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WAGE DIFFERENTIALS BETWEEN NATIVE AND IMMIGRANT 

WOMEN IN SPAIN: ACCOUNTING FOR DIFFERENCES IN SUPPORT 

 

Purpose: The objective of the study is to quantify the wage gap between native and 
immigrant women in Spain, taking into account differences in their 
characteristics and the need to control for common support. If immigrant 
women are segregated in occupations with few native women, it is important to 
take this into account to analyse wage differentials between both collectives. 

 
Methodology: We use microdata from the Continuous Sample of Working Histories (Muestra 

Continua de Vidas Laborales) on wages and other personal characteristics such 
as gender, country of origin, and age to apply the matching procedure and the 
decomposition of the wage gap along the lines of Ñopo (2008) for the analysis 
of wage differentials between native and immigrant women. The advantage of 
this procedure is that we can simultaneously estimate the common support and 
the mean counterfactual wage for the women on the common support (i.e., 
comparing native and immigrant women with similar observable 
characteristics). In addition, we can describe differences not only at the mean 
but also along the entire wage distribution.  

 
Findings:  The results obtained indicate that, on average, immigrant women earn less than 

native women in the Spanish labour market. This wage gap is bigger when we 
consider immigrant women from developing countries, but our main finding is 
that an important part of this wage gap is related to differences in common 
support (i.e., immigrant women are segregated in certain jobs with low wages 
different from those occupied by native women). If the need to control for 
common support is neglected, estimates of the wage gap will be biased. 

 
Originality: Studying the case of Spain is particularly interesting because it is a country 

with abundant and recent immigration. Immigrant women account for more 
than half of the total immigrants in Spain, and unlike other host countries, they 
come from a highly varied range of countries, with origins as diverse as Latin 
America, the Maghreb and Eastern Europe. To our knowledge, no other study 
has explicitly focused on the analysis of the wage differential of immigrant 
women in the Spanish labour market by taking into account the need to control 
for common support. Moreover, published papers illustrating the potentiality 
of Ñopo’s (2008) methodology are also very scarce. 
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WAGE DIFFERENTIALS BETWEEN NATIVE AND 
IMMIGRANT WOMEN IN SPAIN: ACCOUNTING FOR 

DIFFERENCES IN SUPPORT 
 

 

1. Introduction and motivation 

 

Studying immigration in the Spanish labour market is a matter of great interest because Spain 

has become a country with significant migration flows in the international context in a 

relatively short time (OECD, 2011). Spain ranks third among OECD countries after the 

United States and Germany in absolute numbers of foreign population, and it stands fourth 

after Luxembourg (43.8%), Switzerland (21.7%) and Estonia (16.4%) in percentage of 

foreigners in the population (12.4%). Those figures put Spain ahead of all other members of 

the European Union. The growth of the stock of immigrants was particularly intense between 

1995 and 2007, rising steeply from 542,300 foreigners (1.4% of the population) in 1995 to 

5,268,800 (11.7%) in 2007. The economic crisis has changed the dynamics of migration 

flows, and in 2009, the number of immigrants was 5,708,940, reflecting a strong slowdown in 

new entries and a very low incidence of return migration. Taking these figures into account, 

extensive research is needed to devise immigration strategies and policies to guarantee 

economic well-being and social stability. In this context, the analysis of wage differentials is 

relevant because wages are the most important source of immigrant income. Furthermore, 

because of the recent nature of the migratory phenomenon in Spain and the limitations of the 

available datasets, academic research on the topic is scarce. Simón et al. (2008), Izquierdo et 

al. (2009) and Antón et al. (2010a) have analysed wage differences among native-born 

workers and immigrants in Spain, but the role of gender was not central to their research. 

 

The analysis of gender differences is also relevant for the Spanish case for two reasons: first, 

as previously mentioned, the literature on wage discrimination with immigrant women is 

practically inexistent and, second, women account more than half of recent immigration to 

Spain coming from a wide variety of countries in terms of levels of development, language 

and cultural proximity to Spaniards but also in terms of the types of jobs they have (Amuedo-

Dorantes and de la Rica, 2011). In fact, although the number of new immigrants has been 

decreasing in the last years from nearly 700,000 in 2005 to fewer than 25,000 in 2010, the 
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number of women migrating to Spain for work was more than 200,000 until 2010, when it fell 

to 75,000, a value significantly higher than that observed for men. This difference is a result 

of the increasing demand for workers to do jobs with low pay and low prestige in sectors 

(such as domestic service) where most of the workforce is female. 

 

Taking these figures into account, this paper reviews the position of immigrant women, 

drawing on recent research on the labour market situation of female immigrants in Spain. Our 

objective is to understand the disadvantages of female immigrant workers relative to native 

female workers as well as between and within them. From a methodological point of view, we 

decompose the wage gap using a matching procedure along the lines of Ñopo (2008). The 

advantage of this procedure is that we can simultaneously estimate the common support and 

the mean counterfactual wage for the women on the common support (i.e., a similar group of 

natives and immigrants). In addition, the decomposition of the wage gap explicitly accounts 

for differences in the support for the distributions of characteristics. Finally, this matching 

method provides useful information about the unexplained wage gap not only at the mean but 

also along the distribution of this gap over the entire wage distribution. This is novel in the 

related literature and in terms of the few applications illustrating the potentiality of Ñopo’s 

(2008) methodological proposal [1]. 

 

This study allows us to understand which group of immigrants is more vulnerable to 

discrimination or segregation in the labour market because not all immigrants have the same 

results. For example, some groups are more disadvantaged because of cultural or language 

differences. It is important to identify these groups to develop new policies to prevent these 

disadvantages. 

 

The remainder of the paper is structured in five sections. First, we summarise previous 

research on the topic; second, the applied methodology is described; third, we provide details 

on the data sources used for the research; fourth, we present the obtained results for the 

analysis of wage differentials for different groups of immigrant women; and finally, the paper 

concludes with a summary of the main results and the policy implications of our analysis. 
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2. Literature review 

 

The relative disadvantage of immigrants in the labour market of the host country has been 

extensively analysed in recent studies. These studies have put special attention on immigrant 

wages relative to those of native-born workers, and their findings can be summarised as 

follows: first, immigrants typically face a significant wage gap relative to native workers, and 

second, the gap tends to diminish the longer immigrants remain in the host country [2]. 

 

Similarly, significant wage differences between men and women have also been detected in 

several studies [3]. However, the number of studies considering the particular case of 

immigrant women is relatively scarce.  

 

In fact, most studies analysing the situation of immigrant women in the labour market have 

focused on whether they suffer from double discrimination. In summary, these studies 

conclude that some groups of immigrant women experience a double wage penalisation: first, 

they suffer discrimination towards native people, and second, they have more disadvantages 

in the labour market than immigrant men.  

 

A study by Long (1980) was the first to analyse the specific situation of immigrant women in 

the United States. His results are quite different from those obtained by Chiswick (1978) for 

the case of immigrant men: an initial negative wage gap for immigrant that reduces with years 

of residence in the host country. In particular, he found that the wages of immigrant women 

were higher than those of native women even after controlling for personal characteristics.  

 

Following a similar approach, Beach and Worswick (1993) examined the situation of 

immigrant women in the Canadian labour market using data from the 1973 Job Mobility 

Survey. Their results show that, although the wages of immigrant women were not 

significantly different from those of native women, highly educated immigrant women earn 

less than their native counterparts.  

 

Taking the evidence found by Beach and Worswick (1993) for educated immigrant women as 

a starting point, other authors have investigated whether there is a double-negative effect on 

the wages of immigrant women stemming from both gender and foreign country of origin [4]. 
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This double disadvantage could arise from an environment of unequal opportunity in the 

labour market, which negatively affects both women and migrants. According to this 

hypothesis, women migrants will have more difficulties integrating into the labour market 

than both native-born women and migrant men. According to Rubin et al. (2008, p. 45), 

“Migrant women, in a sense, face a double battle; first to migrate and integrate as foreign-

born people in their host country, and then to overcome the gender bias in the labour market.” 

 

One of the first studies to adopt this perspective was conducted by Shamsuddin (1998). This 

author applied a decomposition approach to explore the possible presence of a double-

negative effect on the wages of immigrant women using more recent data for Canada than the 

data from Beach and Worswick (1993). Shamsuddin concluded that all foreign-born women 

suffer from double-negative discrimination and that, in fact, gender discrimination seems to 

be more prevalent than discrimination by birthplace. However, based on a Danish panel of 

register data, Nielsen et al. (2000) also found that all women were affected by substantial 

gender discrimination in wages, but only Pakistani women experienced a double-negative 

effect. In contrast, Hayfron (2002), using data for Norway, found evidence of a double-

negative effect on the earnings of female immigrants. 

 

Adserà and Chiswick (2007) used the 1994–2000 waves of the European Community 

Household Panel to compare the earnings of immigrants to those of native workers in 15 

European countries. These authors found a significant negative effect of foreign birth on 

individual earnings at the time of arrival in the destination country compared to the earnings 

of native-born workers of approximately 40%. These differences varied across origins and 

destinations and by gender, but the study did not find clear evidence of double discrimination.  

 

Rehbuhn (2009) analysed gender differences in earnings among the foreign-born in Israel and 

how these differences vary by country of origin. The results from the Israel 1995 population 

census indicate that, all else being equal, immigrants, including immigrant women, out-earn 

native-born men. The effect of tenure, by single year, shows that immigrant men and 

immigrant women follow very similar trajectories, but immigrant women achieve similarity to 

native-born men much sooner. A detailed analysis reveals important heterogeneity by country 

of birth. All of the immigrant women who out-earned native men and native women 

originated in America or Europe. By contrast, all immigrant women who are at a disadvantage 

relative to native-born men are from Asia or Africa. The most common pattern, in which 
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immigrant women earn as much as native-born men but out-earn native-born women, is 

related to three factors: absorption climate, immigration motivation, and socio-cultural norms. 

Rehbuhn’s results also highlighted the relevance of considering heterogeneity when analysing 

double discrimination towards immigrant women. 

 

Le and Miller (2010) used 1990 and 2000 US Census data to analyse wage differentials for 

three groups of workers: the native born, immigrants from English-speaking countries and 

immigrants from non-English-speaking countries. Quantile regression estimates revealed that 

females have lower rates of pay across the entire wage scale, but only immigrant women from 

non-English-speaking countries experience a double disadvantage effect. 

 

The only study, to our knowledge, that has explicitly focused on the situation of immigrant 

women in the Spanish labour market was conducted by Antón et al. (2010b). They analysed 

the differential access to employment and the earnings penalty faced by immigrant women 

when compared to all natives using data from the Labour Force Survey and the Wage 

Structure Survey for 2006. Their results support the hypothesis of double discrimination, and 

they found that the earnings gap between female natives and female migrants, which amounts 

to approximately 20 %, nearly disappears on average when controlling for observable 

characteristics. However, these results do not take into account the relevance of considering 

“differences in support. This aspect is relevant because immigrants can have very different 

observable characteristics than natives, and when this is the case, there will be a problem of 

comparability between the two groups. Because migrant females tend to concentrate in certain 

occupations in which native females and native men do not work, traditional wage 

decomposition will fail to recognise these differences in the support and will result in a biased 

picture of the magnitude of the wage gap and its explanatory variables.  

 

3. Methodology  

 

Various decomposition methods have been proposed to account for the explained and 

unexplained components of the wage gap. The most popular method is based on a parametric 

approach. Following Blinder (1973) and Oaxaca (1973) (hereafter BO), separate wage 

functions as estimated for males and females take into consideration personal characteristics 

(see Mincer, 1974). The difference in average wages between males (M) and females (F) can 
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be decomposed into differences in personal characteristics (endowment effect) and 

differences in returns (remuneration effect): 

 

    
    

onRemuneratiEndowmentgap  wageRaw

ln MFMFMM XXXW    (1) 

 

Junh et al. (1993) (hereafter JMP) extend the method proposed by BO, attempting to account 

for the unobserved heterogeneity. However, both methods, BO and JMP, estimate the average 

of unexplained difference in pay but not its distribution. Various solutions have been 

proposed in the literature. Buchinsky (1994) overcomes this limitation by estimating the 

quantile earning equations. DiNardo et al. (1996) used a semi-parametric model to explore the 

distribution of unexplained differences, whereas Donald et al. (2000) suggested a different 

semi-parametric approach. A different approach was proposed by Barsky et al. (2001), who 

suggested including only one explanatory variable (income) to avoid the problem of 

dimensionality in non-parametric estimation. They recognised for the first time the 

importance of “differences in support and restricted the comparison to the common support. 

This aspect is relevant because there are combinations of individual characteristics for which 

it is possible to find individuals from one of the groups but not from the other. This problem 

of comparability is accentuated when job characteristics are included in the explanation of the 

wage gap. Because migrant females tend to concentrate in certain occupations that do not 

engage native females or men, the traditional BO decomposition will fail to recognise these 

differences in the support. Moreover, this decomposition is informative only about the 

average unexplained difference in wages and not about the distribution of these unexplained 

differences. 

 

Following this idea, Ñopo (2008) adapted a tool of the programme evaluation literature, 

matching, to fix the problem. The main advantage of this procedure is that it provides 

additional information about the distribution of the differences in wages that remain 

unexplained by the characteristics of the individuals after decomposition without requiring 

any estimation of earnings equations and, hence, no validity-out-of-the-support assumptions 

[5]. In this study, we follow the Ñopo (2008) method and propose to consider immigration 

differences in support. In the analysed sample, there are some combinations of characteristics 

that are typical for natives but not for immigrants and vice versa (schooling level, language, 

culture). We propose to decompose the wage gap between natives and immigrant women, 
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taking into account the differences in the distributions of individual characteristics and, in 

particular, immigrants’ differences in support. Specifically, the proposed approach considers 

the country of birth as a treatment and uses a matching procedure to select sub-samples of 

natives and immigrant women such that there are no differences in observable characteristics 

between the matched groups. 

 

To illustrate the methodology that we use to decompose the wage gap between immigrant 

women and native women, suppose that there are two groups, natives (N) and immigrants 

(M), and that we decompose wage differences between the two groups by applying the 

matching procedure in the following way: 

 

First, as shown in (2) and (3), we calculate the expected value of earnings conditional on the 

characteristics of the two groups:  

 

   )()(| xdFxgLYE NN  (2) 

   )()(| xdFxgAYE MM  (3) 

 

Next, we decompose the difference in terms of observed wages and the respective 

counterfactuals, as shown in (4) and (5): 
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The expression in (5) can be understood as four additive components of the total wage 

difference (see Ñopo, 2008, for details): 

 

 0 XNM  (6) 

 

where: 
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 N is the part of the wage gap that can be explained by differences between 

two groups of native women, those who have characteristics that can be 

matched to immigrants’ characteristics and those who do not. 

 

 M is the part of the wage gap that can be explained by differences between 

two groups of immigrant women, those who have characteristics that can 

be matched to native characteristics and those who do not. 

 

 X is the part of the wage gap that can be explained by differences in the 

distribution of individual characteristics of native and immigrant women 

over common support.  

 

 0 is the unexplained part in BO:   MMN X  . This difference is attributed 

to the unobservable characteristics and/or to discrimination between native 

and immigrant women. 

 

To calculate these four terms, we consider the following variables that are perfectible 

matching between the considered groups to identify individuals with characteristics similar to 

those of our treatment group. In particular, we use four different sets of characteristics x to 

check the relative importance of each of them but also as a robustness check of our results. 

When analysing the gender wage gap using data for urban Peru for 2000, Ñopo (2008) 

considers various specifications, including age, age squared, years of education and years of 

experience in the occupation. In our case, we have taken a similar approach, taking into 

account that the starting point in both cases is a Mincer equation when individual wages are 

explained mainly by human capital characteristics; thus, our set of characteristics is similar, 

although we have included some additional controls such as the number of children and some 

job characteristics, including occupational and firm segregation (firm segregation is among 

the most relevant factors to explain the gender wage gap for the Spanish case, according to 

previous studies such as that by Simón et al., 2008.) The first group of variables consists of 

only age and schooling level; next, we include age and occupation; the third set of variables 

includes age, schooling level and number of children; and, finally, we include age, schooling 

level, number of children, activity sector, occupation and firm size. Of course, when the 
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number of characteristics is increased, the probability of finding a perfect matching decreases. 

The applied matching procedure was performed as follows: first, we select one immigrant 

woman from the sample (without replacement); second, we select all native women who have 

the same characteristics x as the immigrant woman selected previously; third, we construct a 

synthetic sample with all individuals who enter in this match; finally, we calculate their 

average wage and match it with the original immigrant who was used to create the sample of 

matched natives. This algorithm is repeated for each individual in the immigrant women 

sample.  

 

4. Data sources  

 

To design our study, we use the Continuous Sample of Working Histories (Muestra Continua 

de Vidas Laborales; hereafter MCVL) for 2008. These data represent more than 1 million 

people in the Social Security System in Spain. The MCVL started in 2004, and workers are a 

random sample of those affiliated with the Social Security System in the year when the survey 

was conducted and reproduces the labour history of the affiliated people starting with their 

first job. 

 

The MCVL is an appropriate database to use to study the labour market in Spain and, in fact, 

has several advantages when compared to the Labour Force Survey (LFS) or the Wage 

Structure Survey (WSS) because it provides more exhaustive information on the labour 

trajectories of workers. The data set gives information of all of the historical relationships of 

any individual with the Social Security System (in terms of work and unemployment 

benefits). We also have information regarding the type of contract, sector of activity, 

qualification and earnings that an individual must pay each month to the Social Security 

System, date when entering or leaving the job market, part-time or full-time status and firm 

size. Moreover, the database contains information on gender, nationality, residence, date of 

birth and level of education.  

 

To analyse the wage gap between immigrant and native workers, we use the daily wage, 

calculated as the ratio of annual earnings to days worked during the year 2008. We eliminated 

observations when the daily earnings were below the minimum base or exceeded the 

maximum base (the Social Security System set the minimum base in 2008 at approximately 

500 euros per month and the maximum at 2800 euros) to avoid the problem of censured data. 
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We have also excluded from the analysis those individuals working for less than 30 days and 

those having more than one job. 

 

5. Empirical results 

 

5.1. Descriptive analysis 

 

In figure 1, we report the kernel density of the daily wage between native and immigrants in 

2008, distinguishing between men and women. As can be seen, there are clear differences 

among the four considered groups. Native men have the highest concentration in higher 

wages, followed by native women, whereas immigrants are concentrated in low-paying 

occupations. The situation of immigrant women is clearly the worst, confirming the “double 

disadvantage” hypothesis for the Spanish case. 

 

FIGURE 1  

 

If we examine wage differentials between women according to their country of birth, the 

distribution of daily wage between native and immigrant women is shown in figure 2, 

whereas figures 3 and 4 show the situation of immigrant women from developed and 

developing countries [6] when compared with native women, respectively. It is clear that the 

gap is bigger for women from developing countries and smaller, and even negative, for 

women from developed countries. 

 

FIGURES 2, 3 AND 4 

 

Table 1 complements the previous descriptive analysis. In particular, we report the daily 

absolute wage gap and the percentage of foreign women relative to native women (i.e., the 

percentual wage difference between native and immigrants in terms of native: (WN-WM)/WN) 

and descriptive statistics for observed characteristics. As this table shows, the daily wage for 

native women is 15.52% higher than the daily wage for immigrant women, and the gap is 

significantly lower for immigrant women from developed countries (2.51%) and higher for 

immigrant women from developing countries (17.07%). There are also significant differences 

in terms of observable characteristics between these three groups. Compared to native women 

or immigrant women from developed countries, immigrant women from developing countries 
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are more concentrated in lower educational levels and lower qualified occupations, in some 

services sectors such as hotels and restaurants and in smaller firms. For all immigrant women, 

experience is significantly lower, and in fact, this variable can also be treated as a proxy for 

the number of years of residence in Spain. As mentioned in the methodology section, these 

observable differences should be taken into account to establish a group of native female 

workers with characteristics similar to those of immigrant female workers to properly 

decompose the wage gap. We do this in the next section. 

 

TABLE 1 

 

5.2. Wage gap decomposition results 

 

If we examine the results in table 1 related to the wage gap decomposition among natives and 

immigrant women in 2008 in Spain, we find that native women earn on average 3.7% more 

than immigrants, and in particular, the wage gap (Δ) is 4.08% for developing countries and 

only 0.78% for developed countries, confirming that immigrants in developed countries are 

fairly well assimilated and more similar to native people. As mentioned in the methodology 

section, we use different sets of variables to calculate the wage gap; in particular, we define 

four sets of variables: 

 

 Set 1: Age, schooling 

 Set 2: Age, occupation [7] 

 Set 3: Age, occupation, number of children 

 Set 4: Age, occupation, number of children, experience 

 Set 5: Age, schooling, number of children, experience, sector, occupation, firm size 

 

The inclusion of many explanatory variables may reduce the likelihood of obtaining an 

adequate number of matched observations. Here, we follow the general literature related to 

the analysis of the labour market for females. We know that most variables affecting wages 

are directly related to the labour market, such as experience, occupation, level of education, 

qualification and number of dependent children (see Becker, 1964, for details). 
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In figures 5, 6 and 7, we show the results of the decomposition of the wage gap after matching 

the different sets of characteristics for total immigrants and for immigrants from developed 

and developing countries versus native females. The components Δ0 and Δx primarily explain 

the wage gap. As we can see, when controlled for a reduced number of variables (sets 1, 2 and 

3), the most important component of the wage gap is the unexplained part (Δ0) in all 

comparisons. The difference in individuals’ characteristics on the common support (Δx) also 

represents an important part but only between immigrants who come from developing 

countries. However, for immigrants coming from developed countries, the effect is negative, 

which implies that women from developed countries have the same or better characteristics 

than native women. This implies that they should receive even lower wages than those 

observed [8]. When we include more characteristics (sets 3 and 4), we can observe that, as 

expected, the unexplained part (Δ0) decreases and becomes negative. This cannot be 

interpreted as a “reverse” discrimination effect, but it is probably related to a “selection at 

entry effect” (i.e., segregation). Moreover, as we include more variables in the matching, we 

can see how the other two components (ΔN and ΔM) increase the explanatory power of the 

wage gap attributable to differences in support. Both components are positive, and in 

particular, ΔN explains a large part of the wage gap. This is an interesting result because it 

shows that the wage gap between natives and immigrants is related to unobservable 

characteristics and to differences in characteristics that are better rewarded in the labour 

market for natives than for immigrants.  

 

FIGURES 5, 6 AND 7 

 

Next, we focus on the analysis of the quantile distribution of unexplained differences in pay 

(Δ0). In table 2, we present the values of Δ0 for the three groups of considered workers: total 

immigrants, immigrants from developing countries and immigrants from developed countries. 

We also present the percentages of immigrants and native women that remain unmatched 

when we use the sample of total immigrants for the different sets of combinations of 

characteristics. As we can see from this table, as we increase the number of controls, it 

becomes much more difficult to establish an appropriate group of native and immigrant 

women for the comparison. In fact, these difficulties in carrying out a good matching are a 

clear sign of the magnitude of the bias incurred if differences in support are not taken into 

account. 
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TABLE 2 

 

Finally, figures 8, 9 and 10 show the unexplained wage gap (Δ0) by quantile. The left panel of 

these figures represents the wage gap that remains after matching in absolute terms. As we 

can see from these figures, for quantiles below the 60th, wage differences between native and 

immigrants are relatively small, but they clearly increase at the top of the distribution. It 

appears that, at the bottom of distribution, there is a type of positive discrimination, in the 

sense that immigrants with low skills have better returns than native workers with similar 

skills. However, at the top of the distribution, the unexplained wage gap is clearly positive, 

although this effect is mitigated when we consider immigrants from developed countries (in 

particular, for sets 4 and 5, the unexplained wage gap is very small). In the right panel of the 

figures, we present the relative unexplained wage gap, which is equal to the wage differences 

between natives and immigrants in relation to the wages of native workers (WN-WM)/WN). As 

we can see, the relative wage gap decreases because the wage of natives is larger than the 

wage of immigrants, making the odds decrease, although the difference still remains larger at 

the top of the wage gap distribution. 

 

FIGURES 8, 9 AND 10 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

Our objective was to analyse wage differentials between native and immigrant women using a 

non-parametric technique to decompose the wage gap, taking into account not only the 

explained and unexplained components but also considering the problem of differences in 

support (i.e., not all immigrants are comparable to all natives). If differences in the common 

support are not considered, the unexplained wage gap will be overestimated. After taking this 

into account, our results showed that immigrant women earn less than natives, and this wage 

gap is related to the unexplained wage component and to differences in common support. In 

particular, most of the characteristics that native women have and immigrants do not have are 

better rewarded in the labour market.  

 

The considered method also has an advantage in the estimation of female wage 

decomposition because it is based on the matching between observable individuals and, as a 

result, does not need to account for selection bias as in other decomposition methods such as 
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BO. Moreover, using matching techniques, it is also possible to observe the unexplained wage 

gap along the whole distribution. This is not possible with simple regression methods that are 

based only on the average. Exploring the unexplained wage gap along the whole distribution, 

we have also found that the wage differences are larger at the top quantiles, whereas at the 

bottom distributions, the unexplained wage gap does not contribute much to explaining the 

difference between native and immigrant women. We have also observed that the wage gap is 

larger for immigrants from developing countries and is quite small or nonexistent for those 

immigrants coming from developed countries. We discovered that immigrants who come 

from developing countries are subjected to some type of segregation, and they are unable to 

break out of this dependence trap. Considering these results, we can conclude that, in Spain, 

policies and interventions are needed to improve living conditions for some types of 

immigrant groups and an attempt should be made to achieve these three objectives: increase 

economic opportunities by expanding employment, increase the human capital through better 

education and health, and consolidate social capital and community development through the 

participation of immigrants. In addition, active labour market policies should be accompanied 

by antidiscrimination measures and integration polices that consider the heterogeneity of 

immigrants. This heterogeneity is related to characteristics such as age, educational 

background, ethnicity, and language and can be seen as an important factor that places 

immigrants at different starting points in the labour market. In conclusion, policy intervention 

should be more flexible and allow for individual adjustments. 
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6. Endnotes 

 
[1]  See, for instance, Wagner (2007). 
 
[2] See Card (2005) for a survey.  
 
[3] Stanley and Barrell (1998) and Weichselbaumer and Winter-Ebmer (2005) have shown, using meta-

analytic techniques, that these differences are robust to the consideration of different data sets, 
methodologies, countries and time periods. 

 
[4] Other studies, such as Rehbuhn (2008) or Rendall et al. (2010), have focused on the analysis of double 

discrimination of immigrant women in employment probabilities, an issue that we will not consider 
here. Although Rebuhn (1998) found evidence of a positive discrimination for some groups of particular 
immigrant women using data for Israel, Rendall et al. (2010) analysed nine European countries and 
found different results according to the origin country and years of residence. 

 
[5] Neuman and Oaxaca (2004) suggest a different procedure to take into account the problem of selectivity 

when analysing gender wage differences. However, as discussed in the survey by Fortin et al. (2011), 
the “philosophy” behind the need to control for common support is different: If migrants are 
concentrated in a set of occupations that are different from those of natives, the difference in wages 
between the two groups should consider the fact that many occupations are carried out only by members 
of one group. Thus, considering those differences explicitly could be important for understanding the 
differences between the two groups. This is different from the issue of selectivity, in which some 
observable characteristics can determine a previous decision of whether to participate in the labour 
market. 

 
[6] We consider Germany, Italy, Portugal, the UK, the rest of EU 15, the US and Canada as “developed 

countries”. We have excluded “France” from the analysis because, in the MCVL, immigrants from 
Guadalupe, Reunion, Polynesia, and Mayetta are also included in this category, although the 
characteristics of their origin region are very different. The remainder of the countries shown in table 1 
are included in the “developing countries” category. 

 
[7] In sets 2, 3 and 4, schooling has been replaced by occupation because the information about education 

in the MCVL is not updated regularly but rather is related to the educational level at the moment of the 
first labour contract. For this reason, and as suggested by García-Pérez (2007), in this database, the 
occupation could be a better proxy of qualification than the schooling level for some individuals. It is 
worth mentioning two further limitations of our data set. First, it does not provide information on years 
since migration. However, according to Population Registers, more than 80% of total immigrants came 
to Spain recently, specifically between 2000 and 2007, so most of them are in a similar position 
regarding the time of residence in Spain. Second, and again related to the education variable, it is not 
possible to distinguish between education in Spain and abroad. However, if we look at the percentage of 
immigrant women who finished studies in Spain according to the 2007 National Immigrant Survey 
(Encuesta Nacional de Immigrantes), they represent only 5% of immigrants (the figure is even lower for 
immigrants from developing countries). 

 
[8] A similar result was found by Nicodemo (2010). 
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7. Tables and figures 

 

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of the analysed sample in 2008 

 

  Native women 
Immigrant women 

All Developed countries Developing countries 
     
Age 36.18 35.21 36.46 34.98 
     
Number of children 1.24 2.02 1.33 2.15 
     
Schooling     
Less than primary education 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.03 
Primary education 0.22 0.25 0.18 0.26 
Secondary education 0.65 0.64 0.67 0.63 
Tertiary education 0.12 0.09 0.13 0.08 
     
Experience 12.60 5.08 8.28 4.33 
     
Occupation     
High qualified 0.14 0.05 0.14 0.04 
Middle qualified 0.05 0.04 0.06 0.03 
Low qualified 0.81 0.91 0.80 0.93 
     
Sector     
Agriculture 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 
Manufacturing 0.10 0.09 0.06 0.10 
Building 0.02 0.02 0.01 0.02 
Retail 0.15 0.15 0.12 0.15 
Hotels and restaurants 0.07 0.19 0.14 0.20 
Transportation 0.02 0.02 0.05 0.02 
Finance 0.03 0.02 0.05 0.02 
Public administration 0.40 0.37 0.38 0.37 
Education 0.06 0.03 0.09 0.02 
Health 0.11 0.07 0.06 0.07 
Other services 0.05 0.04 0.04 0.04 
     
Firm Size     
Micro 0.18 0.23 0.23 0.24 
Small 0.17 0.19 0.19 0.19 
Medium 0.17 0.16 0.16 0.16 
Large 0.44 0.37 0.37 0.37 
     
Daily wage 42.66 36.04 41.59 35.38 
     
Absolute wage gap --- 6.62 1.07 7.28 
      
Percent wage gap --- 15.52% 2.51% 17.07% 
     
Number of observations 170,605 29,443 3,141 25,155 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 
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Table 2. Unexplained wage gap and non-overlapping support 

 

 Δ0 % Immigrants Unmatched % Natives Unmatched Δ0 Δ0 

 
Total 

Immigrants 
Developing 

countries 
Developed 
countries 

Age, schooling 3.13 0% 0% 3.52 1.36 
Age, occupation 2.10 0% 0% 2.34 1.32 
Age, occupation, number of children 1.29 1% 1% 1.29 1.24 
Age, occupation, number of children, experience -1.60 2% 3% -1.50 -0.61 
Age, education, occupation, number of children, experience, sector, firm size -1.46 30% 50% -1.64 -1.18 

 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 
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Figure 1. Kernel density of log of the daily wage for natives and immigrants (men and women) 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. Log of the daily wage for men and women between 17 and 64 years 

of age. 

 

 

Figure 2. Kernel density of log of the daily wage for immigrant women and native women 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. Log of the daily wage for women between 17 and 64 years of age. 
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Figure 3. Kernel density of log of the daily wage of 

immigrant women from developed countries and native women 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. Log of the daily wage for women between 17 and 64 years of age. 

 

Figure 4. Kernel density of log of the daily wage of 

immigrant women from developing countries and native women 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. Log of the daily wage for women between 17 and 64 years of age. 
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Figure 5. Wage gap decomposition for different sets of controls in 2008: 

Immigrant women vs. Native women  
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Set 1: Age, Schooling; Set 2: Age, occupation; Set 3: Age, occupation, number of children; Set 4: Age, 

occupation, number of children, experience; Set 5: Age, schooling, number of children, experience, sector, 

occupation, firm size. 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 

 

Figure 6. Wage gap decomposition for different sets of controls in 2008: 

Immigrant women from developed countries vs. Native women 
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Set 1: Age, schooling; Set 2: Age, occupation; Set 3: Age, occupation, number of children; Set 4: Age, 

occupation, number of children, experience; Set 5: Age, schooling, number of children, experience, sector, 

occupation, firm size. 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 
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Figure 7. Wage gap decomposition for different sets of controls in 2008: 

Immigrant women from developing countries vs. Native women 
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Set 1: Age, schooling; Set 2: Age, occupation; Set 3: Age, occupation, number of children; Set 4: Age, 

occupation, number of children, experience; Set 5: Age, schooling, number of children, experience, sector, 

occupation, firm size. 

Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 

 

Figure 8. Relative and absolute unexplained wage gap by quantiles 

after matching in 2008: Immigrant women vs. Native women 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 
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Figure 9. Relative and absolute unexplained wage gap by quantiles 

after matching in 2008: Immigrant women from developed countries vs. Native women 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 

 

Figure 10. Relative and absolute unexplained wage gap by quantiles 

after matching in 2008: Immigrant women from developing countries vs. Native women 
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Source: Authors’ elaboration from MCVL 2008. 

 


