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Understanding Skilled Migrants’ Qualification-Matched Employment
in the Host Country: A Multidisciplinary Review and a Conceptual
Model
Globalization has led to an increase in international mobility in many occupational
fields. Therefore, scholars from a variety of disciplines have studied the topic of skilled
migration. The purpose of this study is to review and synthesize the empirical research
on skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment across multiple disciplines.
Skilled migrants are people on the move who possess university degrees or extensive
work experience in professional fields when they leave their countries of origin to seek
employment elsewhere. This review synthesizes findings of 106 empirical studies
published from 1990 to mid-2017 on skilled migrants’ employment. We develop a
conceptual model that includes antecedent conditions associated with skilled migrant
qualification-matched employment in their host country and its outcomes. We also
highlight the role of multi-level factors and moderating variables associated with
skilled migrants’ possibility of obtaining qualification-matched employment. Our
review has implications for human resource scholars and practitioners concerned with
skilled migrants’ employment and labor market.
Keywords: Skilled migration; employment; labor market; destination; job

Introduction
Abigale, an experienced nurse, moved from the Philippines to Australia through a
General Skilled Migration visa application process with hopes for a better life and the
opportunity to work in a developed country. Within the first year of her arrival in
Australia, she applied for hundreds of jobs but received no offers. Born, raised, and
trained in the Philippines, Abigale felt she was at a disadvantage compared to the local
graduates with whom she had to compete in the job market. In Australia, Abigale didn’t
have a support network, and her extensive work experience, which would have been well
received in her home country, seemed irrelevant to Australian employers. This review
focuses on skilled migrants with concerns like Abigale’s.
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Skilled migrants are defined as people on the move who possess university
degrees or extensive work experience in a professional field at the time they leave their
countries of origin to seek employment elsewhere (Crowley-Henry, O’Connor, & Al
Ariss, 2016). Governments close their skill gaps by attracting skilled migrants through
various programs granting entry and work permissions to qualified individuals from other
countries (Wright, 2014). Moreover, difficult political and economic situations such as
war, insecurity, and unemployment (Cerdin, Diné, & Brewster, 2014) prompt the skilled
and educated to leave their home countries for the developed world, with high hopes for
improved lifestyles and work/educational opportunities for themselves and their families
(van Riemsdijk, 2013; Zikic, Bonache, & Cerdin, 2010).
Research has established the economic contributions skilled migrants provide to their
host country (OECD, 2014). Skilled migrants with superior levels of education and work
experience can fill industry demands for a skilled labor force, boost economic growth, and
improve native born populations’ earnings (Kangasniemi, Winters, & Commander, 2007;
Oreopoulos, 2011). Highly skilled migrants create businesses in the mainstream of their new
country’s economy that equal or exceed the economic performance of their native
counterparts, while low-skilled migrants create small, often unstable and less profitable
businesses (Szarucki, Brzozowski, & Stankeviciene, 2016). Furthermore, highly skilled
migrants “produce localized knowledge spillovers, positive externalities, and significant local
multipliers generating additional boosts in regional economic vitality” (Wright, Ellis, &
Townley, 2017, p. 186). Host countries can benefit from these economic advantages if skilled
migrants fill jobs matching their skill levels (Wright et al., 2017). In fact, employment has
been found as “the single biggest determinant of migrants’ net fiscal contribution” (OECD,
2014, p. 3).
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Paradoxically, although skilled immigrants are meant to bridge their host countries’
skill gaps, obtaining jobs in their host country commensurate with their qualifications is their
most significant challenge (Bauder, 2003; OECD, 2014; Syed, 2008). Despite their
contributions, skilled migrants’ pathways to skilled employment are seldom smooth; they
often must overcome numerous obstacles (Syed, 2008). Due to the multitude of challenges,
obtaining employment matching their qualifications is a core theme of skilled migrants who
secure continued employment and carve out normatively successful careers (Al Ariss et al.,
2012). This paradox calls for an in-depth review and analysis of skilled migrant qualificationmatched employment literature, which is the objective of this review.
Since the late 1980s, international skill mobility has become a topic of academic
inquiry. Globalization has led to the emergence of international mobility in many professions
such as healthcare, academia, science, and engineering (Cantwell & Taylor, 2013). Also,
globalized businesses have created the need for global talent, and governments have
facilitated movement across borders to increase the inflow of skilled labor (Al Ariss, Makela,
& De Cieri, 2015). Since international talent flow has impacted many occupational fields,
scholars from a variety of disciplines have examined this topic from multiple perspectives
(e.g., Groutsis & Arnold, 2012; Reid, 2012). For example, sociologists have been concerned
with social structures influencing migrant integration into their host country context (e.g.,
Munoz-Comet, 2016), economists have attended migrants’ labor market participation and
employment outcomes (e.g., Riano, 2011), geographers and demographers have examined the
geography of the skilled migrants’ mobility and their demographic characteristics (e.g., Liu &
Xu, 2017; Strauss & McGrath, 2017), and management scholars have been concerned with
careers of skilled migrants as well as issues related to managing migrant workers (e.g., Guo
& Al Ariss, 2015; Zikic, 2015). Insights gained by these disciplines have yet to be merged to
provide a holistic picture of skilled migrant employment.
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The most recent reviews on the topic of skilled migrants published in management
journals (Al Ariss & Crowley-Henry, 2013; Crowley-Henry et al., 2016) broadly focused on
migrants’ careers and did not specifically address whether or not such employment paths
matched skilled migrants’ qualifications. Al Ariss and Crowley-Henry (2013) critically
reviewed the management literature on self-initiated expatriation and migration. The authors
compared profiles of self-initiated expatriates and skilled migrants and showed that the
literature has conceptualized skilled migrants as ethnic minorities from developing countries
and self-initiated expatriates as selected from the most privileged individuals from developed
countries. Crowley-Henry et al.’s (2016) systematic review synthesized recent studies
(including only publications since 2000) on skilled migrants’ careers published in business
and management journals. The authors searched for career and migration or skilled migrant
keywords; the 47 included articles were concerned with “the workplace careers of this
population, or the workplace experiences of this population which would have an impact on
their careers” (p. 3). Our review complements that of Crowley-Henry et al. (2016) by
focusing on the factors associated with skilled migrants’ employment that match their
qualifications and pave the way for future quantitative studies on the topic.
In this review, we synthesize findings of empirical research focusing on skilled
migrants’ qualification-matched employment. Our synthesis will be presented in the form of
a conceptual model that answers the following questions: (i) What are the antecedent
conditions that contribute to qualification-matched employment of skilled migrants in their
host country?; (ii) How does skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment link to
their well-being and employment outcomes?; (iv) How does the host country’s context help
skilled migrants find employment that matches their qualifications?; and (v) What variables
moderate the relationship between antecedent conditions and skilled migrants’ qualificationmatched employment?
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Our review provides four major contributions. First, it integrates the literature on
skilled migrants in multiple disciplines to shed light on the factors that enable them to find
employment aligned with their qualifications; therefore, our review highlights the
multidisciplinary nature of the skilled migrants’ employment and deepens our understanding
of it as a societal phenomenon. Second, our review proposes a conceptual model that
contributes to theory building by providing a comprehensive picture of skilled migration
phenomena. It also contributes to human resource management (HRM) scholarship about
skilled migrants as it paves the way for future quantitative research by suggesting
antecedents, outcomes, and contextual and intervening variables worthy of investigation.
Finally, this review identifies gaps in the extant literature and suggests avenues for future
research.
Methods
“Skilled migrants” have been labeled differently across studies due to a lack of consensus
over the definition of this population of workers (Bruland & Rusten, 2012; Crowley-Henry et
al., 2016). Informed by systematic literature review methodology (Higgins & Green, 2011),
we used the following comprehensive list of keywords and searched the Web of Science
database and the Social Sciences Citation Index: "Skilled migrant*" or “Skilled migration” or
"Skilled immigrant*" or “Skilled Temporary Migrant*” or "International migrant*" or
"Qualified immigrant*" or "Skilled Migrant worker*" or "Professional immigrant*" or
"Highly-skilled migrant*" or “Highly skilled workers migra*” or "High-skilled migrant*" or
"Skilled mobility" or "professional mobility" or "Immigrant job seeker*" or "Skilled ethnic
minor*" or "Foreign S&E" or "high-skilled women" or "Educated migrant" or "Overseas
trained" or "Foreign-Born" or “Ethnic-Minority Professional*” or “Highly-Skilled Lab?r” or
"Brain drain" or "Brain gain" or "Brain Circulation" or "Brain Waste" combined with
“employment,” “work,” “career,” “job,” and “recruitment”.
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We added the search criteria of English language, articles as document type, and
timeline between 1990 and 2017. We included articles after 1990 because that is the year that
many countries amended their immigration policies to facilitate the entry of skilled foreign
workers 1. Due to the multidisciplinary focus of this review, we refined the search to include
the following Web of Science Categories: Management, Business, Industrial Relations Labor,
Public Administration, Psychology Applied, Psychology Social, Sociology, Economics,
Social Sciences Interdisciplinary, Education Educational Research, Public Environmental,
Occupational Health, Demography, and Geography. Our search retrieved 826 articles, which
were exported to RefWorks for further screening.
We read the titles and abstracts of all the publications and screened them according to
three questions: (1) Does the article report an empirical study (not conceptual/review)?; (2) Is
the sample selected from international skilled migrants (not low-skilled migrants or
organization-sponsored expatriates or internal migrants?); (3) Does the article focus on the
skilled migrants’ employment/job/work in the host country? Articles that did not meet one or
more of the three inclusion criteria were excluded from the review. For example, studies that
focused on migration decisions and intention to return were excluded. A total of 106 articles
were selected for further analysis. Table 1 presents the list of the journals and article
frequency.
After inserting the selected articles into NVivo software, we used the constant
comparative analysis method (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) to analyze findings that focused on the
skilled migrants’ qualification-matched or qualification-unmatched employment. We applied
open coding, read the findings of articles line by line, and then coded findings related to
employment with conceptual labels. The emerging concepts were classified and grouped into

1

. Since 1990, the number of international migrants increased by 65% (53 million) in the global North, and by 34% (24
million) in the global South (UN-DESA) (OECD, 2013)
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categories. The categories were constantly compared during the analysis process (Birks &
Mills, 2011). Finally, we examined the connections between categories and organized them
into a model (Strauss & Corbin, 1990; see Figure 1).
Findings
Overview of Reviewed Studies
The 106 papers we reviewed were published in 81 journals with Management (17),
Demography (17), Economics (16), Geography (14), and Sociology (10) disciplines housing
the highest number of publications on skilled migrant employment. Journals in other
disciplines, including Public Environmental Occupational Health (9), Psychology and
Applied Psychology (7), Industrial Labor Relations (7), Educational Research (6), and Public
Administration (3), published fewer studies on the topic. Our review revealed that the number
of qualitative studies on the topic (50 studies) was almost equal to the quantitative ones (49
studies), with seven studies adopting a mixed-method approach. Skilled migrants
employment was mainly studied in Australia and New Zealand (23 studies), the United States
(22 studies), The UK and Ireland (13 studies), other western European countries (18 studies),
and Canada (12 studies). The remaining studies focused on skilled migrants’ employment in
Asia (5 studies), more than one host country (8 studies), and multiple unspecified host
countries (5 studies). Publications on skilled migrants increased significantly after 1990 with
only five publications by the end of 2000, 26 publications from 2001 to 2010, and seventyfive publications between 2011 and mid-2017. Below, we provide a conceptual model that
integrates and organizes the results from the studies included in the review (Figure 1).
Insert Figure 1 about here
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A Conceptual Model of Skilled Migrants’ Qualification-Matched Employment
Qualification-matched employment
Our analysis suggested that skilled migrant employment as reflected in the literature can be
categorised in two modes that are the two sides of one coin: qualification-matched or
qualification-unmatched employment. A skilled migrant will be in a qualification-matched
status if their skills and field of training (professional background) match the requirements of
the job she/he obtains in the host country (Banerjee & Mai, 2014; Dell'Aringa & Pagani,
2011). On the other hand, a skilled migrant in a qualification-unmatched status may have
accepted jobs outside of and below their skills and irrelevant to their training (McDonald &
Valenzuela, 2017). Therefore, we refer to qualification-matched employment as a variable
that summarizes how employment has been conceptualized in the extant literature.
We coded each reviewed study for the variables associated with skilled migrants’
qualification-matched or qualification-unmatched employment. We synthesized and
organized our findings in a model that includes the antecedents and outcomes of skilled
migrants’ qualification-matched employment in the host country. Informed by Syed’s (2008)
relational framework, our model acknowledges that multi-level factors link to skilled
migrants’ qualification-matched employment. The relational framework (Syed, 2008)
discusses factors at micro-, meso-, and macro- levels contributing to skilled migrants’
employment prospects. Our review organizes the factors associated with skilled migrants’
qualification-matched employment into individual-, organizational-, host country national-,
and international- level factors. Our model synthesizes research findings regarding the
association of qualification-matched employment with individual level outcomes, and
illustrates factors that function as moderators of the relationships among qualificationmatched employment, its antecedents, and its outcomes. Since the factors emerged through a
synthesis of the findings, one study may have contributed to more than one factor. Therefore,
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the frequencies presented in the text below refer to the number of studies that included each
specific factor in their findings and therefore do not add up to 106, which is the total number
of studies included in the review.
Antecedents of qualification-matched employment: Individual-level factors
Host country language proficiency. Thirty studies referred to the importance of
language proficiency in their findings regarding skilled migrants’ employment in the host
country. Quantitative studies examined the contributions of language proficiency by using
self-report measures of language proficiency such as the single-item good or poor language
skills scale (e.g., Miller & Neo, 1997; Oreopoulos, 2011) or pre-existing data in which they
used proxies such as mother tongue, non-native speaker status, or citizenship as indicators of
host country language ability (e.g., Beckhusen et al., 2013; Reid, 2012). Qualitative studies
suggested that migrants found a lack of language proficiency to act as a barrier in obtaining
qualification-matched employment (e.g., Mulholland & Ryan, 2014; Winterheller & Hirt,
2017). Synthesis of the quantitative and qualitative findings suggested that skilled migrants
with lower host country language proficiency are less likely to obtain qualification-matched
employment in the host country (e.g., Beckhusen, Florax, Poot, Waldorf, 2013; Fossland,
2013; Winterheller & Hirt, 2017).
Host country educational credentials. The extant literature defines skilled migrants
as those possessing tertiary educational credentials – at least a bachelor’s degree – at the time
of arriving at the host country (e.g., Crowley-Henry et al., 2016). Thirty-one studies included
education-related factors such as educational level (e.g., Bazillier & Boboc, 2016) and area of
qualification (e.g., Thondhlana, Madziva, & McGrath, 2016), with 28 of those studies
suggesting that having host country educational credentials is the most impactful factor in
obtaining qualification-matched employment (e.g., Oreopoulos, 2011; Owusu & Sweetman,
2015). Skilled migrants who obtained their credentials from universities located in countries
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foreign to the host country (at their home country or another country) had lower chances of
obtaining qualification-matched employment compared to those who graduated from host
country institutions (e.g., Hawthorne, 2010; Fossland, 2013). Other studies suggested that
skilled migrants chose to develop new credentials or re-train in the host country in order to
compete with host country graduates (e.g., Banerjee & Mai, 2014; Zikic et al., 2010).
Professional network in host country. Thirty-one studies examined how factors
related to social networks—often referred to as social capital— were associated with skilled
migrants’ employment in the host country. Social networks studied in the literature
comprised non-migrants as well as migrant connections (Aure, 2013), co-ethnics, kin, family
members (Thondhlana et al., 2016), friends and personal contacts (Cooke et al., 2013; Trlin,
2012), and professional connections (Hawthorne, 1997; Reid, 2012). Among different types
of social networks, professional connections residing in the host country were most effective
in enabling skilled migrants to secure qualification-matched employment, especially during
early stages of settlement in the host country (e.g., Cooke et al., 2013; Shinozaki, 2014;
Thondhlana et al., 2016). Interestingly, studies suggested that when skilled migrants’
connections were limited to co-ethnics and family members—without also having workrelated interactions—the migrants’ chances of obtaining qualification-matched employment
decreased (e.g., Vidal-Coso & Miret-Gamundi, 2014; Winterheller & Hirt, 2017).
Host country work experience. Twenty-nine studies elaborated on the effects of
work experience on skilled migrants’ employment in their host country. We observed a
dominant pattern across findings of qualitative and quantitative findings: a lack of host
country work experience decreased the possibility of obtaining qualification-matched
employment in the host county among skilled migrants (e.g., Liversage, 2009; Thondhlana et
al., 2016). The reviewed studies argued that employers’ inability to recognize skilled
migrants’ home country work experience explains the negative association of the lack of
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local work experience and qualification-matched employment (e.g., Green, Kler, & Leeves,
2007; Mahmud et al., 2014). However, other studies reported that skilled migrants who
obtain discipline-specific work experience, such as internships, have a higher chance of
obtaining qualification-matched employment (e.g., Blackmore, Gribble, & Rahimi, 2017;
Trlin, 2012).
Host country cultural knowledge. Familiarity with host country culture was
examined in 27 studies (e.g., Blackmore et al., 2017). The majority of studies reflected cross
cultural issues faced by skilled migrants in the host country and showed that a lack of cultural
understanding could function as a barrier to qualification-matched employment (e.g.,
Guerrero & Rothstein, 2012; Kim, Hogge, Mok, & Nishida, 2014). In cases where skilled
migrants sought employment in businesses that primarily served local markets, evidence of
host country knowledge proved to be critical (e.g., Aure, 2013; Fossland, 2013). While the
majority of studies suggested that skilled migrants find it hard to use their generic and workspecific cultural knowledge gained in their home countries, three studies showed that home
country cultural knowledge created qualification-matched employment opportunities. For
example, cultural knowledge created opportunities in non-English speaking countries for
language teachers from English-speaking countries (e.g., Farrer, 2014; Tzeng, 2010; Van
Laer & Janssens, 2017).
Antecedents of qualification-matched employment: Organizational-level factors
Employer’s equality and diversity policy implementation. Findings of 46 studies
referred to different aspects of employment equality and diversity policy implementations
that were associated with skilled migrants’ employment. Qualitative studies that conducted
interviews with skilled migrants or interviews with recruitment agencies revealed that skilled
migrants experienced recruitment and selection discrimination (e.g., Al Ariss, Vassilopoulou,
Oezbilgin, & Game, 2013; Blackmore et al., 2017; DelCampo, Jacobson, Van Buren, &
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Blancero, 2011; Fossland, 2013). According to the reviewed studies, skilled migrants’
experiences of discrimination stemmed from their employer’s perceptions and biases (e.g.,
Hawthorne, 1997; Horverak; Sandal; Bye; Pallesen, 2013; Trlin, 2012). The dominant pattern
across studies suggests that employer’s selection biases against particular countries of origin
decreased skilled migrants’ access to qualification-matched employment. For example,
employers’ negative perceptions hindered qualification-matched employment among skilled
migrants from developing countries such as Central and Eastern Europe (e.g., Felker, 2012),
the Middle East (e.g., Oreopoulos, 2011), Latin America and the Caribbean (e.g., Gandini &
Lozano-Ascencio, 2016), and the Former Soviet Union (e.g., Weiss, Sauer, & Gotlibovski,
2003). On the other hand, employers’ positive perceptions helped skilled migrants from
developed/western countries to obtain qualification-matched employment (e.g., Green, Kler,
& Leeves, 2007; Tzeng, 2010).
Antecedents of qualification-matched employment: Host country national-level factors
Visa and work authorization. Forty-six studies included variables related to skilled
migrants’ visa configurations and work authorization (e.g., Axelsson, 2017; Kler, 2006;
Varma, 2010). Among all the visa-related factors, work authorization—a visa configuration
constraining or facilitating access to work—was most associated with skilled migrants’
access to qualification-matched employment, employment mobility, and even professional
development and salary negotiations (e.g., Boese et al., 2013; Kim, Hogge, Mok, & Nishida,
2014). Studies showed that during their stay in the host country, skilled migrants attempted to
switch to visa statuses that facilitated their pathways to qualification-matched employment
(e.g., Thondhlana et al., 2016). Studies described temporary migrant workers—defined as
“persons who live in a host country without a right of long-term residence and who undertake
paid work during their stay” (Boese et al., 2013, p. 321)— as the most vulnerable in regard to
gaining access to qualification-matched employment (e.g., Luthra, 2009; Velayutham, 2013).
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A similar pattern of disadvantage due to their visa situation was observed among females
who accompanied their spouses. Most found themselves deskilled and re-domesticated (e.g.,
Cooke et al., 2013; Yeoh & Willis, 2005), with little access to qualification-matched
employment (Shinozaki, 2014).
Professional qualification recognition. Thirty-two studies discussed the importance
of being authorized and obtaining a host country license in finding qualification-matched
employment (e.g., Girard & Bauder, 2007; Peterson, Pandya, & Leblang, 2014). A noticeable
pattern observed across studies was that rigid credential valuation through professional
bodies or licensing agencies divided occupational fields into regulated and unregulated. For
example, studies focusing on health-related fields showed that rigid professional licensing
hindered migrant nurses and doctors from practicing in their areas of specialty or
qualification-matched employment (e.g., Fossland, 2013; Hawthorne, 1997). On the other
hand, other studies found that skilled migrants with qualifications in less regulated fields
experience less downgrading in their occupational status upon migration (e.g., Banerjee &
Mai, 2014; Thondhlana et al., 2016).
Skilled labor demand. Findings of the reviewed studies showed that skilled migrants
were more likely to obtain qualification-matched employment in labor market sectors with a
limited native workforce labor supply (e.g., the geriatric specialty; Bornat, Henry, &
Raghuram, 2011; Cantwell & Taylor, 2013; Francis, Chapman, Doolan, Sellick, & Barnett,
2008; Weller, 2017). Studies suggested that governments, industry sectors, and employers
experiencing high demands for specific skills often had less rigid entry requirements (Harris,
2014), offered fast-track pathways to employment (Groutsis & Arnold, 2012), sourced visa
sponsorship (Bahn, 2014), and directly recruited from abroad (van Riemsdijk, 2013). Across
studies it was evident that skilled migrants had a better chance of finding qualification-
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matched employment in “a designated area of need” in the host country (Groutsis & Arnold,
2012, p. 337).
Host country government integration initiatives. Only 6 studies focused on
governments’ integration initiatives and reported effects of such initiatives on skilled
migrants’ qualification-matched employment. These studies found that participating in
training programs offered by governments helped skilled migrants obtain qualificationmatched employment (e.g., Myles, Cheng, & Wang, 2006). For example, the Leonardo
program in Finland and Gippsland Inspiring Professional Standards among International
Experts (GIPSIE) in Australia were designed to provide educational support and learning
resources to newly arrived physician immigrants (Hardill & MacDonald, 2000; Wright et al.,
2012). Other studies in this category reported that skilled migrants noticed a short supply of
integration initiatives such as high-quality language courses to help migrants overcome
barriers to qualification-matched employment in the host country (Kuusio et al., 2014).
Host country economic stability. Six studies examined how host country economic
stability was linked to skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment (e.g., Cantwell &
Taylor, 2013; Farrer, 2014; Vargas-Silva, 2016). One conclusion based on the reviewed
studies is that during instable economic situations, skilled migrants increasingly accept jobs
that are below their qualification levels (Gandini and Lozano-Ascencio, 2016; Kler, 2006).
Antecedents of qualification-matched employment: International-level factors
Political relationships between home and host country. Four studies reported
effects of international-level factors on skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment
in the host country (Batnitzky & McDowell, 2011; Cantwell & Taylor, 2013; Hawthorne,
2010; van Riemsdijk, 2013). The pattern emerging from the existing findings suggests that
political relationships between countries can be associated with skilled migrants’
qualification-matched employment. For instance, the Second World War created labor
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deficits in certain countries and led to the recruitment of migrant workers in needed
professional fields (Batnitzky & McDowell, 2011). Similarly, accession to the European
Union in 2004 led to an increased westward migration of citizens from the new-memberstates (van Riemsdijk, 2013). In contrast, terrorist attacks (e.g., September 11) led to several
periods of restricted access to western labor markets and significantly changed the public
view of immigrants (Hawthorne, 2010).
Moderators of the relationships between qualification-matched employment and its
antecedents
Gender. Eighteen studies examined the role of gender in skilled migrants’
employment in the host country. Findings of these studies suggest one overarching pattern:
gender moderates the relationship between antecedents and qualification-matched
employment such that women migrants were less likely to access qualification-matched
employment (e.g., Aure, 2013; Riano, 2011). This pattern was most significant among
women migrants entering the host country as dependents (e.g., Cooke et al., 2013; Fossland,
2013). Reviewed studies showed that women migrants’ under-representation in high-demand
occupations such as business administration, engineering, and IT and their presence in
education, health, and culture-related professions partially accounted for their disadvantaged
position in the labor market (Gandini & Lozano-Ascencio, 2016). A small proportion of
skilled migrant females entered highly-paid jobs that matched their qualifications (Gandini &
Lozano-Ascencio, 2016; Kler, 2006).
Individual agency. Thirteen studies referred to skilled migrants’ agency as a factor
that helped them overcome barriers they faced in accessing qualification-matched
employment. Individual agency was defined as the “power and influence to affect changes in
their lives and work as permitted and legitimated by their position in webs of social and
economic relations” (Al Ariss, Vassilopoulou, Oezbilgin, & Game, 2013, p. 1236). Studies
examining the individual agency factor suggested that skilled migrants exercised their agency
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to pursue education in the host country (e.g., Liversage, 200; Thondhlana et al., 2016), to
practice the host country’s language and extend their social networks as ways to leverage
their access to qualification-matched employment (Das Gupta et al., 2014; Winterheller &
Hirt, 2017; Zikic et al., 2010), or to persist relentlessly in job-hunting until they re-secured
qualification- matched employment (Das Gupta et al., 2014; Harris, 2014). Other studies
showed that skilled migrants exercised their agency by rejecting jobs that did not match their
qualifications or by withdrawing from the labor market and leaving the host country (Al Ariss
et al., 2013; Liversage, 2009; Riano, 2011; Van Laer & Janssens, 2017).
Length of residence in host country. Seven studies examined length of residence in
a host country in their analysis of skilled migrants’ employment. Findings of these studies
suggest that over time, skilled migrants experienced improvements in their occupational
status (e.g., Banerjee & Mai, 2014; Miller & Neo, 1997). It was rationalized that skilled
migrants became more proficient in the language after several months of residence in the host
country (van Riemsdijk, 2013); and that multiple job changes over long time periods (e.g.,
two decades after arrival) eventually help skilled migrants find their desired position (e.g.,
Liversage, 2009).
Outcomes of qualification-matched employment
Earnings. Twenty-one studies examined variables related to skilled migrants’
earnings in the host country. One dominant pattern across the reviewed studies was that in
many cases skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment led to earnings identical to
or higher than their home country counterparts (e.g., Cortes & Pan, 2015; Harvey, 2012;
Kaushal, Lu, Denier, Wang, & Trejo, 2016; Lopez, 2012; Luthra, 2009; Varma, 2010).
Studies attributed the pattern of higher payments to skilled migrants’ high productivity
(Albarran, Carrasco, & Ruiz-Castillo, 2017; Corley & Sabharwal, 2007; Scellato, Franzoni,
& Stephan, 2015), representation in highly-paid disciplines (Owusu & Sweetman, 2015;
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Tang, 1993), residence in regions of high income concentration such as large metropolitan
areas (Lin et al., 2009), and more years of schooling than natives (Espenshade et al., 2001).
The second pattern that emerged from the studies suggested that a mismatch between
migrants’ educational attainments and their job requirements had a negative association with
their earnings (McDonald & Valenzuela, 2017). In addition, wages of skilled migrants who
started employment in low-paid jobs could not catch up with that of their native peers (Weiss
et al., 2003).
Job satisfaction. Twelve Studies focused on skilled migrants’ job satisfaction, which
ranged from low to high (e.g., de Vries et al., 2016). While some studies reported that skilled
migrants expressed lower levels of job satisfaction in academic contexts (Corley &
Sabharwal, 2007; Sabharwal, 2011a; Sabharwal, 2011b), others reported that skilled
immigrants were relatively satisfied with their work once their chances of obtaining
qualification-matched employment increased (Kuusio et al., 2014). Studies argued that poor
working conditions, a lack of career advancement opportunities, low employer support, and
lower pay compared to native workers accounted for job dissatisfaction (e.g., Corley &
Sabharwal, 2007; Lin et al., 2009; Trlin, 2012; Varma, 2010).
Mental health. Eight studies included mental health variables in their study of skilled
migrants’ employment in the host country. The dominant pattern across these studies was that
skilled migrants without qualification-matched employment were more likely to experience
mental health problems. For example, findings of the reviewed studies showed that lengthy
job searches and the inability to find employment fitting their skill levels resulted in stress,
anxiety, depression, and unhappiness for skilled migrants (e.g., Axelsson, 2017; Dean &
Wilson, 2009). Even skilled migrants who had qualification-matched jobs reported a higher
risk of burnout and poorer workability compared to native professionals (Aalto et al., 2014).
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Professional de-skilling. Seven studies showed that skilled migrants who could not
obtain qualification-matched employment felt that they became professionally de-skilled
(Adhikari & Melia, 2015; Aure, 2013; Bidwell et al., 2014; Dean & Wilson, 2009;
Humphries et al., 2013). This de-skilling involved losing skills by working in entry-level
positions in their profession (Adhikari & Melia, 2015; Humphries et al., 2013), or working in
un-skilled jobs (Bidwell et al., 2014; Yeoh & Willis, 2005).
Moderator of the relationship between qualification-matched employment and its
outcomes
Job tenure. Reviewed studies showed that the more time skilled migrants spent in
jobs that did not use their qualifications, the more likely they were to report mental health
problems and stress (Reid, 2012; Subedi & Rosenberg, 2016). Other studies suggested that
wages of skilled migrants who started their employment in low-paid jobs—qualificationunmatched employment—could not catch up with that of their native peers (Weiss et al.,
2003).
Discussion
The purpose of this review was to synthesize the empirical research on skilled migrants’
qualification-matched employment across multiple disciplines. We took a first step towards
setting the stage for theory development by integrating findings of the reviewed studies into a
conceptual model. Our model specifies antecedent, outcome, and moderating variables
associated with qualification-matched employment of skilled migrants in their host country.
Below, we describe our contributions and provide pathways for future research.
Previous reviews on skilled migrants within management literature (Crowley-Henry
et al., 2016; Syed, 2008) have focused on migrants’ careers—generically defined as workrelated experiences—whereas our analysis focused on qualification-matched employment
based on extant literature across 10 different disciplines. In the skilled migration context,
obtaining qualification-matched employment is of interest to both the host country and the
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skilled immigrant. Our study presents a conceptual model that paves the way for further
investigations on this topic.
We contribute to highlighting the multi-level nature of factors contributing to skilled
migrants’ access to qualification-matched employment by identifying 12 factors at individual,
organizational, host country national, and international levels associated with skilled
migrants’ qualification-matched or qualification-unmatched employment in the host country.
In doing so, we address the paradox of why skilled migrants—despite possessing the
necessary skills—may not find employment commensurate with their qualifications.
At multiple levels, our review identifies antecedents that were not discussed in
previous reviews of skilled migrant research in management and HRM fields (e.g., CrowleyHenry et al., 2016). At the individual-level, our findings add nuances to human capital factors
such as education discussed in previous reviews (Syed, 2008) and elaborate on their link to
obtaining employment fitting skilled migrants’ qualifications. For example, our findings
suggest that educational credentials, work experience, and professional networks are linked to
qualification-matched employment only when obtained in the host country.
At the host country national-level, the inclusion of research published in different
disciplines led to identifying a factor we labelled as host country government integration
initiatives, which was examined by occupational health researchers (e.g., Kuusio et al., 2014).
We also identified a professional qualification recognition variable studied across
demography (Hawthorne, 1997), geography (Girard & Bauder, 2007), and sociology
(Thondhlana et al., 2016). Recognizing the importance of such initiatives, future scholars can
develop experimental designs to capture the impact of such initiatives in more systematically
to better inform policy and practice.
At the international-level, we identified a variable—political relationships between
home and host country— which has potential to impact skilled migrants’ qualification-
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matched employment and is unique, as it steps beyond the three commonly discussed micro-,
meso-, and macro-level factors (Syed, 2008). We believe this variable to be of great
significance given the ongoing political unrest in multiple regions of the world (Guéhenno,
2017). Researchers in geography and demography have examined the association of global
events such as the Second World War (Batnitzky & McDowell, 2011), accession to the
European Union (van Riemsdijk, 2013), and terrorist attacks (Hawthorne, 2010) and skilledworker access to qualification-matched employment. HRM scholars may also consider
international-level factors while examining skilled migrant employment. The recent calls for
papers regarding the contributions of the Brexit vote, Trump administration (Robinson &
Bristow, n.d.), and Syrian refugee crisis (Richardson, Karam, & Afiouni, n.d.) in
management journals indicate an emerging interest in significant international level events on
migrant work situations. HRM scholars focusing on skilled migrants’ careers need to
examine the implications of such political changes for skilled migrants’ professional lives.
Another noteworthy contribution of our review is identifying four variables that
moderate the association between skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment and
its antecedents. It is interesting that except for gender, which was present in studies across all
disciplines, other moderating variables received attention from scholars in only certain
disciplines. For example, effects of length of residence in the host country were shown in
longitudinal studies conducted by economists and demographers (e.g., Kler, 2006; Weiss et
al., 2003), and individual agency was emphasized by management scholars (e.g., Al Ariss et
al., 2013). Providing these moderators in a single model will help scholars employ insights
from other disciplines in their future work concerned with skilled migrants. We encourage
HRM researchers to explore the moderating effects of these variables in the relationships
between migrants’ qualification-matched employment and its outcomes, as a limited number
of studies have focused on their effects.
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Most of the studies included in our review focused on antecedents and not on
outcomes of skilled immigrants’ qualification-matched employment. Future studies need to
focus on outcomes, not only for skilled migrants, but also for their families, peers, employers,
and wider communities in both their home and host countries. We observed that skilled
migrants were equally-paid or had higher earnings than their host country native counterparts.
This finding deserves further exploration by future research. Also, fewer studies examined
the benefits packages or mechanisms impacting skilled migrants’ pay. Future scholars can
bridge this gap and expand the research on outcome variables of interest to HRM scholars
and practitioners who work with skilled migrants.
Finally, our findings contribute to HRM scholarship on skilled migration by paving
the way for future quantitative research. We present measurable variables (antecedents,
outcomes, and moderating variables), in contrast to previous reviews that adopted a
descriptive approach. Our findings are critical to HRM research, as a recent review found that
qualitative outnumber quantitative studies conducted on skilled migrants and published in
management journals (Crowley-Henry et al., 2016). Our conceptual model can inspire
quantitative scholars to develop measures for concepts we propose and to examine
relationships among variables included in the model. We also noticed that 81% (40 out 49
studies) of the quantitative studies in our review used pre-existing data from national
immigrant surveys (e.g., Mukhopadhyay & Oxborrow, 2012; Vidal-Coso & Miret-Gamundi,
2014), census data (e.g., Harvey, 2012; Kler, 2006), longitudinal labor market surveys (e.g.,
Kaushal et al., 2016; Vargas-Silva, 2016), and data sets of national registered professionals
(e.g., Battu, Seaman, & Zenou, 2011) to study antecedents or outcomes of skilled migrants’
qualification-matched employment. Therefore, our findings can inform further quantitative
research to explore new variables and relationships in regards to skilled migrants’
employment.
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Practical Implications
Our review combines the findings of previous studies, half of which were exploratory;
therefore, our findings are subject to further testing, and we cannot claim that all our findings
are generalizable to all skilled migrants. In addition, due to the scattered nature of the
reviewed studies, we were not able to conduct a quantitative meta-analysis among the
quantitative studies included in the review. However, insights gained from our model have
several practical implications for HR practitioners working with skilled migrants, skilled
migrants themselves, those who aspire to immigrate, and legal authorities in host countries
accommodating skilled migrants.
Many of the variables that shape skilled migrants’ qualification-matched or
unmatched employment experiences can be managed by HR professionals if known to them.
For example, knowledge about their host country culture was a concern for many skilled
migrants and deprived them of making connections, networking, and obtaining qualificationmatched employment. HR professionals can solve this issue by providing training and
mentoring programs that focus on familiarizing skilled migrants with their host country’s
culture, work procedures, and professional norms. Language training can also be provided as
part of orientation for valued professional talent. Induction and initial development programs
can be tailored to accommodate both varying conditions of different home countries and
individual skilled migrant needs. HR professionals can also access and apply qualification
and training equivalency guides. This will help target recruitment and inform selection
decisions, and will also help in providing tailored advice to skilled migrants on future
development needs and career progression. Finally, HR professionals can consider individual
variables that might affect migrants' employment experience, as well as intervening variables
such as gender, in planning and preparing to recruit skilled migrants.
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Skilled migrants, or those who plan to immigrate, can better prepare themselves by
learning about variables that might affect their qualification-matched employment after
immigration. This might inform skilled migrants’ decisions about which countries to consider
for immigration. For example, equivalency and recognition of qualifications could be a
significant factor in such decisions. Once a host country is decided on, additional actions can
be taken. For instance, learning about the significant role of language proficiency might lead
to potential immigrants’ increased investment in mastering the preferred host country’s
language. This may extend to learning more about cultural norms in relation to work and
employment within the chosen host country. Overall, having a realistic picture of
employment after immigration might change, delay, or stop some individuals’ immigration
plans or decisions.
Countries seeking skilled migrants can design interventions to pave the way for
skilled migrants’ qualification-matched employment. These include formulation of
immigration and visa policies and procedures, adjusting employment policies, reinforcing
equality and diversity initiatives, and supporting high-quality language programs as examples
of the many actions that host countries can take. They also can use this model to further
explore skilled migrant employment in their country by funding studies to clarify the role of
various factors in migrants’ qualification-matched employment.
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