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1. Introduction 

 

It is well known that integration of immigrants is a thorny subject, requiring 

definitions of both the target population and the concept of integration. Relative to 

these issues, the huge variety of experiences offered by the European panorama are 

mostly incomparable, primarily depending on differences among countries in terms 

of migration history and characteristics of migrants, and on the adopted theoretical 

approach to integration (Riedel, 2016). These differences reflect on the availability 

of information that is usually not homogeneously collected in different countries. 

Therefore, the bulk of research on integration refers to just one country at a time 

(see Bijl & Verweij 2012, for an almost exhaustive review). Studies rarely compare 

integration outcomes across countries, and they mostly limit their attention to 

selected groups (e.g. Ersanilli & Koopmans, 2010) and/or selected dimensions of 

integration (e.g. Cebolla-Boado & Finotelli, 2015).  

This paper aims to contribute to filling this research gap by comparing 

immigrants’ integration outcomes among countries:  

1) by comparing ‘expected’ to ‘realised’ integration in each of the following 

countries: Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, Italy, Portugal, and Spain; 

2) by comparing expected and realised integration among countries, taking 

into account the contextual conditions.  

More precisely, this study aims to examine the extent to which some crucial 

events in migrants’ history (i.e. access to citizenship, long-term residence, and 

family reunion) are expected to or can actually facilitate (according to immigrants’ 

experiences and opinions) the integration outcomes into the following four 

domains: job opportunity, education, and involvement and settlement in the host 

society.  

In this paper, we also highlight the importance of using primary data to evaluate 

the integration outcomes of subpopulations that intervene differently in composing 

the universe of immigrants in each country.  
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The paper is structured as follows: in the background session, we resume the 

major challenges that scholars and practitioners face in dealing with the subject of 

integration; in the data and methods section, we describe the data used and the 

technical tool chosen to calculate the integration outcomes; in the results section, 

we show the results of the analyses; and in the conclusions section, we discuss 

some relevant implications derived from the results. 

 

 

2. Background  

 

Some basic features form the basis of the evaluation of immigrants’ integration.  

Firstly, it is generally assumed that integration holds for three specific 

characteristics: it is a process, it is multi-dimensional and it is bi-directional. The 

process necessarily develops over time, in subsequent phases (Phillimore, 2012). It 

is always a multi-dimensional process since it concerns different aspects of a 

migrant’s life: economic, social, cultural, and political dimensions (Portes & Zhou, 

1996). The relationships among these dimensions are grounded on the theoretical 

framework chosen: some authors emphasise the immigrants’ socioeconomic 

outcomes (Alba & Nee, 1997) or the importance of the cultural dimension (Waters 

& Jimenez, 2005). This debate reflects on the integration measurement. Integration 

is a bi-directional process, even when it is not immediately visible or is rejected 

(Ager & Strang, 2004, 2008; Council of the European Union, 2004a).  

Secondly, immigrants’ integration process is basically influenced by the 

contextual conditions of both the host country and the local level where it is 

realised – that is, the places where people live, work, and develop social relations 

with other people and institutions.  

Finally, the development of the process needs to be monitored. According to 

EU recommendations “[…] clear goals, indicators and evaluation mechanisms are 

necessary to adjust policy, evaluate progress on integration and to make the 

exchange of information more effective. […]. Sets of integration indicators, goals, 

evaluation mechanisms and benchmarking can assist in measuring and comparing 

progress, monitoring trends and developments” (Council of the European Union 

2004b). 

In order to find an operative definition of immigrant integration, scholars and 

practitioners have been working for a long time to identify specific areas and basic 

dimensions for integration: employment, education, housing, health and others not 

recognised as basic but assumed as priority and strategic areas promoting social 

cohesion. The Zaragoza Declaration (15–16 April 2010, Zaragoza) is considered a 

milestone in the identification of the basic lines for monitoring integration in the 

European Union: the four major dimensions of employment, education, social 
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inclusion, and active citizenship have been consensually identified in order to 

measure integration. The related indicators are coherently defined and are 

temporally and spatially consistent across countries.  

Despite the availability of this framework, the measurement of integration ends 

to depend mainly on the availability of the data and on the methodological tool 

used.  

As for the data, among the three kinds of sources available, (administrative data, 

general surveys and ad hoc surveys specifically addressed to the foreign 

population), only ad hoc surveys are representative of the relative population and 

offer a huge amount of information available at the individual level. Notable 

exceptions are the cases of Denmark and Norway (Bijl & Verweij, 2012), where 

full information on individuals is available by record linkage of administrative 

archives. 

According to the data source, two approaches can be used to measure 

integration: one based on secondary data (macro-approach) and one on primary 

data (micro-approach). By the macro-approach, subpopulations are defined 

according to profiles based on the average/frequency of the variables associated 

with the concept of integration, and comparisons between different groups are 

based on just one dimension at a time. Conversely, the micro-approach leads to 

composite measurements of integration based on individual profiles. Most of the 

existing literature in this field is devoted to devising synthetic indices by 

considering just one dimension of integration at a time, and usually referring to just 

one country. This is principally due to the difficulty of assigning objective weights 

to the variables and/or dimensions, as well as to the problem of the mutual 

interference among variables. The most common strategy makes use of principal 

component analysis to reduce the number of variables to uncorrelated factors and 

to assign objective weights (factor scores) to single indicators in composite indices 

(Di Bartolomeo & Strozza, 2014; Di Bartolomeo, Kalantaryan & Bonfanti, 2015; 

Ravanera, Esses & Fernando, 2013). This procedure, however, is constrained in 

time and space, given that the factor scores are supposed to vary, both in time and 

across countries, according to the phase of the integration process and to the 

structural characteristics of the immigrant population in each country. In the 

following, we suggest an alternative method that allows for comparing the 

integration outcomes of immigrants in different countries and for reducing (at least 

partially) the subjective component in the choice of weights. 
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3. Data and Methods 

 

In this paper, we use two different sources: the Immigrant Citizens Survey, ICS 

hereafter, carried out in seven countries (Belgium, France, Germany, Hungary, 

Italy, Portugal and Spain) in 2011–2012 through a sample of 7473 immigrants born 

outside the EU (Huddleston & Tjaden, 2012), and the MIPEX III Survey, focused 

on measuring policies and their implementation (Huddleston et al., 2011).  

 Through the ICS survey, we focus on three policy-oriented events: access to 

nationality, long-term residence (hereafter LTR), and family reunion. For each of 

these events, we proceed to calculate the integration score, for both expectations 

and realisations, in the four domains of integration covered by the ICS survey: (1) 

to get a job; (2) to get more education; (3) to get more involved in the host society; 

(4) to feel more settled in the host society. We take advantage of the Immigrants 

Citizens Survey to bypass the definition of integration, using the subjective 

perception of the expected and realised integration of surveyed people. For 

instance, as regards to access to nationality, we refer to the self-evaluation of 

integration by the following questions. In terms of realisation, it is asked “Do you 

think that becoming a citizen helped you personally to …?” In terms of 

expectation, it is asked “To what extent do you think that becoming a citizen will 

help you to ...?”  

To calculate the integration score, we adopt the following tool, introduced by 

Blangiardo (2013). Accordingly, referring to the micro-approach recalled in the 

background section, each unit is provided by a vector of scores, one for each of the 

four ordered categorical variables assumed as constituents of integration. Each 

variable-score (ranging −1 = worst score; 1 = best score) is assigned to each unit 

according to the category the unit assumes. The category-score is computed as the 

difference between the cumulated relative frequencies (in the overall sample) of the 

previous category and the counter-cumulative relative frequencies of the following, 

being the categories ordered in the sense of integration. This method is based on 

metrics reflecting the criterion that the top and bottom categories of an ordinal 

variable are more rewarding (or penalising) the less (or more) they are frequent. 

The individual vector of scores is then averaged by the simple mean: this choice is 

not immune from critics because it implicitly assumes that the variables have the 

same weight in building the integration score (Caselli, 2015). However, it is worth 

noting that according to the metrics adopted, less frequent categories of certain 

variables contribute to the score more than less frequent categories of other 

variables, allowing for a partial self-weighting of all the variables. Moreover, given 

that the role of each variable varies across countries, the choice of adopting the 

same weight seems to be the most neutral.  



Rivista Italiana di Economia Demografia e Statistica 9 

 

Finally, the individual integration scores (ranging [−1; +1]) are summed up to 

obtain subpopulation scores, as well as the overall population score. Note that, 

according to the method, the score of the entire population (the sample of the seven 

countries) is zero (with the score of each variable being equal to zero): this 

represents the reference point for the evaluation of individual and subpopulation 

integration outcomes.  

 

 

4. Results 

 

The integration outcomes for the seven countries included in the Survey 

(average scores per 1000) are presented in Table 1. 

Results allow us to state that in terms of the four dimensions of integration 

considered, immigrants living in Germany, France and Belgium seem to associate 

access to nationality, LTR, and family reunion as having both higher expectations 

and higher realisations of integration than immigrants living in the other four 

countries. 

 

Table 1 – Expected and realised integration scores (ICS Survey) – Scores ×1000; 

(−1000=very low; +1000=very high)*. 

Country Access to Nationality Long-term Residence Family Reunion 

 Expected integration 

Belgium 7 22 0 
France 26 20 3 

Germany 22 10 0 

Hungary −18 4 0 
Italy −45 −35 3 

Portugal −8 −8 −2 
Spain −28 −15 −6 

 Realised integration 

Belgium 46 29 −1 

France 9 26 −1 
Germany 12 40 18 

Hungary −58 −12 −2 

Italy 0 −52 −1 
Portugal 6 19 −14 

Spain −40 −63 −25 

*In any column, the average score in the whole ICS sample is equal to 0. 

In greater detail, it emerges that realised integration for access to nationality in 

Italy and Belgium is significantly higher than expected, as is the case in Germany 

and Portugal for LTR. Considering family reunion, expectations of integration are 

higher than realisations in all the countries, with the sole exception of Germany, 

where realisations are considerably higher. 
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Given that integration outcomes depend on contextual conditions characterising 

each country, we employ the corresponding MIPEX III index (shown in Table 2), 

ranging from 0 = “not favourable” to 1 = “very favourable”, as a synthetic measure 

of the context of the three observed events. According to MIPEX III, Portugal 

records the highest scores in access to nationality (82) and in family reunion (91); 

Spain also records a high score in family reunion (85) but a very low score in 

access to nationality (39). 

 
Table 2 – MIPEX III scores for policy-related events – Scores ×100; 

 (0=very bad; +100=very good). 

Country Access to 
Nationality 

Long-term Residence Family 
Reunion 

Belgium 69 79 68 

France 59 46 52 
Germany 59 50 60 

Hungary 31 60 61 

Italy 63 66 74 
Portugal 82 69 91 

Spain 39 78 85 

 

The correlation analysis between ICS and MIPEX scores (Table 3) highlights 

the intensity and direction of the linear relationship for each of the events 

considered, between the expected/realised integration and the contextual conditions 

of the host country.  

 
Table 3 – Correlation coefficients between ICS survey scores and MIPEX III scores. 

Access to nationality Expected integration   0.25 

Realised integration 0.83 

Long-term Residence Expected integration   −0.32 
Realised integration −0.45 

Family Reunion Expected integration   −0.62 

Realised integration −0.72 

 

Overall, only access to nationality realised (primarily) and expected 

integration are positively correlated with contextual conditions. Facilities for 

granting family reunion and LTR do not produce gains in expected/realised 

integration outcomes. Rather, they act in the opposite direction: the more 

favourable the context, the more both expected and realised integration outcomes 

decrease.  

When the correlation is positive, it is interesting to investigate the role played 

by the context in promoting higher integration outcomes. 

Then, if we consider access to nationality, for which realised integration is 

strongly positively correlated with context, after conveniently standardising the 
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scores for both the ICS and MIPEX in order to obtain a graph with the same scales 

(Figure 1), we can observe different situations.  

 
Figure 1 –  Realised integration scores from access to nationality (ICS) and contextual 

conditions (MIPEX III) – Standardised values through the Z-scores*. 
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* ICS and MIPEX scores have been conveniently standardised to give both mean=0 and variance=1; countries legend: 

BE=Belgium; DE=Germany; ES=Spain; FR=France; HU=Hungary; IT=Italy; PT=Portugal. 

 

In the graph, the main bisector distinguishes the countries where the 

integration score net of the context is negative (below) from those where it is 

positive (above), relative to the average of the seven countries considered. 

Germany, Belgium, and France are characterised by both integration and context 

higher than the average, and moreover, net integration is positive; Italy and 

Portugal, conversely, are characterised by negative net integration; Hungary and 

Spain, finally, report lower integration and context than the average: their net 

integration is about zero. In summary, realised integration in Germany, France, and 

Belgium is higher than what the context would allow, while in Italy and Portugal 

the integration outcome is lower. Hungary and Spain share a low level of context 

and a coherent level of integration. 
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Figure 2 –  Realised integration scores from access to nationality (ICS) and contextual 

conditions (MIPEX III) by gender – Standardised values through the Z-

scores*. 
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* ICS and MIPEX scores have been conveniently standardised to give both mean=0 and variance=1; for countries 
legend see Figure 1. 

 

Finally, the micro-approach adopted in this study allows the conducting of 

subpopulation analyses. Taking as an example the population by gender, in Figure 

2 emerges a moderate advantage for the male component in those countries, 

Portugal and Belgium, where context is more favourable. Overall, with respect to 

access to nationality, males show a higher positive correlation than females 

between realised integration and context. 

 

 

5.  Conclusions 

 

This work contributes to the study of immigrants’ integration in a cross-

country comparative perspective. It compares expected and realised 

integration outcomes related to three crucial policy-oriented events in an 

individual’s migration history: access to nationality, long-term residence, 

and family reunion. Differences between expected and realised integration 
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outcomes account for mismatched interests between immigrants and the 

host society, and differences attributable to factors (individual and collective 

characteristics of immigration in each country) not considered in this paper 

but surely deserving of deeper investigation. This paper also examines the 

relations between integration and contextual conditions across countries. 

Integration net of contextual conditions allows us to foresee that 

improvements in context cannot substantially help integration outcomes in 

Italy and Portugal: here, improvements are to be gained in measures that 

actually put in practice integration, such as intercultural support and 

administrative measures, mainly to be implemented at the local level. The 

analysis by gender, to be taken as an example, suggests the need for the 

adoption of a micro-approach in integration studies, since it allows for 

subpopulation analyses. These essential results can be useful to address 

more adequate and focused policy measures to increase immigrants’ 

effectively realised integration. 
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SUMMARY 

 
Immigrants’ integration is a process that develops differently across countries, depending 

on the characteristics of the target population and on the context. Integration can be 

measured with micro- or macro-approaches. There is a scarcity of literature based on a 

micro-approach devoted to comparing integration outcomes across countries. This paper 

contributes to this research field.  

This study aims to evaluate immigrants’ integration in relation to access to nationality, 

long-term residence, and family reunion. The evaluation concerns the gap between 

expected and realised integration and the role of context across seven European countries. 

Analyses are based on the Immigrant Citizens Survey (2011–2012) and the MIPEX III 

indicators (2011). Through a micro-approach, an integration score at the individual level, 

then summarised as an overall score, is suggested. MIPEX III scores are compared to 

integration scores to evaluate the more- or less-favourable context. 

Both expected and realised integration outcomes for the three events are higher in 

Germany, France, and Belgium than in the other countries. Only for the access to 

nationality the expected and realised integrations are positively correlated with context. 

Moreover, Germany, France, and Belgium are characterised by integration and context 

higher than the average, and positive net integration. 

Differences between expected and realised integration outcomes account for mismatched 

interests between immigrants and the host society. Negative net integration, in Italy and 

Portugal, allows us to foresee that improvements in context cannot substantially help 

integration outcomes here. Analyses by gender support the need for the adoption of a 

micro-approach in integration studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
_________________________ 

Stefania Maria Lorenza RIMOLDI, Department of Statistic and Quantitative 

Methods, University of Milan-Bicocca, stefania.rimoldi@unimib.it  

Gian Carlo BLANGIARDO, Department of Statistic and Quantitative Methods, 

University of Milan-Bicocca, giancarlo.blangiardo@unimib.it 

mailto:stefania.rimoldi@unimib.it
mailto:giancarlo.blangiardo@unimib.it

