantly influence their decision. In fact, they might be more influenced by other 

factors such as work opportunities, social benefits and social networks. As a result, they 

might tend to target countries with higher tax levels, as this might be interconnected with 

better socio-economic prospects. In this sense, the assumption that immigrants are costly 

to taxpayers could be erroneous as they might be net contributors of the welfare system. 

Further, using public spending in unemployment benefits as a proxy for welfare 

generosity, Giulietti et al. (2011) find that its causal effect on inflows of immigrants is 

very small and statistically insignificant, “thereby rejecting the welfare magnet 

hypothesis.”8 Additionally, using the net replacement rate to account for the level of 

welfare generosity, De Giorgi and Pellizzari observe that their independent variable has a 

weak impact on immigration flows. If this is true, selective immigration in terms of skill 

levels fails to minimize public spending, as large amounts of money are spent on creating 

and enforcing immigration policies as well as on welfare benefits. Most of the literature 

focuses on inflows and its differences in terms of educational and professional 

attainment. 

 Consequently, there exists a gap in the literature, especially concerning the 

differences in immigration patterns across genders. More particularly, studies on female 

migration, which plays a non-negligible role in the economies of developed countries, are 

                                                
8	  "Unemployment	  Benefits	  and	  Immigration:	  Evidence	  from	  the	  EU",	  Giulietti	  et	  al.	  
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still quite rare. Indeed, the Focus Migration information service explains that “most 

research on migrant women’s employment is concentrated on just two areas of 

employment: domestic work (cleaning and care) and the sex industry. Thus academics 

inadvertently emphasise migrant women who work in the lesser skilled sectors of the 

labour market.” They seem to believe that women do not have the necessary skill level to 

significantly contribute to economic expansion. Similarly to Kofman and Raghuram in 

their 2009 policy brief, I argue that “the dichotomy of skilled male and unskilled female 

migration needs to be reconsidered”. 

Moreover, gender inequality may represent a reversing trend, especially in terms 

of tertiary education. For instance, as recorded by the US Census Bureau (Figure 4), from 

1980 to 2009, in the US and across all age ranges, more female than men were enrolled in 

college education. Further, in terms of immigration, it has been observed that “in many 

countries of origin, the share of tertiary educated women who were living outside their 

country of birth was higher than for men” 9. Thus, female immigrants could represent an 

important source of development and innovation for countries of destination. Indeed, 

Dumont et al. (2007) remark that “taking into account the fact that women still face an 

unequal access to tertiary education in many less developed countries, it appears that 

women are over-represented in the brain drain.” Hence, despite their limited access to 

tertiary education in some developing countries, women have managed to catch up to the 

level of their male counterparts. Consequently, it is crucial to study female immigration 

in order to understand the benefits and costs of this type of migration trend.  

 

                                                
9	  “World	  Migration	  in	  Figures"	  
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Figure 4: College enrollment (in thousands) by sex and age in the United States in 2011 

Lastly, as mixed evidence suggests, categorizing inflows by education levels 

seems rather inefficient in supporting or contradicting the welfare magnet hypothesis. 

Therefore, this study uses a new approach to test the validity of these theories as well as 

new ones. Immigrants are categorized by gender, in order to examine the pull factors of 

female immigration. Even it remains extremely limited, more data is now available 

compared to the time at which the studies mentioned above were conducted. As a 

consequence, retesting some of the previously formulated hypotheses along with new 

ones might prove useful in providing more evidence and ensuring coherency of the 

model.  

 

II. Theoretical Framework 

Different characteristics make countries more or less attractive to immigrants. Further, 

the attractiveness of these programs may differ across different categories of immigrants. 

In this section, I will explore the impacts of economic factors, welfare spending and 

gender equality indicators on overall immigration and on the immigration of women. 

 

Firstly, I assess economic and demographic factors that may homogenously affect 

inflows of immigrants. This supports the validity of the overall model. 
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For instance, countries with a high gross domestic product might well attract 

immigrants per capita. On the OECD website, this variable is defined as “a core indicator 

of economic performance and commonly used as a broad measure of average living 

standards or economic well-being”. Let us assume that individuals attempt to maximize 

wealth and wellbeing when choosing a country of destination. As a result, I test the 

hypothesis that the level of GDP per capita is positively correlated with all types of 

migrant inflows. 

Another economic factor that may be relevant in my analysis is the tax level of 

the receiving country. I use tax revenue per capita as proxy for the tax burden. On the 

OECD website, tax revenue “is defined as the revenues collected from taxes on income 

and profits, social security contributions, taxes levied on goods and services, payroll 

taxes, taxes on the ownership and transfer of property, and other taxes”. As mentioned in 

the previous section, the effect of this variable on immigration flows remains unclear. On 

the one hand, an increase in the tax level could lead to a decrease in inflows, as 

immigrants desire to minimize their tax burden (Thompson, 2011). In this case, 

immigrants would tend to target countries with low tax levels. On the other hand, there 

might exist other factors, such as the abundance and accessibility of socio-economic 

opportunities, which they consider as more important since they wish to maximize their 

utility, instead of minimizing their tax burden. Let us suppose that as the latter increases, 

socio-economic prospects increases as well. This could be due to two reasons. The first is 

that the government uses the tax revenue to boost economic expansion and create new 

jobs, therefore reducing unemployment among natives as well as immigrants (Thompson, 

2011). The second is that this entity may reallocate part of this money to finance welfare 
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benefits, the construction of new infrastructures or to provide social services for instance. 

Immigrants might be more influenced by low unemployment rates and generous welfare 

spending than by the tax level. If this assumption is correct, immigrants may target 

countries with higher tax revenues per capita. Therefore, I test the hypothesis that 

immigrants target countries in which tax revenue per capita is high because, even though 

they suffer from a larger tax burden, the amount of socio-economic opportunities is also 

greater.  

Furthermore, the total population of the receiving country might also be highly 

significant in my analysis. I assumed above that when selecting a country of destination, 

immigrants try to maximize their wellbeing. From this, I draw the assumption that, in 

general, they would target countries where they expect to encounter a large number of 

socio-economic opportunities. It only seems logical that more populated countries benefit 

from more diversity and a wider range of active industries. Therefore, I expect all kinds 

of immigrants to target countries with a large total population. However, as total 

population increases within a country, potential opportunities decrease and I expect 

inflows to decrease as well. 

 

 

Secondly, I study the validity of the welfare and adverse selection hypothesis. The 

first states that immigrants are attracted by public social benefits, and the latter restricts 

this theory to low-skilled immigrants. I argue that instead of categorizing immigrants by 

education level, we should classify them by gender to understand the relationship 

between welfare benefits and immigrants inflows. As observed from the data collected, 
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the characteristics of female migration are roughly similar across OECD countries. 

Reviewing statistics that define the profile of female migrants in the United States is 

particularly helpful in understanding the importance of their social and economic 

contributions within developed nations. Although “the 18.9 million immigrant women in 

the United States in 2008 made up 12 percent of all women in the country”, “immigration 

policy debates have paid little attention to immigrant women (with the exception of a few 

laws that protect them from domestic violence)”10. In 2012, female immigrants accounted 

for about 51.3% of the total foreign-born population, whereas females accounted for 

about 50.7% of the native-born population. 

Additionally, “data from the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) indicate 

that female immigrants are more likely than male immigrants to come to the United 

States through the family-based class of admissions, rather than through employment”11. 

Moreover, in 2013 “men were more likely to be married or single, and less likely to be 

separated, divorced, or widowed compared to their female counterparts, regardless of 

nativity.” As a result, it appears most men migrate alone or with their family (wife and 

children) whereas most women move either with their family or, in the case they are 

divorced or widowed, with their children only. This seems logical because when parents 

divorce or separate, women are more likely than men to obtain child custody. Indeed, in 

2013, only 17% of custodial single parents in the US were men. From these statistics, I 

draw the assumption that in general, women are more likely than men to travel with 

                                                
10	  "Immigrant	  Women	  in	  the	  United	  States",	  Batalova	  
11	  "Immigrant	  Women	  in	  the	  United	  States:	  A	  Portrait	  of	  Demographic	  Diversity",	  Immigration	  Policy	  
Center	  



 Martin 17 

children. Therefore, they might well be more likely than men to rely on family benefits, 

with the objective to ensure the well being of their children. 

Moreover, in the US in 2013, more immigrant women than men suffered from an 

annual income below the poverty threshold. Therefore, they were on average poorer than 

their male counterparts. “Single parenthood has been a strong predictor for poverty; 

single mothers in particular encounter significant financial hardship”. As a result, I 

assume that immigrant women, and in particular the ones who are divorced or widowed, 

might fear a shortage in income, which would prevent them from providing for the health 

care services needed by their family. This implies that their male counterparts, who 

benefit from higher incomes on average, are much less likely to experience this concern. 

From this, I draw the hypothesis that women are more likely than men to be attracted by 

health benefits. 

As mentioned above, a large share of immigrants move to rejoin with family 

members. As a result, I expect a majority of them to remain in their destination country 

on a long-term basis. From this, I draw the hypothesis that as they work and financially 

contribute to government revenues via taxes, which will make them eligible to receive 

pensions in the future. Consequently, countries with high public spending on old age 

benefits may attract immigrants, as they seek to ensure a certain level of income when 

they retire. In addition, women are more likely are more likely than men to migrate for 

family reasons, whereas men are more likely than women to travel for work-related 

purposes. The latter are also more likely to travel alone. From this, I assume that for the 

sake of their family’s stability (for instance to avoid having to move their children to 
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another school), women tend to remain longer than men in their destination country. 

Therefore, I expect women to be more attracted than men by old age benefits. 

As a consequence, I expect to find that on average, high levels of public spending 

on welfare benefits has a stronger effect on female inflows than total inflows. 

 

Last but not least, it seems essential to consider the issue of gender inequality 

when disaggregating inflows of immigrants by gender. I examine both sides of the issue.  

In developed countries, women seem to be disadvantaged in terms of salaries and 

labor force participation. According to OECD standards, the gender wage gap “is defined 

as the difference between median earnings of men and women relative to median 

earnings of men”. As can be observed on Figure 5, in most OECD countries, women earn 

on average less than men. Despite the decreasing trend of this gap between 2000 and 

2013, it remained at around 15% in 2012. Additionally, there is enough variation across 

countries for this variable to be relevant in my model. Indeed, in 2010, the latter was 

below 10% in countries such as Spain, Poland and Belgium; whereas it was superior to 

18.5% in Canada, the United States and the United Kingdom. Let us assume that even 

though women mostly travel for family incentives, many also work in their country of 

destination. From this, I draw the assumption that they would prefer countries in which 

their revenues would be similar to men’s when employed at the same level. 

Consequently, I expect female inflows to be negatively correlated with the gender wage 

gap. Conversely, I expect total inflows to be uncorrelated with this independent variable. 
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Figure 5: Graph of the mean average gender wage gap across the 34 OECD countries 

from 2000 to 2013 

Another variable that can account for gender inequality is the ratio of female to 

male labor force participation rate, as estimated by the International Labor Organization. 

The larger the ratio, the more equally employed are individuals from different genders. 

As mentioned, I expect women to target countries with greater gender equality. Thus, for 

similar reasons as for the gender wage gap hypothesis, I expect female inflows to be 

positively correlated with this ratio. In addition, I draw the hypothesis that total inflows 

are uncorrelated with this independent variable. 

Yet, in developed countries, the trend in gender inequality may have reversed 

when it comes to educational attainment. As a result, women now appear to constitute the 

main targets for brain drain in OECD countries. This might engender the fact that women 

might be more likely than other immigrants to be attracted by public spending on tertiary 

education. The reason might be that they value this type of educational attainment more 

than men. On the one hand, they could wish to continue their studies in this destination 

country. This could be possible since, as Figure 4 demonstrates, women are in general 

more likely to men to be enrolled in tertiary education after the age of 25 years old, and 
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especially after the age of 35, where the gap between male and female college enrollment 

significantly increases. On the other hand, they could desire for their children to obtain 

such an education, which would become more accessible if cheaper. Thus, I test for the 

hypothesis that as public spending in tertiary education increases, female inflows increase 

more than total inflows.  

 

 To conclude, my hypotheses are as follows: 

1. Hypothesis 1: GDP per capita, government tax revenue per capita and the total 

population of the receiving country are positively correlated with inflows of 

immigrants. Further, each variable similarly affects female and total inflows. 

2. Hypothesis 2: Family, health and old age benefits are positively correlated with 

inflows of immigrants. Further, each variable has a stronger effect on female 

inflows than on total inflows. 

3. Hypothesis 3: The gender wage gap is negatively correlated with female inflows 

and uncorrelated with total inflows. Similarly, the ratio of female to male labor 

force participation rate is positively correlated with female inflows and 

uncorrelated with total inflows. Lastly, public spending on tertiary education is 

positively correlated with total and female inflows, with a stronger effect on the 

latter. 
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III. Empirical Design and data description 

To test my hypotheses, I regress both total (IMtot) and female (IMfem) inflows of 

immigrants on GDP per capita (C1), government tax revenue per capita (C2), total 

population of the receiving country (C3), the levels of public spending on family benefits 

(S1), health benefits (S2) and old age benefits (S3), the ratio of female to male labor force 

participation rate (G1), the gender wage gap (G2) and public spending on tertiary 

education (G3). The model is as follows: 

Model 1: 

IMtot(i,t+1) = α + (β1) C1(i,t) + (β2) C2(i,t) + (β3) C3(i,t) 

+ (β4) S1(i,t) + (β5) S2(i,t) + (β6) S3(i,t) 

+ (β7) G1(i,t) + (β8) G2(i,t) + (β9) G3(i,t) + ε(i,t) 

Where i is the country of destination and t is the year.  

Model 2: 

IMfem(i,t+1) = α + (β1) C1(i,t) + (β2) C2(i,t) + (β3) C3(i,t) 

+ (β4) S1(i,t) + (β5) S2(i,t) + (β6) S3(i,t) 

+ (β7) G1(i,t) + (β8) G2(i,t) + (β9) G3(i,t) + ε(i,t) 

Where i is the country of destination and t is the year.  

As immigrants usually take a few months to choose a country of destination 

before immigrating, I apply a one-year lead to my two dependent variables: total inflows 

and female inflows of immigrants. In addition, in order to evaluate how a 1% change in 

one of my independent variables affects my dependent variables, or in other words, to 

account for variations in proportions, all variables are expressed in terms of logarithm.  
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 Two types of regressions are applied to my two models, resulting in a total of four 

regressions conducted in this study. Firstly, a random-effect GLS regression evaluates 

cross-sectional times-series data. Secondly, a fixed-effect (within) regression shows how 

my independent variables affect my dependent variables within countries.  

 In both types of regressions, the standard errors are adjusted for clusters in the 

country category. When regressing total inflows on independent variables, the standard 

errors are adjusted for 28 clusters. They are adjusted for 25 clusters when regressing 

female inflows on independent variables. 

 

Data 

Most of the data used in this study was collected from the OECD Social Expenditure and 

SOPEMI online databases, except from the ratio of female to male labor force 

participation (International Labour Organization online database). The regression of total 

inflows on my independent variables includes 252 observations for a total of 28 countries 

(Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Switzerland, Chile, Czech Republic, Germany, 

Denmark, Spain, Finland, France, United Kingdom, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Iceland, 

Israel, Italy, Japan, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, 

Sweden and the United States). The number of immigrants per country is available for 

9.0 years on average. Moreover, the regression of female inflows on my independent 

variables includes 189 observations for a total of 25 countries (same countries as in 

model 1, with the exception of Greece, Japan and Poland). The number of immigrants per 

country is available for 7.6 years on average.  
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IV. Results 

Firstly, a random-effects GLS regression evaluates cross-sectional data. I find that on 

average, 39.62% of the variation in female inflows is explained by the variation in my 

independent variables. Additionally, about 28.78% of the variation in total inflows is 

explained by the variation of my independent variables. Secondly, a fixed-effect (within) 

regression shows how my independent variables affect my dependent variables within 

countries. I find that 45.13% of the variation in female inflows is explained by the 

variation of my independent variables. Moreover, on average, 34.33% of the variation in 

total inflows is explained by the variation of my independent variables. Consequently, my 

model seems to better explain variation in female inflows than variation in total inflows. 

The results obtained from my four regressions are summarized in Figure 6. 
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 Dependent variables 

  Random-effects (GLS)  Fixed effects 

  
Women 

inflows 

Total 

inflows 

Women 

inflows 

Total 

inflows 

GDP per capita -0.2185 -0.0169 -0.5913 -0.6664 

(0.8665) (0.6043) (1.035) (0.7377) 

Tax level per 

capita 

0 .6838*** 0.6149*** 0.7764*** 0.7909*** 

(0.1468) (0.1734) (0.1875) (0.2081) 

Total population  0.6759*** 

(0.0723) 

0.6670*** -2.0706* -2.4465* 

(0.1064) (1.181) (1.344) 

Family benefits -0.1952  

(0.2158) 

-0.2589  

(0.1921) 

0.0621 

(0.2502) 

-0.2237 

(0.2665) 

Health benefits 0.7646** 

(0.3269) 

 0.5258* 

(0.3154) 

0.8020* 

(0.3989) 

 0.6377* 

(0.3391) 

Old age benefits -0.4071** 

(0.1669) 

-0.4703 

(0.3739) 

-0.4942*** 

(0.1753) 

-0.6710 

(0.5203) 

Gender wage 

gap 

0 .0766  0.0655 -0.0336 0.0247 

(0.1717) (0.0833) (0.1357) (0.0907) 

Women labor 

force 

participation 

-3.5251*** -2.1577* -2.5628** -0.4473 

(0.8814) (1.138) (1.198) (1.733) 

Tertiary 

education 

0.1077** 

(0.0436) 

 .0944 

(0.0687) 

0.1240*** 

(0.0395) 

0.0934 

(0.0704) 

Constant 1.300 

(8.009) 

-2.4352 

(0.0687) 

44.24 

(21.03) 

47.34 

(21.25) 

Observations 189 252 189 252 

Standard errors in parentheses   

* p<0.1, ** p<0.5, *** p<0.01    

Figure 6: The effect of economic factors, social benefits and gender equality indicators on 

immigration 
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For simplicity, I evaluate my results in three stages. Firstly, I use the first category 

of independent variables as controls to ensure the validity of the model. Secondly, I 

assess the differential effects of social benefits on female inflows and total inflows. 

Lastly, I study the effect of gender equality indicators on female inflows. 

 

1. The effect of control variables on overall immigration 

To test for the overall validity of the model, three control variables are included in my 

two regression models: GDP per capita, government tax revenue per capita and total 

population of the receiving country. We first evaluate the results obtained for this group 

of variables.  

Firstly, the level of gross domestic product per capita does not influence the 

majority of immigrants when selecting their country of destination, as my estimated 

coefficients are insignificant at all conventional levels. I obtain similar results for female 

migration, which I find to be uncorrelated with my independent variable of interest. 

Indeed, in all four regressions, the p-values corresponding to this variable are superior to 

0.3. Thus, I can reject my original hypothesis that all types of immigrants inflows are 

positively correlated with GDP per capita. This might be due to the fact that GDP per 

capita does not exhibit enough variation across the countries included in this study, or in 

other words, across OECD countries. Indeed, as the level of GDP per capita is 

approximately similar in most developed countries, it seems logical to find that 

immigrants do not choose a destination based on this criterion. However, it would be 

interesting to compare the levels of GDP per capita of the country of origin and of the 

receiving country, as individuals might be leaving a very poor country and targeting a 
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richer country in order to increase their average income. In addition, GDP per capita 

might not accurately represent the average income of a country’s inhabitants. This issue 

is mentioned on the OECD website: “average GDP per capita gives no indication of how 

GDP is distributed between citizens. Average GDP per capita may rise for example but 

more people may be worse off if income inequalities also increase.” Hence, even though I 

rejected my original hypothesis, it might be interesting for future studies to test if inflows 

of immigrants are correlated with the gap between the GDP level of the receiving country 

and the one of the country of origin. 

 Moreover, I expect inflows of immigrants to decrease as taxes increase. 

Surprisingly, all immigrants tend to target countries with higher tax levels. Indeed, total 

inflows of immigrants increase on average by 0.61% for a 1% increase in government tax 

revenue per capita. The effect of the latter independent variable on women seems to be 

slightly stronger as I obtain an estimated coefficient of 0.68. It is important to notice that 

I find p-values of 0.000, which demonstrates the high significance of this independent 

variable. This supports my hypothesis, since I expected inflows to decrease as taxes 

increase. Additionally, as tax revenue increases by 1% within a country, its number of 

total immigrants increases by 0.79% on average, and its number of female immigrants by 

0.78%. Therefore, the more a specific government provides for its population, the higher 

the inflows of immigrants to the corresponding country the following year. I believe that 

countries with higher tax levels re-allocate their revenue by increasing spending on 

benefits, services or infrastructure. Thus, there is enough evidence to assume that 

immigrants would target countries where the government invests in the well being of its 

citizens, hence where tax levels are higher. As discussed, the effect is even greater for 
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women, which would support my hypothesis that they tend to travel with children more 

often than men. Countries with higher tax levels might spend more on education, health 

services, parks and recreation or family centers. Therefore, women with children would 

target these countries even more than other types of immigrants in order to ensure the 

wellbeing and healthy development of their children. 

 The total population of the receiving country also significantly affects the 

decision of immigrants when selecting a country of destination. For a 1% increase in total 

population, women inflows are expected to increase on average by 0.68% and total 

inflows by 0.67%. These results are highly significant as I obtain a p-value of 0.000. This 

supports my hypothesis that the total population of the receiving country significantly and 

similarly affects all types of inflows. This correlation might be due to the fact that more 

populated countries accept a higher number of immigrants and these individuals may find 

more work opportunities in these nations as their economy may well be larger, and 

therefore employ a wider range of individuals. Furthermore, as the population increases 

within countries (fixed-effect regressions), both female and total inflows seem to 

decrease, as I obtain negative coefficients (around -2.07 and -2.45 respectively). This 

would support my second hypothesis that as total population increases within the 

receiving country, all inflows of immigrants decrease as the number of socio-economic 

opportunities decreases. Yet, these coefficients are only significant at the 10% 

significance level. Therefore, there is only weak evidence in favor of my hypothesis. 

Indeed, the corresponding confidence intervals are very large (ranging respectively from -

4.5 to 0.37 and from -5.2 to 0.31 on average) and both include the zero value. Therefore, 

even though the second part of my hypothesis might not be entirely correct, there is not 
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enough evidence to reject it. By retesting it with the inclusion of more data, I might be 

able to show that the coefficients are significantly different from 0. In any case, it is clear 

that the total population of the receiving country is positively correlated with all inflows 

of immigrants. 

 To conclude, as expected, economic factors seem to have similar effects on all 

immigrants. The rejection of my first hypothesis of a positive correlation between GDP 

per capita and inflows of immigrants does not imply that individuals do not take this 

factor into consideration when moving to a new country. Indeed, it would be interesting 

to retest this hypothesis by regressing inflows on the difference between GDP in the 

receiving country and GDP in the country of origin, instead of only including the former. 

Much more data would have to be collected, as this new potential model requires 

information about dyadic flows. Furthermore, there is enough evidence to support my 

hypotheses concerning the correlation between tax levels and inflows, as well as total 

population of the receiving country and inflows. Thus, despite a minor imprecision, the 

models appear to accurately describe reality. Notwithstanding the existing literature on 

the topics of this section, it remains essential to include it in my study, as it verifies the 

validity of my models. 

 

 

2. The validity of the welfare and adverse selection hypotheses 

I now test for the validity of the welfare magnet hypothesis, which states that immigrants 

are attracted by public social benefits. This section shows that only certain categories of 
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immigrants are attracted to some types of welfare benefits. More particularly, I study the 

correlation between female inflows and public spending on different types of benefits. 

In general, the level of public spending on family benefits does not affect the 

decision of destination of immigrants. Indeed, my estimated coefficients are insignificant 

at all conventional levels. I obtain similar results when studying female immigration, 

which I find to be uncorrelated with my independent variable of interest. In all four 

regressions, the corresponding p-values are superior to 0.17. Thus, there is not enough 

evidence to conclude that the corresponding coefficients are significantly different from 

zero. In other words, it seems that public spending on family benefits is uncorrelated with 

both female and total inflows. However, I cannot reject my hypothesis that women are 

more likely than men to be attracted to family benefits. Indeed, even if my estimated 

coefficients are insignificant, the coefficients associated to female inflows are 

significantly higher than those associated to total inflows. In the random-effects GLS 

regression, when testing for the correlation between family benefits and inflows of 

immigrants, I obtain estimated coefficients of -0.195 for female inflows and -0.259 for 

total inflows. Similarly, in the fixed-effects regression, my estimated coefficients are 

0.062 for women and -0.224 for all immigrants. 

My results show that the estimated coefficient corresponding to public spending 

in health benefits is only significant at the 5% level when regressing female inflows on 

my independent variable. On average, I expect inflows of women to increase by 0.76% 

for a 1% increase in public spending in health benefits, ceteris paribus. There is only 

weak evidence of the positive correlation between total inflows and health benefits, as the 

corresponding estimated coefficient is only significant at the 10% level. Thus, I estimate 
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that on average, total inflows increase by 0.53% for a 1% increase in public spending in 

health benefits, ceteris paribus. Therefore, there is enough evidence to support my 

hypothesis that female immigrants are more likely to be attracted to health benefits than 

their male counterparts. Furthermore, the estimated coefficients obtained by applying a 

fixed-effects regression to my two models, are only significant at the 10% level, as the 

corresponding p-values are superior to 0.05 but inferior to 0.1. I find that as public 

spending on health benefits increases within countries by 1%, the number of female 

immigrants increases by 0.80% and total inflows increase by 0.63% on average, ceteris 

paribus. This provides more evidence to support the hypothesis mentioned above. 

Women may be particularly attracted to health benefits because they are more likely to 

travel with children. Indeed, there are more single women than single men with children. 

As they want to guarantee their children’s wellbeing, they might tend to target countries 

with generous and accessible health care. This might explain the fact that female inflows 

might be uncorrelated with public spending on family benefits (as observed above). As 

health benefits may be larger and more accessible than family benefits, women would 

tend to target countries with generous health benefits rather than generous family 

benefits. Hence, public spending on health benefits constitutes a driving factor of female 

immigration. However, its effect on total immigration remains unclear. Even though 

health benefits attract certain immigrants (as I find positive coefficients), the effect is not 

strong enough to conclude that the level of health benefits significantly affects total 

inflows.  

Similarly, public spending on old age benefits seems to be correlated with female 

inflows only. In both types of regression, the coefficients associated with female inflows 
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are significant at the 5% level whereas the coefficients associated with total inflows are 

insignificant, even at the 10% level. Yet, it is important to mention that I obtain negative 

coefficients in all four regressions. Therefore, I can reject my hypothesis that in general, 

immigrants are attracted by old age benefits, as they actually tend to target countries with 

low public spending in that category. This might due to the fact that immigrants may 

believe the time they spend in their receiving country will not be long enough for them to 

be eligible for significant old age benefits, such as pensions, which require a minimum 

contribution through taxes and work. Nonetheless, my results seem to support my 

hypothesis that women are more attracted than men by public spending on old age 

benefits. Indeed, in both types of regressions, the coefficients obtained for female inflows 

are higher than the ones obtained for total inflows. As public spending in old age benefits 

increases by 1%, I expect female inflows to decrease by 0.41% (and total inflows by 

47%) on average, ceteris paribus. Moreover, as the level of old age benefits increases by 

1% within a country, its inflows of female immigrants are expected to decrease by about 

0.49% (and its total inflows by 0.67%), ceteris paribus.  Thus, I reject my hypothesis that 

immigrants tend to target countries with higher public spending on old age benefits. Yet, 

there is evidence to believe than women may be more likely than men to be attracted by 

these social benefits.  

Hence, the welfare magnet hypothesis is only partly true. Indeed, only certain 

categories of immigrants are attracted by certain types of social benefits. For example, 

public spending on health benefits seems to only significantly affect female inflows, 

rather than total inflows. Moreover, public spending on old age benefits, despite the fact 
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that many immigrants may be eligible to receive them, appears to be uncorrelated with 

female inflows, whereas its effect on total inflows remains unclear. 

 

3. The effect of gender equality indicators on female immigration 

In most of the literature, immigrants are classified by level of skills. In the previous 

section, I divided immigrants by gender, which yielded significant results. This section 

demonstrates that this distinction is actually more useful than categorizing individuals by 

skills level. Doing so also provides evidence against the adverse selection hypothesis, 

which states that low-skilled immigrants are attracted by welfare benefits. 

 I expect women to target countries with higher gender equality. Nonetheless, the 

gender wage gap does not seem to affect the decision of women when choosing a country 

of destination. In all four regressions, the p-values corresponding to my gender wage gap 

coefficients are superior to 0.4 and are therefore quite large, which shows that female and 

total inflows are uncorrelated with this independent variable. Consequently, women do 

not particularly target countries with higher gender equality in terms of income. 

Additionally, when regressing female inflows on my independent variables, I obtain a 

positive coefficient. Even if the latter is insignificant, it could mean that as the gender 

wage gap increases, the number of female immigrants might be increasing as well. 

However, when running the fixed-effects regression, it seems that as the gender wage gap 

increases within a country, the number of female immigrants decreases. Still, my p-

values are too large to reach any decisive conclusion. 

 I also obtain surprising results for the ratio of female to male labor force 

participation rate. Firstly, at the 5% significance level, the estimated coefficients are only 
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significant for female inflows. I find that, as the rate increases by 1%, female inflows 

decrease by 3.53% on average, ceteris paribus. With a p-value of 0.000, this coefficient is 

highly significant. Therefore, as gender equality in terms of work opportunities for 

women improves, female inflows decrease. Moreover, when applying a fixed-effects 

regression I obtain that as the rate increases by 1% within a country, female inflows 

decrease by 2.56% on average, ceteris paribus. Even more surprisingly, the coefficients 

obtained for total inflows, even if not significant, are quite higher than those obtained for 

female inflows. This supposes that an increase in the rate I am observing leads to a 

decrease in total inflows and an even larger drop in female inflows. This might be 

because women do not consider job opportunities as a factor when choosing their country 

of destination, as most of their migration decisions are family-related. Moreover, it is 

essential to mention that the ratio of female to male labor force participation rate might 

not constitute an accurate indicator of gender equality. Indeed, in a specific country, there 

might be as many women employed as there are of men. However, they might be 

occupying lower positions in terms of hierarchy. In that case, the ratio would not account 

for gender inequality in incomes, as it would only show the number of employed 

individuals of each gender. Furthermore, as I would expect most developed countries to 

have similar levels of gender equality, it might be more useful to compare this ratio in the 

receiving country and in the country of origin, in which case I would expect to find more 

deviation. Thus, I reject my hypothesis that female will tend to target countries with 

better gender equality. It would be interesting to run these regressions again in a few 

years and to integrate the Social Institutions and Gender Index (SIGI coefficient) as one 

of my independent variables. This measure is too recent to include it in my model. 
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Indeed, as it provides too little data, I would lose an extremely large number of 

observations. 

 Hence, improvements in gender equality in the favor of women seem to have no 

effect on or be negatively correlated with female inflows. This could be explained by the 

fact that “ ‘Brain drain’ is more pronounced for women than for men. In many countries 

of origin, the share of tertiary educated women who were living outside their country of 

birth was higher than for men”12. Thus, in some contexts, gender inequality may now be 

to the detriment of men instead of women. As a result of this new trend, women might be 

more attracted than men to public spending in tertiary education. My results seem to 

support this hypothesis. Indeed, as the latter variable increases by 1%, female inflows 

increase by 0.11% on average, ceteris paribus. In addition, the low standard error 

associated with this coefficient allows for it to be significant at the 1% level. The 

estimated coefficient for total inflows is not only smaller (0.09%), but is also 

insignificant, even at the 10% level. Further, when applying the fixed-effects regressions, 

I find comparable results. As public spending on tertiary education increases by 1% 

within a country, female inflows increase on average by 0.12%, ceteris paribus. 

Similarly, this coefficient is significant at the 1% level whereas the estimated coefficient 

for total inflows is inferior (0.09%) and insignificant at the 10% level. These results 

support my hypothesis that women are more likely than men to be attracted by generous 

government spending on college education. 

 Thus, these results provide evidence to support the theory of a reversing trend in 

gender inequality in the field of educational attainment. This contradicts the adverse 

                                                
12	  “World	  Migration	  in	  Figures"	  
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selection hypothesis, which supposes that low-skilled immigrants are more likely than 

high-skilled immigrants to be attracted by welfare spending. In fact, women are more 

likely than the overall population of immigrants to be attracted by welfare spending. 

However, they might also represent a crucial source of innovation and development, as 

they now tend to be over-represented in the brain drain. 

 

Conclusion 

To summarize, it seems that economic indicators have similar effects on both total and 

female inflows, which supports the accuracy of the model. Moreover, women are on 

average more attracted than men by health benefits. It was therefore valid to assume that 

different types of benefits attract different types of immigrants. Health benefits mostly 

attract women and might be uncorrelated with total inflows, whereas both women and 

men tend to target countries with lower spending on old age benefits. A reason might be 

that health benefits are the most accessible type of benefits for immigrants. 

 As taxes increase, the number of immigrants increases. A reason might be that as 

a result of higher tax revenue, governments invest more in the well being of their citizens, 

providing better services, more public jobs or spending more in social benefits. This 

economic factor attracts all kinds of immigrants. 

 Lastly, gender equality indicators in the favor of women do not seem particularly 

significant when assessing female inflows. Indeed, only the ratio of job opportunities of 

female relative to male is significant. Yet, it is negatively correlated with female inflows. 

Thus, gender equality does not constitute a pull factor of female migration. It would 

probably be more significant to compare gender equality levels of the country of origin 
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versus the country of destination as we might encounter greater variation. Furthermore, 

gender inequality might be a reversing trend that is increasingly to the detriment of men. 

This might be why women are more likely than other immigrants to be attracted by 

public spending on tertiary education. A reason might be that they value this type of 

education more than men. On the one hand, they could desire to pursue further studies in 

their country of destination. On the other hand, they could wish for their children to 

pursue such an education and the cheaper it is, the more accessible it becomes. This 

seems logical as in many countries of origin, female emigrants have completed a higher 

education program than their male counterparts. Moreover, brain drain is now more 

pronounced for women than for men. Therefore, by selecting what kinds of social 

benefits the government spends more on relatively to other types, it can attract specific 

categories of immigrants.  

Thus, to boost economic expansion, governments could make their country 

attractive to specific types of immigrants by allocating more money into specific 

categories of public spending relatively to others. Not only would this minimize public 

spending, but it would also decrease the costs of maintaining selective immigration 

systems. Indeed, less time or money would be spent on creating new immigration laws 

and enforcing them. However, the lack of data could prevent governments from doing so 

accurately. Still, the amount of available data is slowly increasing with time as more and 

more OECD nations have started doing so. 
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