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2. Executive overview 

As will become apparent throughout this report, the migratory phenomenon is a process that 

is steadily taking root in Bilbao inasmuch as recent years have seen a significant increase in 

diversity. This circumstance has given rise to fresh social demands and needs that require the 

provision of a comprehensive, joint and coordinated response. Faced with this situation, and 

considering that the influx of people from abroad makes a significant contribution to the 

growth and development of any city, there is a need to undertake actions to muster all the 

personal skills available and thereby avoid the loss of human capital. The existence of over-

qualification (i.e., the mismatch between people’s level of education and the requirements of 

their job) is a circumstance that unfortunately affects the population as a whole and, according 

to several different European reports, is more prevalent among non-national populations. 

Especially interesting are the reports by the OECD “A profile of immigrant populations in the 21st 

century” (2008) and “Matching educational background and employment: a challenge for immigrants 

in host countries” (2007), which contain a thorough diagnosis of the situation and identify the main 

underlying factors regarding the over-qualification of migrants in EU and OECD countries. 

Therefore, in view of the structural and long-term nature of the over-qualification of migrants 

and given it is a widespread issue that affects all of Europe, within the context of the need to 

drive economic recovery and the expected demand for skilled labour - vital for maximising the 

value of Europe’s human capital and nurturing economic dynamism - there is a pressing need 

to find a way of making the most of the human resources of non-national migrants, and 

especially women. Measures for employment integration should not be geared solely towards 

finding jobs for migrants in their host country, but rather towards finding jobs that are 

consistent with their level of education. 

The purpose of the REALISE project and the involvement in the same of the Department of 

Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship of Bilbao City Council is to reinforce the knowledge and 

application at local level of EU strategy through to 2020. 

Accordingly, the aim of this report is to diagnose the phenomenon of over-qualification in 

employment of the non-national population in Bilbao and gauge the seriousness of the 

problem, and specifically how it affects migrant women, as this is one of the city’s prevailing 

profiles. Gender is a mainstream issue in the care strategy of the Department of Equality, 

Cooperation and Citizenship, and because there are signs suggesting there is a situation of 
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over-qualification with a greater impact on women, the aforementioned department works to 

promote positive actions for the integration of non-national women. 

With a view to achieving the main goal specified, it is essential to gather data on different 

aspects that serve as parameters for appraising and shaping the matter in hand: 

 Explore the barriers and obstacles non-national migrant women face when seeking to 

find a job that matches their education.   

 Reveal the possible causes that may lie behind the over-qualification of non-national 

migrant women in Bilbao. 

 Identify the factors that most contribute to the persistence of the problem of over-

qualification in employment among non-national migrant women in Bilbao.  

 On a specific basis, situate and describe among those factors and/or causes the role 

played by language, bureaucracy, economic activity, situations of discrimination, 

employers, etc. 

 Understand the ramifications of over-qualification among non-native migrant women 

in Bilbao. 

The achievement of this goal will involve, on the one hand, the application of a quantitative 

methodology based on the processing of objective data gleaned from a range of different 

sources and, most especially, the EPIE 2010 Database (EPIE is the Spanish acronym for the 

Encuesta de Población Inmigrante Extranjera, a survey on the non-national migrant population 

resident in the Basque Country1) of the Basque Government’s Department for Social Affairs. 

Use will made, on the other hand, of a qualitative methodology involving ten in-depth 

interviews, two discussion groups and a group dynamics with the members of the project’s 

Local Support Group. 

Consistent with the aforementioned methodology, the report begins with an analysis of the 

global economic scenario and the crisis that informs it, as well as of the consequences it has 

had overall on the Basque Country and, more specifically, on the city of Bilbao. Within this 

context, it should be noted that the city has not been left untouched by this recession, insofar 

                                                            
1 For the purposes of this report, the Basque Country is understood to be the autonomous community 

made up of the provinces of Alava, Bizkaia and Gipuzkoa.  
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as, following the trend recorded in other larger areas, unemployment rates have been steadily 

rising while the economy has increasingly shifted towards the services sector.  
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3. Introduction 

The appearance of foreign migrants in our city is a relatively recent phenomenon and responds 

to a trend that is ubiquitous in Spain. 

The migratory phenomenon is a process that is gradually extending its presence in Bilbao. 

Recent years have witnessed a significant increase in diversity. More specifically, over the past 

year the non-national population in Bilbao has grown by one thousand people, whereby on 1 

January 2011 there were 29,863 non-nationals officially registered in the city, accounting for 

8.45% of Bilbao’s total population. This new reality has given rise to new social demands and 

needs that require the provision of a comprehensive, joint and coordinated response. 

The influx of people from abroad makes a significant contribution to the growth and 

development of any city, although there is a need to undertake actions to muster all the 

capacities of the city’s population in order to avoid the loss of human capital. 

The existence of over-qualification (i.e., mismatches between a person’s level of education and 

the requirements of the job) is a circumstance that unfortunately affects the population as a 

whole. Nevertheless, and in the light of a range of European reports, this over-qualification is 

more prevalent among non-national populations. 

Bilbao City Council has a strategy for Diversity Management orchestrated through the BI-

OPEN Plan approved for the period 2011-2013. This plan is the outcome of Bilbao City 

Council’s involvement in Europe’s OPENCities project funded by the EU’s Urbact II programme. 

One of the conclusions this programme has reached is that diversity will have an impact on a 

city’s development only when policies of openness are rolled out by the local authorities to 

favour the city’s leadership within this field. There is no doubt that one of the city’s openness 

strategies should be to make the most of the human capacities available to it, as this use will 

redound to the benefit both of those people affected by over-qualification and of society at 

large. 

In particular, in order to assess the measures contained in the aforementioned Municipal Plan, 

an Observatory for Integration and Coexistence was set up in Bilbao based on the prior 

identification of the key areas to be targeted to render it an open city from the perspective of 

integration. The tool’s purpose involved drawing up and feeding a system of indicators that 

would provide both a precise diagnosis and accurate monitoring of the situation. One of the 
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specific areas defined accordingly was precisely the EMPLOYMENT AREA with the following 

objective and according to the following terms: 

The diagnosis of the situation of non-nationals regarding employment should be based 

on the same indicators as those used for the population as a whole. In this sense, the 

indicators refer to rates of distribution of the non-national population that may be 

compared with the performance of the local population. 

The basic dimensions measured within this field refer to the possibility of finding jobs on 

the back of residence and work permits, formal participation in the labour market 

(activity, occupation, unemployment), characteristics and quality of the employment 

(temporality, multiple job-holding, salary, sector, occupation) and characteristics of 

joblessness (duration, years of service and demand). 

Within this framework, the Department of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship of Bilbao City 

Council, with the collaboration of the Technical Secretariat of the Bilbao Metropoli-30 

Association, has opted to take part in REALISE. This project is financed by the European 

Commission, whose purpose is to analyse the causes of this over-qualification, as well as 

promote measures and strategies for reducing its negative consequences. 

In order to achieve the aforementioned goal and in response to one of the profiles that 

prevails in Bilbao, the City Council has decided to focus the project on Non-national Women 

who are suffering these negative consequences. This is prompted by the fact the Department 

of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship is committed to the development of positive 

measures for the integration of non-national women on the understanding there are situations 

of inequality between women and men. 

More specifically, the City Council is to concentrate its actions on non-national women for the 

following reasons: 
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 It is one of the profiles prevailing in Bilbao  

 Gender is a mainstream issue in the operating strategy of the Department of 

Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship  

 There are reasonable indications to suggest there is a situation of over-qualification 

that has a greater impact on women 

 The Department of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship works to promote positive 

actions in favour of the integration of non-national women 
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4. Research, design and methodology 

This section presents the different information targets that are pursued in this study, bearing 

in mind they are all related to the following overriding goal that involves: 

DIAGNOSING THE PHENOMENON OF OVER-QUALIFICATION IN EMPLOYMENT OF NON-

NATIONAL MIGRANT WOMEN IN THE CITY OF BILBAO: GAUGING THE SERIOUSNESS OF THE 

PROBLEM. 

With a view to achieving the main goal specified, it is essential to gather data on different 

aspects that serve as parameters for appraising and shaping the issue. 

QUANTITATIVE perspective QUALITATIVE perspective 

Analyse the official and unofficial education 

in their country of origin of non-national 

migrant women living in Bilbao 

Explore the barriers and obstacles non-

national migrant women face when seeking 

to find a job that matches their education   

Describe the education that non-national 

migrant women in Bilbao have received 

since they settled in Spain and/or Bilbao: 

official and unofficial education 

Reveal the possible causes that may lie 

behind the over-qualification of non-national 

migrant women in Bilbao 

Assess the knowledge of languages of non-

national migrant women living in Bilbao 

Identify the factors that most contribute to 

the persistence of the problem of over-

qualification in employment among non-

national migrant women in Bilbao 

Determine the number of migrant women 

affected by the phenomenon of over-

qualification in Bilbao 

On a specific basis, situate and describe 

among those factors and/or causes the role 

played by language, bureaucracy, economic 

activity, situations of discrimination, 

employers, etc. 

Classify and segment the group of migrant 

women in Bilbao, according to their greater 

or lesser degree of over-qualification in 

employment (match): describe these 
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classification types 

Define the scope of the phenomenon in 

Bilbao, analysing the over-qualification in 

employment of migrant women in Bilbao 

 

With a view to achieving these targets, there now follows a description of the methodology 

resources and steps. 

FROM A QUANTITATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

Firstly, the work has been based on the EPIE 2010 Database, corresponding to a survey on the 

non-national migrant population resident in the Basque Country conducted by the Basque 

Government’s Department for Social Affairs. It contains exhaustive data on over 5,000 non-

national migrants in the Basque Country, using information obtained from more than 2,000 

direct interviews. 

In addition, use has been made of the data provided by more than a thousand people living in 

Bilbao. Based on this breakdown of the sample that has been duly weighted to represent the 

migrant population in Bilbao, the aim is to respond to the research targets of a quantitative 

nature that have been detailed above. To do so, an initial tabulation has been made by gender 

that has provided comprehensive data on non-national migrant women living in Bilbao and, 

based on this, a second tabulation has been made that has enabled a link to be drawn between 

education and qualification and the jobs held by the target population, namely, non-national 

migrant women living in Bilbao. 

FROM A QUALITATIVE PERSPECTIVE 

In order to achieve the aforementioned goals, ten in-depth interviews have been held, with two 

discussion groups and a group dynamics with the members of the project’s Local Support 

Group. 

1. In-depth interviews: the selection has involved 10 migrant women living in Bilbao who 

respond to the following three profiles (the study’s target population): 

 HIGH EDUCATION/ STABLE SITUATION / NO LANGUAGE PROBLEMS  

This corresponds to the most seasoned migrant women from LATIN AMERICA: Colombians, 

Argentineans, Peruvians, Ecuadorians, Chileans and Uruguayans. As opposed to the preceding 

ones, immigration from these sources dates back further and the migrants’ legal status in the 
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Basque Country is more stable, so finding a job seems to be easier. They do not face any 

problems with the Spanish language either.  

 HIGH EDUCATION/ UNSTABLE SITUATION / LANGUAGE PROBLEMS  

This group is formed by AFRICAN women, excluding those from North Africa. They may face 

language problems and difficulties in regularising their situation.  

 HIGH EDUCATION/ STABLE SITUATION / LANGUAGE PROBLEMS  

This profile corresponds to women of ROMANIAN origin. As in the previous case, they may also 

have problems with the language. Their situation, however, is completely stable (Romania has 

been part of the EU since 2007). 

More specifically, a series of interviews have been held that focus on a topic, thereby enabling 

to garner abundant and detailed information on the study’s core issue from a reduced group of 

authoritative viewpoints. Interviews of this nature feature a script with open-ended questions, 

which is presented in Annex I to this report, for the consideration of the interlocutor who seeks 

to explore both the motivational, attitudinal and projective aspects of the interviewee and 

gather precise information on the subject in question. 

2. Discussion group with non-national women: once the interviews have been held, a 

discussion group has been arranged on 27 December, which has allowed the further 

exploration, comparison and verification of those aspects of greater significance that have 

been forthcoming and which have been addressed in the interviews. The main purpose of this 

group is to supplement the information gathered in the interviews and even use a test format 

to consider certain ideas and projects for action at local level with a view to mitigating the 

possible phenomenon of over-qualification in employment among non-national migrant 

women in Bilbao. 

Our discussion group is made up of eight non-national migrant women. It has been recorded in 

digital format (audio) for subsequent re-listening, transcription and data analysis. 

3.  Discussion group with women belonging to associations within the Local Immigration 

Counsel: advantage has been taken of the Local Immigration Counsel, set up within the 

Department of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship of Bilbao City Council, which is a 

collegiate organisation of an advisory nature. It has been created with the remit to guarantee 

democratic participation among migrant associations and all the other agents involved in the 

development and furtherance of policies on integration and co-existence in the different 
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spheres of the city’s political, cultural, economic and social life. Specifically, on 20 December a 

discussion group has been organised with the Counsel’s Gender Working Party for the 

purpose, as in the case of the Group Dynamics, of supplementing the information gathered in 

the interviews and even using a test format to consider certain ideas and projects for action at 

local level with a view to mitigating the possible phenomenon of over-qualification in 

employment among non-national migrant women in Bilbao. 

4.  Dynamics with the Local Action Group: in addition to the above, a Local Action Group 

has been set up to deal with the issue of the over-qualification of migrants as regards their 

jobs, with five to ten members belonging to local organisations, businesses, social agencies and 

the public administrations, as detailed in the enclosed table. 

This group has so far met twice: on 18 November 2011, with the agenda being to present the 

project, and on 10 January 2012, with the purpose being to complement the diagnosis of the 

situation by analysing and prioritising those factors that affect the over-qualification of non-

national women. 
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Agency Accredited person 

Bilbao City Council - Igualdad, Cooperación y Ciudadanía 

(Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship) 

Idoia Uriarte 

Lan Ekintza - Local Development Agency   Mª José Gallardo / Pilar Oregi 

Bilbao Metropoli-30 - Association for the Revitalisation of 

Metropolitan Bilbao 

Saioa Landa 

Bilbao Immigration Counsel - Gender Working Party Maylin Vergara / Natalie Jokam 

Harresiak Apurtuz – Coordinator of Basque NGOs in 

support of migrants. 

Cony Carranza 

CEAR Euskadi - Basque section of the Spanish committee 

for aid to refugees 

Beatriz Gorriti 

Spanish Ministry of Education - Higher Inspectorate of 

Education 

Luis Gabriel Rojo 

Lanbide - Basque Employment Service Gloria González 

UPV - Public University of the Basque Country  Xabier Aierdi / José Antonio Oleaga 

Comisiones Obreras - Labour Organisation  Feli Piedra 

CEBEK - Bizkaia Business Confederation  Gonzalo Salcedo 
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5. Analysis of results and conclusions 

5.1 General state of the labour market 

5.1.1 Pertinent economic data 

The global economy has bucked its downward trend but growth rates are still low. Positive 

data are starting to appear, although the recovery is still very sluggish and has so far been 

insufficient to fuel a recovery in employment. 

The way out of this recession is expected to be a lengthy process and it will take some time to 

return to the dynamism of the years prior to the crisis. Doubts on the immediate future are 

conditioned by two major aspects: 

 Market mistrust regarding the sovereign debt of certain countries in the 

eurozone. The bailout of Greece has followed that of Ireland, with increasingly 

long shadows falling over Portugal and Spain, causing jitters in the financial 

markets. 

 The measures in monetary policy adopted by certain countries to weaken 

their currency and gain competitiveness via lower prices. Thus, China will not 

accept an exchange rate for its currency, the yuan, that is more consistent with 

the country’s trade surplus, at the same time as the US Federal reserve has 

begun to buy long-term debt in order to bring down interest rates and drive 

growth through the dollar’s loss of value. These measures pose a threat to the 

competiveness of eurozone countries on the international stage. 

It appears the recovery will be very unevenly distributed across the world’s economies. This 

means that the ones contributing the most to this global growth will be those corresponding to 

emerging and developing countries, mainly those in Asia. The recovery in the economies of the 

industrialised nations, by contrast, is expected to be hesitant and slow, to such an extent that 

the economic growth in some areas will be insufficient to generate employment. 

As far as the eurozone is concerned, it is expected to maintain a moderate rate of growth, 

standing at around 1.4% in 2011. This moderate pace is due mainly to the adjustment taking 

place in the property sector, the restrictive lending terms within the financial system, the 

weakness of investments by businesses and the prudence shown by consumers in the face of 

continuing, or in some cases even growing, unemployment rates. The future path taken by the 
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economy in the eurozone may follow two different patterns. One the one hand, there are 

those countries that had a lower trade deficit and which have better prospects for the future. 

Their expected growth figures either exceed or on a par with the economic area as a whole. On 

the other hand, there are those economies whose past growth was based on the property 

sector or whose government expenditure was more out of control, and they will face greater 

difficulties. The adjustment plans, which entail a cut in public spending and hikes in taxation 

coupled with investor wariness, pose a serious risk and hint at the possibility of a protracted 

period of stagnation. 

Spain’s Economic Context 

Spain is in this latter group. Experts situate its growth at around 0.6% for 2011. Domestic 

demand will continue to be found lacking in terms of a positive contribution to growth in the 

GDP throughout the time horizon considered, and so outside demand will be the driving force 

behind the Spanish economy. The recovery of the country’s main trading partners will favour 

exports, while imports will grow more slowly in response to the stagnation of domestic 

demand. 

Unemployment will continue to be one of the main problems facing the Spanish economy. Its 

rate of more than 21% in the first quarter of 2011, a figure twice the European average, is not 

expected to fall in the first months of 2012. This high level of unemployment will not only 

holdback any upturn in spending by Spanish households, but will also constitute a huge 

expense for the public coffers in terms of unemployment benefits. 

In matters of gender, and based on data provided by Spain’s Institute of Statistics (INE), the 

male unemployment rate has increased 0.46 percentage points to 21.04%, whereas the rate 

for women has risen by 0.83 percentage points and now stands at 22.10%. Although the gap 

between the two rates has widened this quarter, the make-up of the unemployment observed 

has remained unchanged since 2008, with a relatively small difference between the rates, 

albeit with a greater number of unemployed women than men. By nationality, the brunt of 

the rise in unemployment has been borne by Spanish nationals (129,600 more unemployed, as 

opposed to 15,000 non-nationals). The unemployment rate among the non-national 

population stands at 32.72%, over 13 percentage points higher than the rate for Spanish 

nationals. 

This is not the only negative figure: in addition to having one of the highest unemployment 

rates, the temporality rate in Spain is twice the European average, with over 25% of contracts 
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being fixed-term, as opposed to an EU average of 13.5%. This means that Spain is in second 

place among the countries with the highest rates of temporality in EU-27. 

Furthermore, according to data from the European Commission, Spanish households have a 

purchasing power that is below the EU average. If we allocate 100 points to the European 

average, after correcting the differences in prices and wages across the different countries, 

Spain scores 96 points. According to these figures, the cost of living is more affordable in 

countries such as Luxembourg (188 points), the United Kingdom (132), Cyprus and the 

Netherlands (129), Austria (128), Ireland (125), and Germany (121), among others, with 

Spain standing in fifteenth position. Although disclosed in 2010, these data correspond to 

2008, whereby it is to be assumed that this purchasing power is even lower today given that 

the crisis has had a greater impact on Spain and has generated very high rates of 

unemployment. 

Such a high unemployment rate (21.52%) has set off all the alarm bells. The increase in 

public spending required to deal with the crisis and its ramifications and the fall in revenue 

through taxes have led to an enormous public deficit. The talk now is less about a passing 

crisis and more about a structural economic problem, with the government being called 

upon to introduce reforms, although each stakeholder sees such reforms from a different 

standpoint. 

Basque Economic Context 

The state of the Basque economy, although negative, is healthier than in Spain as a whole, 

especially in terms of employment, as the jobless rate, according to figures provided by 

Lanbide, the Basque Employment Service, stood at 13.50% in the second quarter of 2011, 

almost half the Spanish average. According to the latest Manpower Employment Index, this 

difference is due both to the low weight of construction jobs in the Basque Country, which at 

the onset of the crisis was the autonomous community with the lowest percentage of 

construction workers, and to a “significant” contribution of collective services. 

The Basque Government’s Directorate for the Economy and Planning has reviewed its 

forecasts on the growth of the Basque economy, and now expects an average growth rate of 

0.8% in 2011 and 1.4% in 2012, indicating a boost in economic growth. The estimated 

evolution of these forecasts suggests a slow economic recovery, but the upward trend is 

expected to be ongoing throughout the time horizon considered. 
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5.1.2 Main features of the local labour market 

As regards Bilbao, the city has not escaped the impact of the present crisis and although it 

continues to be the flagship for the province of Bizkaia, the evolution they have both recorded is 

very similar. In terms of employment, the city has a jobless rate that slightly outpaces the average 

for the Basque Country (15.71%, based on data reported by Lanbide corresponding to the second 

quarter of 2011, with a like-for-like increase of 2.7% over the same quarter the prior year).  

This increase in unemployment is indeed one of the most serious outcomes forthcoming on a 

general basis from the crisis. Nevertheless, this circumstance is not having the same impact on 

nationals and non-nationals, as the latter are clearly more affected. The table below contains 

data on the evolution in the number of people out of work, where it can be seen that the 

number of jobless non-nationals between March 2007 and March 2010 has almost trebled, 

whereas this proportion for Spanish nationals has close to doubled. 

Table 1. Evolution in the number of people unemployed in Bilbao. 

 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Spanish nationals 12,393 14,159 18,703 21,354 24,115 

Non-nationals 993 1399 2,260 2,936 3,677 

Source: Lan-Ekintza. Data from the Bilbao socio-economic observatory 

The activities with the greatest weight as regards employment are professional, technical and 

administrative jobs and retailing. This city is therefore wholeheartedly dedicated to services, 

with an increasingly smaller 

presence of industry, as will 

become clear in due course. 
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When focusing the analysis on the local population, with regard to gender, it may be affirmed 

that although the differences are upheld, the number of men and women registered as 

jobseekers is gradually evening out. Nevertheless, when referring to actual rates, female 

unemployment remains ahead. This is explained by the fact that although men are the ones 

who have been especially impacted by the crisis, a great deal more women who were 

previously inactive have entered the labour market. 

When compared with 2010, the figures rise significantly. Accordingly, in the second quarter of 

2011 there are 19.9% more jobseekers than at the same time in 2010, which in absolute 

figures means 4,451 more people, and this rise has a more negative impact on female 

unemployment, which rises by 21.7% as opposed to 18% for men. Concerning age, young 

people are the ones recording the highest percentage increase (29.2%) followed by the 

intermediate age group of 35 to 44 year-olds (23.2%). In turn, the ones least affected by the 

rise in unemployment are those aged over 45 (15.2%), although it should be noted here that 

this segment is the one encountering the greatest difficulties when trying to find another job.  

In other matters, and now looking at the unemployed in terms of levels of education, a full 

reading of the year reveals that a lack of specific qualifications affects a high percentage of the 

unemployed, although there has also been a substantial increase in the level of unemployment 

among those who are highly educated, such as university graduates, with this rise being of 

around 26% regarding the second quarter of 2010. Regarding professional category one year 

on, with the exception of machinery operators, whose rate of unemployment has fallen by 

11.3%, all the others have risen sharply. Special note should be taken of the categories of farm 

and fisheries workers (72.8%), scientific professionals and technicians (47.5%) and services 

workers (37.1%). 

Concerning Bilbao’s economic fabric, and as already mentioned, the city continues to be the 

location of choice for the province’s business community, hosting over 37% of Bizkaia’s total 

establishments. In 2010, Bilbao’s 36,518 businesses employed 163,513 people, although it 

should be noted that the figures in both cases were down on the prior year.  

By type of activity, more than 24% of the businesses fell into the category of retailing and 

workshops, accounting for 15% of the overall headcount in Bilbao’s establishments. In terms of 

the number of establishments, these businesses were followed by those belonging to 

professional, scientific and technical activities, with more than 16% of the total and 10% of the 
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headcount. In turn, the construction sector accounted for 12.5% of the business 

establishments and 9% of the overall workforce.  

A highlight is the case of the public administration, health and education, whose workplaces 

accounted for 9.67% of the city’s total establishments, employing close to 22.31% of those in 

work.  

Table 2. Number of businesses and jobs by type of activity. 2010 

Activity Businesses Jobs 

Industry and energy 1,520 9,965 

Construction 4,876 16,140 

Retailing and workshops 9,499 26,564 

Transport and warehousing 2,508 9,563 

Hotels and catering 2,814 9,621 

Information and communications 869 8,410 

Financial and services activities 1,188 8,186 

Property activities 1,541 2,336 

Professional, scientific and technical activities 6,182 16,888 

Administrative activities and ancillary services 1,750 22,602 

Public administration and defence; security… 139 10,909 

Education 934 10,578 

Health and social services 2,498 15,107 

Art and leisure activities… 2,569 8,734 

Source: EUSTAT. Directory of Economic Activities 

An analysis of the more representative business sectors in Bilbao reveals that within retailing 

and workshops, retail outlets (except for motor vehicles and motorbikes) are the subsector 

with the largest share in terms of the number of both establishments, with almost 65% of the 

total, and jobs created, with 64%. Wholesale retailing and commission trading (except for 

motor vehicles and motorbikes) account for 28% of the total businesses dedicated to retailing 

and workshops, with almost 29% of the headcount. Finally, establishments dedicated to the 
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sale and repair of motor vehicles and motorbikes make up just 6% of the total, with 7% of the 

workforce.  

Table 3. Retailing and workshops. 

Activity No. Businesses Jobs 

Retail outlets, except for motor vehicles and motorbikes 6,231 17,066 

Wholesale retailing and commission trading, except for 

motor vehicles and motorbikes 
2,665 7,598 

Sale and repair of motor vehicles and motorbikes 603 1,900 

Source: EUSTAT. Directory of Economic Activities  

In turn, professional, scientific and technical activities involve mainly law and accounting 

services, the operations of head-offices and business management consulting services, with 

55% of all the establishments in the sector and employing almost 49% of the workforce. They 

are followed by those activities linked to the provision of technical services in architecture and 

engineering and those related to the performance of technical analysis tests, which make up 

23% of the overall number of business establishments and over 25% of the jobs. All the other 

subsectors share the remaining 22% of the total number of establishments and 26% of jobs.  

Table 4. Professional, scientific and technical activities. 

Activity No. Businesses Jobs 

Law and accounting services, the operations of head-

offices and business management consulting services 
3,421 8,202 

Technical services in architecture and engineering and 

technical analysis tests 
1,423 4,285 

Advertising and market research 557 2,923 

Other professional, scientific and technical activities; 

veterinary activities 
665 1,193 

Research and development 116 285 

Source: EUSTAT. Directory of Economic Activities 

Concerning administrative activities and ancillary services, almost 69% of the sum total of 

businesses and 60% of jobs correspond to those establishments dedicated to security and 
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research activities, services to buildings and gardening operations, administrative and office 

activities and other ancillary services to companies.  

Special mention should be made of those establishments dedicated to activities related to 

employment, and although they account for only 5.5% of the total number of businesses 

involved in administrative activities and ancillary services, they account for 33.1% of the 

overall workforce in this sector.  

By contrast, there are those establishments dedicated to rental activities, on the one hand, 

and, on the other, travel agents, tourist operators, booking services and related operations, 

which despite making up 19.3% and 12.7% of the total number of establishments account for 

only 2.6% and 4.2% of jobs, respectively.  

Table 5. Administrative activities and ancillary services. 

Activity No. Businesses Jobs 

Rental activities 231 607 

Activities related to employment 97 7,485 

Travel agents, tourist operators, booking services and 

related operations 
223 960 

Security and research activities, services to buildings and 

gardening operations, administrative activities and other 

ancillary services 

1,199 13,550 

Source: EUSTAT. Directory of Economic Activities 

For their part, those establishments dedicated to hotels and catering (2,814) accounted for 7% 

of the total and 5.5% of jobs (9,621), whereas businesses dedicated to transport (2,508) made 

up 6% of the total and 3% of jobs (9,563). 

The more prominent activities were the ones linked to the public sector, such as public 

administration and defence, social security, education, health and social services, which in 

2009 numbered 3,571 establishments, accounting for 9% of the total number in Bilbao and 

employing 36,594 people, which means 21% of the workforce.  

An analysis of the current situation renders it expedient to study the trend recorded by the 

city’s business fabric over the past decade, thereby allowing some insight into potential future 

developments.  
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Accordingly, the trend in Bilbao’s business activity between 2001 and 2009 points to a 17% 

increase in the number of establishments, which have risen from 33,250 to 38,887 over this 

period. Nevertheless, 2009 recorded a year-on-year drop of 0.5%, which contrasts with the 

annual growth of 9% recorded in 2008, when the number of active establishments in Bilbao 

stood at 39,101. 

Table 6. Trend in business activity. 

  2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 

Establishments 33,922 33,579 34,163 35,276 33,325 35,868 39,101 38,887 

 Annual 

change 

2.0 -1.0 1.7 3.3 -5.5 7.6 9.0 -0.5 

Jobs 148,723 150,696 151,903 156,677 159,366 166,062 170,819 175,608 

 Annual 

change 

3.2 1.3 0.8 3.1 1.7 4.2 2.9 2.8 

Source: EUSTAT. Directory of Economic Activities 

According to the above table, it can be observed how the closure of establishments in 

response to the onset of the crisis curiously takes place between 2008 and 2009, and not 

before. Nonetheless, employment has grown, although it is also true that it has grown in 

establishments with up to five employees, whereas it has fallen in those with between 6 and 

50 workers. 

A sectorial analysis reveals how year after year the activity continues to be focused primarily 

on property activities and other services to companies, as well as on the segment of retailing 

and workshops, to the detriment of other activities.  

Although the construction sector has recorded clear growth as of 2006, in 2009 it had 109 

fewer establishments than in the prior year, thereby recording a drop of 2.5% caused by the 

property crisis.  

Over the past year, the industry sector has seen the disappearance of 42 establishments, 

which constitutes a drop of almost 3% over 2008. The drop as regards 2001 is 20%, and 

although it continues to maintain its economic importance this sector has been losing ground 

in recent years in favour of the services sector, which has grown considerably in the field of 

financial brokerage and services to companies (recording spectacular growth of more than 
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42% between 2001 and 2009) and in the field of retailing and workshops (which have risen 

from 9,476 in 2001 to 9,803 in 2009, at a growth rate of close to 3.5%).  

In the field of employment, Bilbao’s businesses have gone from providing 144,051 jobs in 2001 

to 175,608 in 2009, which is an increase of more than 2% in the overall workforce. On a 

positive note, a highlight in 2009 was the fact that despite the drop in the number of 

businesses there was a year-on-year increase of almost 3% in the number of jobs.  

An analysis of jobs according to activity reveals once again that the crisis has mainly hit the 

sectors of industry (with 291 fewer jobs than in 2008, which is a drop of almost 3%) and 

construction (with 817 fewer jobs than the prior year, that is, a fall of more than 5%). 

Although they have increased their share in terms of employment, these two sectors have lost 

ground in recent years in favour of the services sector (with 5,868 more jobs than in 2008, 

which is an increase of more than 40%), especially in activities of financial brokerage and 

services to companies, as well as other services activities and, to a lesser extent, the sectors of 

retailing and workshops and hotels and catering. There is obviously a clear tendency for a shift 

in the economy to services, with eight out of ten jobs being in the services sector, six of which 

correspond to financial brokerage, services to companies and other services.  

The forecasts of the Spanish Savings Banks Foundation (Funcas in its Spanish acronym) indicate 

that the services sector will continue to expand after the crisis due the increase in demand, 

the development of the interior market in Europe, the widespread use of ICTs and the 

innovations that will be rolled out in many of its lines of business. In addition, the study singles 

out the Basque Country as one of the Spanish regions with the highest productivity in services.  

5.1.3 General figures on over-qualification and qualitative observations 

Following this analysis of the city’s labour market and economic fabric and taking into account 

the growing importance of the services sector in recent years, the focus is now on an analysis 

of the data on the level of over-qualification among the local population which, subsequently, 

and bearing in mind the data on over-qualification among the migrant population, will allow 

comparisons to be drawn between the two segments.  

Along these lines, extending the analysis in this case to Spain as a whole, it needs to be pointed 

out that it is the EU country with the most over-qualified workers, with this status applying to 

those people with a university degree or higher level occupational training that are in a job 

below that level of education: they account for 31%, as opposed to the European average of 
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19%. Over-qualification is, therefore, a serious problem that Spain has been experiencing for 

years, as it is one of the countries in which the level of education of its population, especially 

as regards higher education and higher levels of occupational training, has been rising at a 

much faster rate than the number of highly skilled jobs in an economy based on bricks and 

mortar and the services sector. Between 1999 and 2009, the percentage of the Spanish 

population with studies in higher education rose from 21% to 30%. The over-qualification rate 

among young people is 39%. 

After Spain, Ireland (29%) and Cyprus (27%) are the member states with the highest 

percentages of over-qualified workers aged between 25 and 54, as opposed to the Czech 

Republic and Slovenia (7%), which record the lowest rates, according to a study conducted by 

the Eurostat statistics office using data for 2008. Italy records a figure of 13%; in Germany and 

the UK it is 20%, and in France it is 19%. 

Spain already featured in an EU study in 2008, with data from 2006, as one of the countries 

with most over-qualification among its university degree holders; the figure was 38%, being 

beaten only by Ireland and Estonia. The two studies are not fully comparable, as the previous 

one did not differentiate between nationals and non-nationals, whereas the current one does, 

but it does highlight the problem of over-qualification in Spain. 

In short, compared to EU-27 as a whole, Spain has a smaller proportion of highly qualified jobs, 

and largely because of this, the percentage of university graduates in jobs that require a lower 

level of education is clearly higher. This suggests that in comparison to other European 

countries Spain’s productive structure is incapable of creating enough highly skilled jobs for all 

the university graduates the country has. 

This report has so far dealt with the effects the crisis has had on all the geographic areas 

analysed regarding both the labour market and progressive increases in the unemployment 

rate, especially those corresponding to women, and their economic fabric, which in recent 

years in Bilbao has undergone a major shift towards the services sector. The analysis now 

focuses on migrants, beginning with a description of the profile of this population in Bilbao. 

 

http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-08122011-AP/EN/3-08122011-AP-EN.PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/cache/ITY_PUBLIC/3-08122011-AP/EN/3-08122011-AP-EN.PDF
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5.2 Specific analysis of the migrant population   

5.2.1 Profile of the migrant segment in Bilbao 

Based on data from Bilbao City Council’s Population Census, on 1 January 2011 the city 

registered 29,863 non-nationals from 145 different countries, who make up 8.5% of the city’s 

overall population. Taking 2000 as the reference year, the annual increase in non-nationals 

has been gradually tailing off since then. Whereas in 2001 and 2002 this increase was 54.9% 

and 44%, respectively, in 2007 it fell to 11.6% and in 2010 and 2011 to 1.7% and 3.5%, 

respectively. Nevertheless, from 2000 to 2010 Bilbao has maintained its overall population as a 

result of the contribution made by non-nationals.  

Table 7. Trend in the local and non-national population of Bilbao (2000 – 2011). 

 Total Annual 

Incr. 

Nationals Annual 

Incr. 

Non-

nationals 

 Annual 

Incr. 

2000 354,271  350,318  3,953  

2001 353,943 -0.1 347,918 -0.7 6,125 54.9 

2002 353,950 0.0 345,130 -0.8 8,820 44 

2003 353,567 -0.1 342,471 -0.8 11,096 25.8 

2004 352,000 -0.4 338,951 -1.0 13,049 17.6 

2005 353,173 0.3 336,958 -0.6 16,215 24.3 

2006 354,145 0.3 334,534 -0.7 19,611 20.9 

2007 353,168 -0.3 331,278 -1.0 21,890 11.6 

2008 354,180 0.3 328,917 -0.7 25,263 15.4 

2009 353,731 -0.1 325,359 -1.1 28,372 12.3 

2010 354,071, 0.1 325,206 0.0 28,865 1.7 

2011 353,257 -0.2 323,393 -0.6 29,863 3.5 

2000-11 -1,015 1.00 -26,925 0.92 25,910 7.55 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 

Considering the percentage of non-nationals in the three provincial capitals, which are home 

to 46% of the non-national population living in the Basque Country as a whole, it can be 
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affirmed that these cities have a varying share of the percentage of the non-national 

population in their respective provinces, to the extent that whereas Donostia-San Sebastian 

has 28.5% of the overall number of non-nationals in Gipuzkoa, the figure in Vitoria-Gasteiz is 

84.4% of those living in Alava, and Bilbao accounts for 41.5% of those in Bizkaia. Accordingly, 

the percentage of non-nationals in Bilbao (8.5%), which has a fifth of the overall non-national 

population in the Basque Country (20%) and four out of every ten registered in the province of 

Bizkaia, is somewhere between the other two main Basque cities: ahead of Donostia-San 

Sebastian (6.8%) and behind Vitoria-Gasteiz (10%). 

Table 8. Local and non-national population in Bilbao, Vitoria and San Sebastian Donostia (2000-2011). 

Year 

Bilbao Vitoria-Gazteiz Donostia-San Sebastian 

N % N % N % 

2000 3,953 1.1 3,296 1.5 2,465 1.4 

2001 6,125 1.7 4,737 2.2 3,035 1.7 

2002 8,820 2.5 6,987 3.2 4,035 2.2 

2003 11,096 3.1 9,124 4.1 5,087 2.8 

2004 13,049 3.7 10,455 4.7 6,356 3.5 

2005 16,215 4.6 12,932 5.7 7,263 4.0 

2006 19,611 5.5 14,242 6.3 8,305 4.5 

2007 21,890 6.2 16,258 7.1 9,005 4.9 

2008 25,263 7.1 19,104 8.2 10,724 5.8 

2009 28,372 8.0 21,632 9.2 12,018 6.5 

2010 28,865 8.2 23,906 10 12,251 6.6 

2011 29,863 8.5 24,161 10 12,678 6.8 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 
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Furthermore, the data for wider geographic areas, such as the Basque Country and Spain as a 

whole, reveal that the percentage of non-nationals in Spain (12.2%) almost doubles the figure 

for the Basque Country itself, and Bilbao (8.5%) is halfway between the two: four points lower 

than Spain and two points higher than the Basque Country overall.  
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Sociodemographic characteristics of the non-national population 

Non-national population from EU and non-EU countries 

The composition of the non-national population in Bilbao according to its EU/non-EU 

provenance has remained stable since 2007, being around 15% for EU countries and 85% for 

the rest. That year witnessed a sea change when Bulgarian and Romanian nationals were 

legally recognised as EU citizens. While the number of Bulgarian nationals in Bilbao is 

numerically insignificant -72 people-, the same cannot be said for the Romanian population, 

which has reached a significant number and now constitutes the largest non-national presence 

in the Basque Country and the fourth in Bilbao, with 2,358 people accounting for 7.9% of its 

non-national population.  

Table 9. Variation in the weight of the EU population between 2006 and 2011. 

 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

Total non-nationals 13,049 16,215 19,611 21,890 25,263 28,372 28,865 29,863 

EU  1,288 1,444 1,638 3,305 3,986 4,489 4,436 4,585 

Outside the EU 11,761 14,771 17,973 18,585 21,277 23,883 24,429 25,278 

% EU 9.9 8.9 8.4 15.1 15.8 15.8 15.4 15.4 

% Outside the EU 90.1 91.1 91.6 84.9 84.2 84.2 84.6 84.6 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 

Immigration in Bilbao by provenance 

Regarding the composition by provenance, most of the non-nationals living in Bilbao are from 

Latin America (51.9%), although this figure fell in 2010 both in absolute terms (by around 77 

people) and in relative ones (-2.1%). They are followed, in terms of overall numbers, by people 

from North Africa (11.5%), increasing by 0.5%, and Sub-Saharan Africa (11%), up 0.5%, 

Romania and Bulgaria (8.1%), as well as by people from EU-25 countries (7.2%) and China 

(5.8%).  

Nonetheless, regarding the trend by areas, it should be noted that this breakdown is changing 

slightly, with the most significant development in recent years being the growth in the African 

population. Whereas since 2008 the Latin American population has fallen more than seven 

points in terms of relative weight (although it needs to be considered how the probable rise in 
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naturalisations among this population is affecting this relative decrease) the African population 

has risen by 4.6 relative points, which means 2,100 people in absolute terms. Within the 

African population, the highest growth corresponds to people from North Africa. For its part, 

the population of Romanian nationals remains stable at a percentage of around 8%, and the 

weight of all other EU citizens is slowly falling.  

Table 10. Evolution of the composition of the non-national population in Bilbao by provenance (1998-

2011). 

 1998 2001 2004 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

EU-25 30.1 17.6 9.9 8.0 7.8 7.6 7.2 7.2 

Romania and Bulgaria 1.4 1.6 3.6 7.1 8.0 8.2 8.1 8.1 

Rest of Europe 2.9 1.7 2.0 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.7 

North Africa 10.9 8.9 8.0 7.9 8.8 10.3 11.0 11.5 

Rest of Africa 16.1 13.5 10.1 8.9 9.1 9.8 10.5 11.0 

North America 3.1 1.6 1.1 0.7 0.6 0.5 0.5 0.5 

Latin America 28 47.2 59.1 60.1 58.4 55.8 54.0 51.9 

China 4.7 6.0 4.8 4.4 4.5 4.9 5.3 5.8 

Rest of Asia 2.6 1.6 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.6 2.2 

Oceania and stateless 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.0 0.1 0.1 

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 

In sum, there is currently a relative redistribution of the composition and importance of the 

different areas of origin of the non-native population. Whereas in the first instance there was a 

significant and more balanced presence of people from Latin America, Europe and Africa, this 

was followed by an absolute prevalence of migrants from Latin America, and for the past three 

years there has been a return to a more asymmetrical relationship, with an increase in the 

African population, a slight drop in the weight of Latin Americans, and all the other areas of 

origin have generally remained unchanged. 
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Evolution of areas of nationality  

Concerning nationality, although there are 145 nationalities, the ten most numerous account 

for almost 70% of the total for this segment. They include five countries from Latin America, 

one from the European Union, two from North Africa, one from the Sub-Sahara and one from 

Asia. The ones that have recorded the highest increases since 2002 are Bolivia, Paraguay, 

Nicaragua and Romania. To date, Paraguay and Nicaragua have yet to record a significant 

presence, although this percentage increase indicates that they will be the nationalities that 

take the place of the preceding ones, perhaps not in terms of numbers, which is difficult at 

times of crisis, but they will in some way emulate the path followed by the most numerous 

ones. In recent years, and besides Paraguay and Nicaragua, the nationalities recording the 

highest growth are the African ones, both from the north and from the Sub-Sahara.  

Nevertheless, these increases are beginning to be very moderate and there are other countries 

that are even beginning to record a moderate drop in their overall numbers, such as Bolivia, 

Colombia, Ecuador, Portugal and Argentina, among others. In some cases, this is camouflaged 

by naturalisation processes, while in others, however, it is a net loss.  

With a view to understanding this process and based on data corresponding to the evolution 

of the most numerous nationalities since 1999, four sociologically significant milestones can 

be identified: 

 

In view of the above, on 1 January 2011 the most numerous nationalities continue to be 

Bolivia and Colombia, with 4,654 and 3,333 registered people, respectively, followed by 

Morocco, which has risen to third place with 2,399 registered people, pushing Romania back 

into fourth place. These top four are followed by China and Paraguay with 1,718 and 1,550 

registered people in Bilbao, respectively. 

 

 2002 - the year in which immigration began to be socially significant. 

 2004 - the moment when the model of immigration specifically applicable to 

Bilbao started to define itself. 

 2007 - the year of major legislative changes, such as the EU membership of 

Romania and Bulgaria. 

 2009 - the year that signalled the start of the crisis. 
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Table 11. Twenty most numerous nationalities in 2011 and trend in their weight over the overall non-

national population over several years.  

 2011 % of overall non-national population 

M F Total % 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005 2002 

Bolivia 1,876 2,778 4,654 15.6 16.4 17.2 18.5 16.7 11.9 7.9 0.8 

Colombia 1,500 1,833 3,333 11.2 12.3 13.1 14.6 17.1 19.3 21.7 31.1 

Morocco 1,792 607 2,399 8.0 7.9 7.3 6.3 5.9 6.1 6.2 5.6 

Romania 1,094 1,264 2,358 7.9 7.5 7.9 7.8 6.9 6.1 4.7 1.8 

China 925 793 1,718 5.8 5.3 4.9 4.5 4.5 4.9 4.9 4.8 

Paraguay 431 1,119 1,550 5.2 4.8 4.2 3.5 2.8 1.8 1.2 0.4 

Ecuador 747 780 1,527 5.1 5.8 6.5 7.4 8.5 10.3 12.2 11.7 

Brazil 397 866 1,263 4.2 4.4 4.5 4.7 4.7 4.8 4.5 4.8 

Algeria 629 214 843 2.8 2.8 2.6 2.1 1.7 1.7 1.7 1.7 

Senegal 673 67 740 2.5 2.4 2.2 1.9 1.9 1.9 2.1 2.2 

Venezuela 259 331 590 2.0 1.9 2.0 1.9 1.9 1.8 1.8 1.3 

Nigeria 280 275 555 1.9 1.7 1.5 1.3 1.3 1.2 1.2 1.3 

Portugal 318 220 538 1.8 1.9 2.1 2.1 2.2 2.2 2.5 3.1 

Peru 231 302 533 1.8 1.9 1.8 1.6 1.5 1.5 1.4 1.2 

Argentina 248 256 504 1.7 1.8 1.9 2.0 2.3 2.6 2.7 2.3 

Italy 277 213 490 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.6 1.4 

Equatorial 

Guinea 

113 234 247 1.2 1.2 1.2 1.3 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.7 

Cuba 54 277 327 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.4 2.1 

Nicaragua 136 191 331 1.1 0.7 0.4 0.2 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

France 147 147 294 1.0 1.0 1.1 1.2 1.3 1.3 1.4 1.6 

Rest 2,927 2,042 4,969 16.6 0.1 14.5 14.5 14.7 16.3 17.5 19 

Total 15,054 14,809 29,863 100 28,865 28,372 25,263 22,123 19,611 16,215 13,049 
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Feminisation and provenance 

Referring to gender, the non-national population in Bilbao is almost equally distributed; with 

49.6% being females and 51.2% being males, although, according to areas of origin, there are 

substantial differences. Latin America (51% of the total) is the most feminised area of origin, 

with 59.7% being females. This means, therefore, that 31% of the non-national population 

living in Bilbao are Latin American women. Likewise, an above average figure for feminisation 

in Bilbao is recorded by women from the European Union, with 59% and, albeit only slightly, by 

women from Romania (53.3%). On the other hand, all the other provenances are more male-

dominated. For example, such is the case of women from North Africa (25.8%), Sub-Saharan 

Africa (31.9%) and Asia without counting China (28.1%). In turn, women from EU-25 (44%) and 

China (46.2%) follow a more traditional pattern, which has been the norm until only recently, 

in which migratory flows tend to be male-dominated.  

Table 12. Non-national population by areas and their percentage of feminisation. 2011 

Provenance Male Female Total % Female 

EU-25 1,206 949 2,155 44.0 

Bulgaria and Romania 2,134 1,296 2,430 53.3 

Rest of Europe 207 298 505 59.0 

North Africa 2,539 885 3,424 25.8 

Rest of Africa 2,240 1,051 3,291 31.9 

North America 72 87 159 54.7 

Latin America 6,245 9,259 15,504 59.7 

China 925 793 1,718 46.2 

Rest of Asia 743 185 658 28.1 

Oceania 11 5 16 31.3 

Stateless 2 1 3 33.3 

Total 16,054 14,809 29,863 49.6 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 
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By nationalities, considering those countries with 20 or more people in each gender, there are 

cases of prevalence and majority as well as of equilibrium. 

 A situation of male dominance refers to those nationalities in which the percentage of 

women does not reach 30%. This group tends to include African countries and some 

from Asia, whose composition is often restricted just to males. This group features 

some of the most numerous nationalities: Morocco (25.3% females), Algeria (25.4%) 

Senegal (9.1%) and Pakistan (8.4%).  

 A male majority applies to those nationalities in which the female composition ranges 

between 30% and 44.9%. This distribution tends to be commonplace in certain EU and 

African countries. The most numerous in this case are Portugal, with 40.9% females, 

and several other EU countries.  

  Equilibrium is the state that characterises the non-national population in Bilbao as a 

whole. These migrants come from a range of countries of very different provenance 

and the percentage of women varies between 45% and 54.9%. The main countries in 

this group in terms of numbers are Romania, with 53.6% females, Ecuador with 51.1% 

and China with 46.2%. 

 A female majority applies to those nationalities in which women account for between 

55% and 69.9%. These include mainly Latin American and some Eastern European 

countries. The principal ones are Colombia, with 55% females, Bolivia, with 59.7% and 

Brazil, with 68.6%. 

 Female dominance is to be found in five nationalities, with the highest percentages of 

feminisation corresponding to Nicaragua (83.7%), Honduras (77.8%), Philippines 

(74.6%), Russia (74.1%) and Paraguay (72.2%). This group consists of those 

nationalities with more than 70% females. 

 Finally, regarding trends, it should be noted that migrants from Paraguay are among 

the last to have settled in the Basque Country and in Bilbao in any significant numbers. 

The principal finding here is that the most numerous incoming nationalities are 

increasingly more feminised than the main ones they are now replacing.  
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Table 13. Nationalities with more than 20 members by degree of feminisation (%). 

Male 

dominance 
% 

Male 

majority 
% Equilibrium % 

Female 

majority 
% 

Female 

dominance 
% 

Mali 6.3 DR Congo 30.1 China 46.2 Colombia 55 Paraguay 72.2 

Gambia 6.8 India 33.3 Angola 46.4 Guatemala 55.6 Russia 74.1 

Pakistan 8.4 South Korea 33.3 Uruguay 46.8 Venezuela 56.1 Philippines  76.4 

        

 
 

Senegal 9.1 Mauritania 37 The 

Netherlands  

46.8 Ukraine 56.3 Honduras 77.8 

Ivory Coast 11.1 Cameroon 37.4 Germany 47.1 Peru 56.7 Nicaragua 83.7 

Guinea 13.8 Belgium 39.5 Nigeria 49.5 Cuba 58.4   

Denmark 16.7 Guinea-

Bissau 

40.9 France 50 Belarus 59.3   

Greece 20.0 Portugal 40.9 Argentina 50.8 Bolivia 59.7   

Nepal 20.5 Italy 43.5 Ecuador 51.1 Austria 60.9   

Ghana 21.9 Bulgaria 44.4 El Salvador 51.4 Mexico 62.5   

Congo 23.8   Romania 53.6 Dominican 

Rep. 

63   

          

Morocco 25.3   Chile 54.1 Lithuania 66.7   

Algeria 25.4   Canada 54.5 Poland 66.7   

Bangladesh 26.3   Moldova 54.5 Equatorial 

Guinea 

67.4   

Tunisia 27.5   Georgia 54.7 Brazil 68.6   

Ireland 28.1   USA 54.7     

UK 29.6         

    Rest  41     

Total Bilbao 49.8 
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Age structure 

Regarding the distribution by age groups of the non-national population in Bilbao, albeit with 

slight variations its parameters remain largely unchanged, although given its nature of a 

resident migrant population, the percentage of those of a younger age is increasing.  

Generally speaking, most of the non-national population is grouped into the intermediate 

age brackets that coincide with a working age, but whereas almost two-thirds (64.3%) of 

Bilbao’s overall population is aged between 16 and 64, this percentage rises to 84% in the case 

of the non-national population.  

In addition, another significant finding is that the 25 to 44 year-old age group holds 56.5% of 

the non-national population as opposed to 29.4% of the overall population, and only 1.6% of 

the non-national population is aged 65 or over, as opposed to 22.2% of the local population.  

In short, a comparison between the non-national and local populations reveals that there is 

little difference between the two up until the age of 16, but from then on they diverge as 

follows: 

 Between the ages of 17 and 24 non-nationals are almost eight points ahead: 14.4% 

against 6.5%. 

 Between the ages of 25 and 44, the figure for non-nationals is twice that of the local 

population: 56.5% and 29.4%, respectively. 

 Between the ages of 45 and 64, the rate for the local population is fourteen points 

higher than the rate for non-nationals: 27.9% and 13.93%, respectively. 

 The bracket of those aged 65 or over accounts for only 1.6% of non-nationals, as 

opposed to almost a quarter of the local population (22.2%). 

These data indicate that the scant dependence of the non-national population is transferred to 

counterbalance the growing dependence of the local population. The high dependence of the 

local population (1.8) is offset by the low figure for non-nationals (5.2). This means that in the 

former case 1.8 people are required to meet the needs of one dependent person, whereas in 

the latter case these same needs are covered by 5.2 people.  

In short, by combining the age pyramids for the local and non-national populations, it is 

observed that the contribution made by the non-national population starts becoming 
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significant as of the age of 18 and, especially, between the ages of 25 and 44, and more so in 

the case of women than in men. 

Table 14. Evolution of the age structure by main age groups. 

 Non-national population 

Bilbao Diff. 

2002 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 

0-5 3.0 5.1 4.9 4.8 5.0 4.8 4.9 5.2 5.0 -0.1 

6-16 11.4 11.6 10.7 10.8 10.7 9.8 9.5 9.2 8.5 1.0 

17-24 13.3 13.2 14.2 15.0 15.0 15.0 14.4 13.6 7.0 7.4 

25-44 58.0 56.1 55.9 55.5 55.1 56.0 56.5 56.5 29.4 27.1 

45-64 12.1 12.0 12.4 12.3 12.7 12.9 13.3 13.9 29.7 -14.7 

>65 2.1 1.9 1.8 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.5 1.6 22.2 -20.7 

 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 
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More specifically, an analysis of the weight each geographic area has on the different age 

bracket reveals that the variations are not very large and that the weight they maintain over 

the total population remains the same for each major age bracket, whereby: 

 The Latin American population is fairly uniformly distributed over all the age brackets, 

except in the case of those aged 65 and over. 

 The North African population also presents a fairly uniform distribution, although its 

presence is smaller between the ages of 45 and 64. 

 Much the same can be said for the Sub-Saharan population, which has a smaller 

presence among the younger age groups and among those over 45. 

 For their part, EU-25 nationalities are more numerous among those aged 65 and over, 

which explains why a large number of them are from more seasoned migrations and 

the age structure of EU citizens is similar to that of the local population.  

 Finally, people from China are more numerous among the younger age groups.  

Table 15. Age structure by provenance of the non-national population registered in Bilbao (%). 2011. 

Provenance 0-5 6-15 16-17 18-24 25-44 45-64 65-74 >75 Total Total 

Latin America 3 10 2 12 57 14 1 0 100 15,504 

North Africa 8 5 2 19 56 10 1 0 100 3,424 

Rest of Africa 8 5 1 12 65 9 1 0 100 3,291 

Bulgaria/Rumania 8 8 1 15 51 16 1 0 100 2,430 

EU-25 5 5 1 7 55 22 4 2 100 2,155 

China 10 10 3 14 48 15 1 0 100 1,718 

Rest 6 4 1 11 60 15 2 1 100 1,341 

Total 5 8 2 13 57 14 1 0 100 29,863 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 
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Level of education 

Finally, and as regards the level of education of the non-national population living in Bilbao, 

and based in this case on data corresponding to the EPIE 2010 Database, of the Basque 

Government’s Department of Social Affairs as they are deemed to be more reliable, it is noted 

how 77% of the non-national population over the age of 16 have no formal qualifications. 

People with no schooling at all account for 8.2%, with 28.7% having primary schooling and 40% 

unfinished post-primary schooling (35.4% secondary and 4.7% occupational training). Among 

the 23% with qualified studies, 4.9% have studied a higher level of occupational training and 

18.1% higher education (13.7% graduates and 4.5% undergraduates). 

Access to education substantially differentiates the non-national population in terms of 

provenance. A large part of the segment of those with less education corresponds to those 

groups of countries in which the proportion of those aged over 16 who at the most have 

received primary schooling is close to or above 45%, and by contrast the relative weight of 

those people with qualified studies (second-level occupational training or higher education) is 

below 20%. This situation is typical among the different groups hailing from Africa and China. 

In an intermediate position, in which over 45% of the population has had access to secondary 

schooling, but with figures of less than 25% for qualified studies, are the bulk of Latin American 

countries (Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Paraguay, Brazil, Venezuela and the Dominican 

Republic).  

Although the figures for people with secondary schooling are close to the preceding ones, the 

segment of those with the highest levels of education, of around 35%, includes countries from 

the region comprising Argentina/Chile/Uruguay, as well as from the rest of Latin America. The 

weight of qualified studies likewise exceeds 30% among people from western countries in the 

EU and from the rest of the world. While in the former case this circumstance is accompanied 

by a relatively outstanding role of people with primary studies at the most, close to 45%, the 

population from the rest of the world is the only one defined by a dominating weight of people 

with qualified studies (50.6%).  
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Table 16. Non-national population aged 16 and over by level of education (absolute data and vertical %). 

Level of education Absolute Vertical %  

No significant schooling 12,193 8.2 

Primary 42,960 28.7 

Secondary 52,872 35.4 

First-level occupational training 7,008 4.7 

Second-level occupational training 7,347 4.9 

Undergraduate 6,663 4.5 

Graduate 20,441 13.7 

Total 149,484 100 

Table 17. Non-national population aged 16 and over by level of education and provenance (Horizontal %). 

Provenance 
Primary 

or less 

Sec. or first-level 

occupational training 

Higher educ. or second-level 

occupational training 

Western EU 44.6 25.2 30.2 

Romania and others from Eastern EU  34.5 40.6 24.8 

North Africa 52.3 34.6 13.2 

Argentina, Chile and Uruguay 23.3 43.1 33.6 

Colombia, Ecuador and Peru 33.3 51.2 15.5 

Bolivia 34.5 48.3 17.2 

Paraguay 26.4 53.4 20.2 

Brazil, Venezuela and Dominican Republic 30.8 46.0 23.2 

Rest of Latin America 21.3 43.1 35.6 

China 46.1 42.1 11.8 

Senegal 66.4 22.5 11.1 

Rest de Africa 44.1 36.4 19.4 

Rest of the world  24.9 24.5 50.6 

Total 36.9 40.1 23.0 

Source: Population Census. Bilbao City Council 
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5.2.2. Situation of over-qualification among migrants 

Considering that the Department of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship of Bilbao City 

Council has chosen to focus the project on non-national women, there now follows an analysis 

of the situation of over-qualification among women, which will continue to be based on the  

EPIE 2010 Database of the Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs. As noted earlier 

in this report’s methodology section, this database contains comprehensive information on 

more than 5,000 migrants in the Basque Country, based on data gathered through 2,000 direct 

interviews, whereby the research has used the information provided by more than a thousand 

people living in Bilbao. 

However, before proceeding to analyse these data, it would be convenient to outline the 

definition of over-qualification used as the guideline for this diagnosis. 

Accordingly, over-qualification is understood here to be the state of mismatch between the job 

held and a person’s level of education. The data from the EPIE enable over-qualification to be 

analysed through a two-pronged approach: subjective over-qualification, as the perceived 

match between the job and the level of education (“Do your job and the duties entrusted to 

you match your level of education?”), and on the other hand, objective over-qualification, 

understood to be the number of people with a high level of education that does not match 

their professional category. Here we understand a high level of education to apply to those 

studies beyond secondary education and first-level occupational training (graduates, 

undergraduates and second-level occupational training) and a mismatched job to be one in 

which no training is required (unskilled labour).  

It should be noted that over-qualification is not understood to apply when discipline-specific 

skills acquired in the field of study are not used in the field of employment (horizontal over-

qualification), but instead when there is a mismatch between the professional category and 

the level of education (vertical over-qualification). 

Regarding provenance, groupings have been formed according to the length of time people have 

been living in the Basque Country and their administrative status. Thus, women from Argentina, 

Chile, Uruguay, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru constitute the group of most seasoned Latin American 

women; Bolivian and Paraguayan women have been grouped into the category of recent Latin 

American migration and Senegalese women, together with the group of “Rest of Africa”, make up 

the Africa category. What’s more, no inclusion has been made of women from the EU (except 
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Romania) as they do not follow the same patterns as the non-national population from outside the 

EU. 

Insofar as the administrative situation is concerned, an unstable situation is understood to be 

a work and residence status involving an initial permit and its first renewal. The category 

“Stable situation” includes those people with a second renewal of their work and residence 

permit, long-term EU authorisation and naturalised citizens. Finally, in terms of employment, 

an irregular situation applies to those people without papers or holding just a residence permit 

(without the right to work). 

The sample considers 77,102 cases of migrant women living in the Basque Country, with ages 

ranging from 16 to 65. The analysis has focused on data for the Basque Country because, as 

opposed to the data for Bilbao, they allow a greater breakdown and a more detailed analysis, 

although on certain occasions inclusion will also be made of data corresponding to Bilbao, 

thereby enabling a comparison to be drawn between the two settings. 

In general, the overall migrant population in the Basque Country does not think it is employed 

beneath its possibilities, with 71.7% considering their job matches their education. This 

snapshot changes little when the gender variable is included. Women perceive greater over-

qualification (28.4%) than men (20.3%) do, although it is still not a sufficiently high percentage 

to lead us to believe there is major over-qualification among the migrant population in the 

Basque Country. 

 

Table 18. Matching between employment and levels of education. Basque Country (Vertical %). 

Matching between employment and education Men Women Total 

Yes 74.1 69.3 71.7 

No, it is below my level of education  20.3 28.4 24.3 

No, it is above my level of education 5.6 2.3 4 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

In the case of Bilbao, there is no significant change in the data, with 69.3% considering they 

are working in a suitable job and 32.7% migrant women perceiving over-qualification, with this 

percentage falling to 25.8 among men.  
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Table 19. Matching between employment and levels of education. Bilbao (Vertical %).  

Matching between employment and education Men Women Total 

Yes 72.2 66.3 69.3 

No, it is below my level of education  25.8 32.7 29.2 

No, it is above my level of education 2 1 1.5 

Total 100 100 100 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

With regard to this perceived over-qualification, there are significant differences according to 

provenance. Those areas with the greatest stated mismatch are also those that on average 

have the highest level of education.  

It can thus be noted that 40.3% of Romanian women affirm they are working in a job that is 

below their level of expertise, followed by Latin American women who are newcomers 

(Paraguay, Bolivia) and the most seasoned (Colombia, Argentina, Ecuador, Chile, Peru). Along 

these same lines, Chinese women are the ones who find the closest match between their 

studies and their job, followed by women from North Africa (11.5%). 

Table 20. Match between employment and skills by provenance, women. Basque Country (Horizontal %).  

Provenance Match or above No, it is below my education 

Romania 59.7 40.3 

North Africa 88.5 11.5 

Latin America (more seasoned)  71.1 28.9 

Latin America (newcomers) 70.1 29.9 

Brazil, Venezuela and Dominican Republic 67.7 32.3 

China 91.7 8.3 

Africa 76.3 23.7 

Rest of the world 72.7 27.3 

Total 71.6 28.4 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 
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When explaining over-qualification, special importance is given to the employment aspect. The 

branches of activity concentrating the largest number of women are as follows: domestic 

service, hotels and catering, retail outlets, healthcare activities, other business activities and 

education.  

These six branches account for 90.1% of migrant women, who are the ones to be analysed 

forthwith in order to provide representative data. 

Table 21. Women employed by branch of activity. Basque Country. 

Activity Frequency % Accumulated %  

Domestic service 15,145 38.8 38.8 

Hotels and catering 8,562 21.9 60.7 

Retail outlets 3,844 9.8 70.6 

Healthcare activities 3,241 8.3 78.9 

Other business activities 3,032 7.8 86.7 

Education 1,345 3.4 90.1 

Rest 3,864 9.9 100 

Total 39,033 100  

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

Nationality is another differentiating variable when we refer to over-qualification. The 

enclosed table shows the migrant women that work in an “unskilled job” but who, 

nonetheless, have advanced studies (our definition of over-qualification), in relation to their 

provenance. 

Newcomer Latin American women are the ones recording the greatest over-qualification 

(13.2%), on a par with Romanian women (11.5%). These data are consistent with reality, as 

these are the two groups recording the highest percentage of advanced studies (second-level 

occupational training, undergraduates and graduates).  
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Table 22. Unskilled women workers by nationality and schooling. Basque Country (Horizontal %).  

Provenance 
No significant 

schooling 

Primary, Secondary, First-

level occupational training 

Second-level occupational 

training, Graduates and 

Undergraduates 

Romania 7.3 81.2 11.5 

North Africa 19.2 71.5 9.3 

Latin America (more seasoned)  10.1 83.6 6.3 

Latin America (newcomers) 5.7 81.1 13.2 

Brazil, Venezuela and 

Dominican Republic 

9.5 81.5 9.0 

Africa 0.9 99.1 0.0 

Rest of the world 5.4 71.2 23.4 

Total 7.7 79.9 12.4 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

Table 23. Level of education by nationality, women. Basque Country. 

Provenance 
No significant 

schooling 

Primary, 

Secondary, First-

level occupational 

training 

Second-level occupational 

training, Graduates and 

Undergraduates 

Romania 8.1 67.6 24.4 

North Africa 22.4 65.6 3.0 

Latin America (more seasoned)  4.5 78.2 17.2 

Latin America (newcomers) 7.7 72.6 19.7 

Brazil, Venezuela and Dominican 

Republic 

4.8 72.6 22.6 

China 10.5 82.5 7.1 

Africa 9.9 73.2 16.9 

Rest of the world 5.5 53.3 41.2 

Total 7.8 68.4 23.8 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 
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An analysis of the branches of activity listed above shows that when considering women 

migrant workers with a high level of education in unskilled jobs, the branches with the greatest 

mismatch are domestic service (12.3%) and hotels and catering (8.2%). Besides being the 

sectors employing the most migrant women they are the ones that generate the most 

subjective and objective over-qualification. 

Table 24. Level of education by nationality, women. Basque Country. 

Activity 
No significant 

schooling 

Primary, 

Secondary, First-

level 

occupational 

training 

Second-level 

occupational training, 

Graduates and 

Undergraduates 

Domestic service 8.8 78.9 12.3 

Hotels and catering 4.9 87 8.2 

Other business activities 14.6 77.8 7.6 

Education  95.9 4.1 

Retail outlets  96.3 3.7 

Total 7.7 79.9 12.4 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

 

In the case of domestic service (Table 24), over-qualification stands at 12.4%, with the 

segments most affected being: first, and by a long way, African women (45.5%); in second 

place, newcomer Latin American women (14.5%) and, thirdly, Romanian women (12.4%). This 

once again indicates that all these groups have on average a high level of education.  
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Table 25. Women in domestic service. Level of education by nationality. 

Provenance 
No significant 

schooling 

Primary, 

Secondary, First-

level 

occupational 

training 

Second-level 

occupational training, 

Graduates and 

Undergraduates 

Romania 11.3 76.3 12.4 

North Africa 20.8 79.2 0 

Latin America (more seasoned)  12.6 82.2 5.1 

Latin America (newcomers) 7.3 78.2 14.5 

Brazil, Venezuela and 

Dominican Republic 

5.2 86.2 8.7 

Africa 1.5 50 48.5 

Rest of the world 6.6 72.6 20.8 

Total 8.8 78.1 13.1 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

 

A similar situation applies to the branch of hotels and catering (Table 25), which reveals a 

mismatch of 8.2%. Once again, African women are the ones recording the greatest over-

qualification, followed by the more seasoned among Latin American women and Chinese 

women.  
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Table 26. Women in hotels and catering. Level of education by nationality. 

Provenance 
No significant 

schooling 

Primary, 

Secondary, First-

level 

occupational 

training 

Second-level 

occupational training, 

Graduates and 

Undergraduates 

Romania 0.0 69.8 30.2 

North Africa 14.4 73.1 12.5 

Latin America (more seasoned)  2.0 84.1 13.9 

Latin America (newcomers) 21.4 55.9 22.6 

Brazil, Venezuela and 

Dominican Republic 

8.0 78.2 13.8 

China 9.9 86.8 3.3 

Africa 0.0 61.2 38.8 

Rest of the world 3.7 66.2 30.1 

Total 6.6 73.8 19.6 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

 

Language is another influential variable for jobseekers and, therefore, one to be considered 

when analysing over-qualification. It has a different impact depending on nationality. As is to 

be expected, people from Romania, China, Africa and North Africa are the ones who admit to 

the greatest language problems.  
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Table 27. Knowledge of Spanish by provenance, women. Basque Country. 

Provenance Very good or good Sufficient 
Limited/improvable /no 

knowledge 

Romania 62.7 16.3 21 

North Africa 39.7 20.1 40.3 

Latin America (more seasoned)  100 0.0 0.0 

Latin America (newcomers) 98.6 1.4 0.0 

Brazil, Venezuela and 

Dominican Republic 

89.8 5.5 4.7 

China 20.6 31.1 48.3 

Africa 67.9 9.3 22.8 

Rest of the world 90 2.7 7.2 

Total 83.6 6.1 10.3 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

Finally, it has been deemed important to consider the influence women’s legal status has on 

over-qualification. The need for a contract of employment in order to renew a work permit, as 

well as the requirement to pay social security contributions for at least six months per year, 

may act as a pressure variable when looking for and accepting a job.  

Furthermore, this variable has an uneven impact on the different provenances. The highest 

percentage of instability affects Latin American women who are newcomers, with this group 

also being exposed to an irregular status (27.6%). African women also record high percentages 

in terms of an irregular legal status (23%). By contrast, Romanian women record the highest 

rate of stability, as their country has been part of the EU since 2007 and they have been 

entitled to the right of free-circulation for workers since 2009, along with more seasoned Latin 

American migrant women.  

 

 

 



REALISE. Local Diagnosis 2011 

 

48  

 

Table 28. Legal situation by provenance, women. Basque Country (Horizontal %). 

Provenance Very good or good Sufficient 
Limited/improvable /no 

knowledge 

Romania 0.0 98.6 1.4 

North Africa 1.7 85.4 13 

Latin America (more seasoned)  6.3 82.9 10.7 

Latin America (newcomers) 18.8 53.6 27.6 

Brazil, Venezuela and 

Dominican Republic 

3.7 79.1 17.2 

China 6.2 85.9 8.0 

Africa 6.6 70.4 23.0 

Rest of the world 5.7 82.3 11.9 

Total 6.3 80.1 13.6 

Source: EPIE. Basque Government’s Department of Social Affairs 

5.2.3 Political and legal framework 

When analysing the general state of recession and the ramifications this had for the labour 

market in Bilbao and the specific circumstances of the migrant segment living in the city and, in 

particular, the state of both objective and subjective over-qualification of migrant women, it is 

worth dedicating a chapter in this report to the political and legal framework that regulates 

their status. This is important because it conditions their chances of accessing, among others, 

the labour market and because, as will be explained in a subsequent section, it is one of the 

barriers blocking their access to the labour market to which the group of women interviewed 

repeatedly refer.  

Spain’s immigration legislation that governs the rights and freedoms of non-nationals and their 

social integration has been subject to several amendments in recent years. Specifically, 

Organic Law 4/2000, of 11 January, has been amended by Organic Laws 8/2000, 14/2000 and 

2/2009. These rules regulate the arrival and settlement in Spain of non-nationals from outside 

the EU, as well as the rights and freedoms to which they are entitled. The rules on the 
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development of the latest legal amendment came into force on 30 June 2011, according to 

Royal Decree 557/2011 of 20 April. 

Subsequent amendment of the applicable regulations has informed the inclusion of new 

regimes and a change in the requirements for the granting of residence and work permits for 

non-nationals, which in many cases has meant overly complex procedures and a wide range of 

legal statuses for non-nationals. The latest reform introduced by Organic Law 2/2009 has 

incorporated the jurisprudence of the Constitutional Court and applicable EU Directives. 

The following are some of the aims of this latest reform, as contained in the preliminary 

recitals: 

 Establish a framework of rights and freedoms for non-nationals in order to guarantee 

the full exercise of their fundamental rights. 

 Perfect the system for the legal and ordered channelling of flows of migrant workers, 

reinforcing the link between the capacity for receiving migrant workers and the needs 

of the labour market. 

 Increasing the efficiency of the fight against irregular immigration, reinforcing the 

means and instruments of both control and sanctioning. 

 Reinforce integration as one of the mainstays of immigration policy, which taking 

account of the European Union’s record of accomplishment in matters of immigration 

and international protection sets out to achieve a climate of coexistence for identities 

and cultures. 

 Adapt regulations to the powers of labour enforcement provided for in each region’s 

Statute of Autonomy that impact upon the system for initialling permitting a migrant 

to work and upon statutory powers in matters of reception and integration.  

Within the framework of this applicable legislation, access to residence and work permits is 

linked to the existence of a pre-contract of employment and to the domestic employment 

situation that awards direct preference to a national over a non-national. The domestic 

employment situation will be adjudged by Spain’s Public Employment Service using the 

information provided by the autonomous communities and data forthcoming from official 

statistics, being embodied in the Catálogo de Ocupaciones de Difícil Cobertura (Catalogue of 

Occupations of Difficult Coverage). This catalogue will contain a list of jobs that may be filled 

through the hiring of non-national workers. 
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In addition, the domestic employment situation will permit hiring in uncatalogued jobs 

whenever the management of the offer concludes that the number of suitable and available 

jobseekers is insufficient.  

The regulations provide for the following exceptions in which no account will be taken of the 

domestic employment situation for the granting of work permits: 

 Reuniting family members of working age. 

 Holders of a prior work permit who are seeking its renewal. 

 Workers required for assembly purposes due to the refurbishment of productive 

facilities or equipment. 

 People who have been granted the status of refugees, during the year subsequent to 

the end of the application made according to the Geneva Convention of 28 July 1951, 

relating to the Status of Refugees, for the reasons given under point 5 of section C of its 

article 1. 

 Those people who have been recognised as stateless and those who have lost the 

status of stateless during the year subsequent to the termination of said statute. 

 Non-nationals who are responsible for direct-line relatives of Spanish nationality. 

 Non-nationals born and resident in Spain. 

 The children or grandchildren of a Spanish national by birth. 

 Non-national minors of working age who are under the tutelage of a competent youth 

protection agency, for those activities that, in the opinion of the aforementioned 

agency, favour their social integration, and once it has been verified that they cannot 

be reunited with their family or repatriated. 

 Non-nationals who are granted a residence permit for exceptional circumstances in 

those cases as determined by the regulations and, under all circumstances, in cases of 

domestic violence or human trafficking. 

 Non-nationals who have held a work permit for seasonal activities, for two calendar 

years in row, and have returned to their own countries. 

 Non-nationals who have waived their right to a residence or work permit by virtue of a 

voluntary repatriation programme. 

http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/refugees.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/refugees.htm
http://www2.ohchr.org/english/law/refugees.htm
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 The filling of positions of trust and management in companies. 

 Highly skilled professionals, including technicians and scientists hired by public 

agencies, universities or corporate research, development and innovation centres, 

without prejudice to the application of the specific authorisation regime applicable in 

accordance with this law. 

 Employees of a company or group of companies in another country who seek to 

provide their services to the same company or group in Spain. 

 Artists of recognised prestige. 

Apart from these exceptions, immigration laws grant a clear preference for access to 

employment to nationals over non-nationals, which directly conditions the latter’s professional 

integration in certain job sectors rather than in others, and this preference may underpin the 

greater over-qualification that affects non-nationals. 

The devolution of powers to the Spanish regions, or autonomous communities, in matters of 

immigration legislation is covered by article 149.1.2 of the Spanish Constitution, whereby the 

central government holds exclusive jurisdiction over the following matters: “nationality, 

immigration, emigration, status of aliens and right of asylum”. 

Based on the subsequent devolution of powers to the regions, the central government 

assumes what might be referred to as the hard core in matters of immigration, in other words, 

everything associated with migratory flows: the influx of new migrants, border controls for 

avoiding the entry of illegal immigrants, who are either repatriated or expelled, depending on 

the case, and the different kinds of permits for remaining in Spain. Furthermore, it retains sole 

powers over the granting of residence and residence and work permits to non-national 

migrants, as well as over the granting or refusal of the renewal of said permits, which may be 

permanent or temporary. 

In turn, the powers of the regions in matters of immigration cover the integration of non-

national migrants. This is undertaken through sectors in which the central government passes 

primary legislation that the autonomous communities develop and implement (e.g., health, 

education and the public Social Security system), but more so through those over which the 

autonomous community has sole powers (e.g., housing and social policy). 

Regarding the specific powers of local authorities, these are responsible for the population’s 

primary care. The regulations on the structure, organisation and powers of local councils are 
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contained in Law 7/1985, of 2 April, which regulates the Rules on Local Government (LBRL in 

its Spanish acronym), laying down a general clause that empowers local councils to “promote 

all nature of activities and provide whatsoever public services that contribute to meeting the 

needs and expectations of the local community” (art. 25.1), provided these are consistent with 

the “management of their interests ” and fall within the “sphere of their powers”. 

Concerning local powers, these are to be exercised under all circumstances according to “the 

provisions of the laws of the State and of the Autonomous Communities” in those matters 

provided for in articles 25 to 28 of the LBRL, from among which we highlight those with a 

specific impact on the rights, freedoms and social integration of non-nationals: 

 Safety and security in public places. 

 Urban planning, management, building and legislation; development and 

management of housing; parks and gardens. 

 Foodstuffs, abattoirs, fairs, markets and defence of consumer rights. 

 Safeguarding public health. 

 Participation in the management of primary healthcare. 

 Cemeteries and funeral services. 

 Provision of social services and those for social reinsertion and promotion. 

 Cultural and sporting activities and facilities; leisure pursuits; tourism. 

 Involvement in the programming of education and cooperating with the education 

authorities in the creation, construction and maintenance of state-run schools, 

taking part in their management bodies and sharing responsibility for monitoring 

compliance with mandatory schooling. 

5.2.4 Causes of over-qualification among migrants 

Following this description of the political and legal framework governing the segment of non-

nationals when accessing the labour market, there now follows a discussion in the form of a 

qualitative analysis of the reasons given as those that present the biggest obstacles impeding 

non-nationals from finding jobs in the local labour market to match their level of education. 

Before providing a list of these reasons, it should be noted that education is, on a global level, 

one of the basic pillars of the economic, social and human development of any territory. 
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According to this viewpoint, the increase in the average level of education in the Basque 

Country, especially the increase in the number of university graduates, conflicts with the 

growing difficulties the productive system is finding to incorporate and integrate this human 

capital. This inconsistency between educational capital and labour market is not exclusive to 

the native population, as the same applies in the case of non-nationals who migrate in order to 

improve their quality of life and, in short, to find a job in the labour market in their host 

country that matches their qualifications. The situation among the local population is 

significantly magnified among migrants.  

This phenomenon is more apparent in the case of migrant women, who besides experiencing 

over-qualification due to their migrant status are subject to job discrimination because of their 

gender, precisely for being women. In the light of this, there now follows a study of the results 

obtained in the qualitative analysis based on in-depth interviews and the discussion dynamics 

with qualified women. 

1. Perception of female over-qualification 

The women interviewed have repeatedly made us aware of the existence of this phenomenon 

and its complexity. From their perspective, over-qualification is perceived as normal state of 

affairs, one that is accepted and, in some cases, difficult to change. It is, nevertheless, a reality 

that not only blocks the proper utilisation of human capital in all its dimensions, but also has 

serious emotional and economic consequences for those people exposed to this 

discrimination. Far from fading away over time, it appears to be growing stronger, increasing 

the risk of social exclusion among migrant women. 

There are other issues, such as finding a job to maintain legal permits or working to earn a 

living, which have a greater weight in terms of a person’s employment situation. In fact, many 

women migrate with the initial hope of improving their quality of life, while understanding 

they are highly likely to find a job that matches their level of education. 

“When I arrived, I came looking for something better, something different. But I didn’t think I 

would find a job as a biologist” 

“I was already very clear about it back in my own country. When my boyfriend asked me if I 

wanted to come he told me that I wouldn’t be able to find a good job, only something in 

cleaning, in houses, looking after children…” 
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“I came to Spain because of the economic situation in my own country. I knew what to expect, 

but you still feel frustrated” 

“You accept it because people say you have come here to work in domestic service and that’s 

as far as you’ll go” 

“As all the Romanian women were working as cleaners and maids, I didn’t even think about 

working as anything else; then I also had language difficulties” 

Nonetheless, the majority of the women interviewed have, or have had, at some time in the 

process the aim of finding a job that involves the performance of the skills acquired during 

their education and, in certain cases, their past experience. 

It is, furthermore, a situation that is fairly widespread among the female migrant population in 

Bilbao, even though it does not account for a very high percentage. The women involved in the 

study perceive a high level of over-qualification among the migrant women in their more 

immediate environment. It is commonplace to come across cases of qualified women working 

in the two main sectors of activity for migrant women: domestic service and hotels and 

catering (double segmentation of the labour market: gender and provenance). Women with no 

schooling whatsoever and those who are highly qualified share the same sectors, thereby 

highlighting the amount of human capital that is currently slipping through the net. 

 “My education, both here and back home, has not been much use to me, as I always end up in 

domestic service” 

“All of us, including my friends, finish up in domestic service, every one of us” 

“When you arrive here you think that because you are a woman and a migrant you can only 

work in someone’s house, as a maid, or whatever…” 

Some of the women interviewed also mentioned how the phenomenon is being reinforced by 

the current crisis scenario. 

“For the time being I’m in hotels and catering and I think that’s where I’m going to stay, I don’t 

want to take any risks because I can see the ways things are at the moment, perhaps when the 

economy picks up…” 

Note should be taken of the difficulties in accessing a suitable job, which coupled with financial 

needs and covered by that layer of supposed normality, often mean that women give up 

looking for a job that matches their qualifications and, therefore, prolong that initial state of 
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precariousness all of them (to a greater or lesser extent) admit to experiencing in the early 

days of their migration. 

We therefore contend that over-qualification is a problem, although it is perceived as part of 

everyday reality. It is, of course, a source of dissatisfaction and conflict for women, but they 

accept it as something normal, caused by their immigrant status. It is, moreover, a widespread 

problem with a certain tendency to grow within the current scenario. 

2. Causes and obstacles 

Whereas in the preceding section we addressed the perception the women interviewed have 

of over-qualification and the extent to which it affects them, in this one will set to out to 

elucidate the causes of this over-qualification and the barriers women face when entering the 

labour market in the Basque Country.   

In addition to the particular dynamics of this market, migrant women face a series of obstacles 

that combine with each other to stop them finding skilled positions, always within the context 

of a segmented labour market: the focus is on certain highly feminised sectors (domestic 

service and hotels and catering). 

2.1. Recognising qualifications 

One of the first obstacles migrants face in their search for a job that matches their education 

involves nostrification, in other words, the official recognition of their studies in their countries 

of origin. 

Nostrification is the process that migrants need to pursue to have their foreign qualifications 

compared to Spanish ones. This process is orchestrated through the Ministry of Education and 

is sometimes described as the “the headache of official recognition”. 

There are various issues to be highlighted in the nostrification process. The first is the 

excessive time it takes, which may range from a few months to several years, with the latter 

case being more common (between 2 and 3 years in the case of the women interviewed). 

Moreover, it is a highly complex process and requires a raft of documents that are elusive and 

hard to obtain. 

The cost of nostrification is also very high, so there are some women who consider “it’s not 

worth it”. It should be noted that nostrification is a pre-requisite for accessing many jobs in 

Spain, yet once achieved it does not constitute a guarantee of work. 
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Finally, five-year degrees are often recognised only as three-year degrees, thereby 

downgrading the category of migrant women’s qualifications. It is also commonplace to have 

to undertake extra hours of work experience or supplementary classes in order to be awarded 

the qualification, which poses problems of reconciliation between family life and work/studies. 

“Until my qualification has been officially recognised I cannot work in my field. Although I have 

a friend who, through a contact, is working without having had it recognised”  

“When they recognised it they deducted the last two years of the degree course, because 

there’s no faculty here for that branch of engineering. I have to admit it hurt me a bit, as 

they’re two years of your life”  

“It took three years and so far it hasn’t done me any good”  

2.2 Administrative situation 

Legal status is a core issue for understanding the problems of job insertion among migrant 

women.  

Those women without the right papers are unable to enter into contracts of employment, and 

so they earn a living by moonlighting. The possibility of a skilled position with a contract is 

unthinkable for these women. 

Another common circumstance is receiving permission to live and work in a given territory. 

This permission entails a series of requirements that migrants need to fulfil in order to live and 

work legally in Spain and the Basque Country. The main requirement is that they should 

contribute to the Social Security for at least six months a year (full-time employment) and be 

under contract at the time of any renewal. These requirements act as elements of pressure 

when trying to find work, whereby the priority becomes finding a job rather than the type of 

job, so as not to lose their right to stay in the country. 

This is a difficult goal to achieve considering the difficulties migrant women face and the 

precariousness of today’s labour market, in which short-term contracts prevail. 

“I take whatever I can because you can’t get by without a contract, without one, you don’t 

meet the requirements”  

“When you are illegal you are not entitled to anything, so when you can you take whatever 

comes along so that they don’t take away your rights”  
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“If you haven’t got your papers, you can’t sign a contract”  

“I even considered sitting the official exams to be a public servant, but how could I? I didn’t 

have Spanish nationality, I don’t even speak Basque, and that alone really does restrict your 

access to jobs in the public sector”  

We should also stress the difficulties in accessing public sector jobs, as these migrants do not 

have Spanish nationality or that of any other EU country. This restricts the possibilities migrant 

women have of finding a job that matches their level of education. 

2.3 Language 

Language is a common obstacle when looking for skilled employment, especially in the case of 

migrant women whose countries of origin are not Spanish-speaking. 

Spanish is an essential requirement, even for unskilled jobs, and constitutes an especially 

challenging barrier during the first few months after the women have arrived in the Basque 

Country. In the case of the African and Romanian women interviewed, learning the basic 

conversational skills in the language (either though courses or on their own accord) can take 

several months (from 2 to 5). 

When we consider skilled employment, this barrier becomes even more daunting. Firstly, a 

higher level of Spanish is required (written and spoken) that is more difficult to attain. 

Secondly, the women interviewed, and especially the Latin American ones, often refer to the 

Basque language as a major stumbling block when trying to find “a good job”. After 

overcoming all the other obstacles (legal situation, recognition of qualifications), they feel that 

studying for a Basque language qualification is a process that requires spending time and 

money they say they simply do not have. The decision on whether or not to study for this 

qualification also depends on the length of time they plan to stay in the Basque Country. 

“I don’t know how long I’m going to be here, so I’m not going to study a language that is only 

of use to me in the Basque Country, and which is going to take me four years to learn and even 

longer to pass the exam” (A1) 

“I was just what they were looking for, they called me in and asked me – Do you speak Basque? 

And that was the end of that” 



REALISE. Local Diagnosis 2011 

 

58  

 

“The requirement that holds me back the most, especially in the matter of education, is 

Basque” 

“A lot of money and a lot of time” 

“It’s not worth it for us, considering the time it’s going to take to pass the exam, when we 

haven’t got time to study every day” 

2.4 Ethnic and gender discrimination 

This obstacle is one of considerable importance as it is mainstream to all the other barriers and 

one of the main causes of female over-qualification. 

Firstly, there are a number of prejudices and stereotypes about migrants that in one way or 

another condition their job possibilities in the Basque Country.   

It is assumed that migrants are more suited to unskilled jobs, especially in the case of women. 

The image of a migrant woman as a person with no schooling, submissive and hailing from a 

poor country wholly conditions their place within the labour market in the Basque Country. 

“There is a stereotype with migrants, people think we all have a low level of education. I have 

yet to meet any migrants in Bilbao with a good job”  

This discrimination impacts differently and to a varying degree depending on the women’s 

origin and characteristics. African women are the ones who face the most discrimination 

because of their origin and appearance. In their case, access to even low-skilled employment is 

difficult, especially when they have to deal with the public; finding jobs that match their level 

of education is extremely problematic.   

As in the case of African women, Romanian women are labelled by the stereotype of having a 

low level of education and being poor, which hugely complicates their ability to progress in 

employment and socially. 

“As I’m black I can’t possibly have any studies, I must be poor and ignorant. Just because I’m 

African. People are very ignorant”  

“There’s no work here for blacks”  
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“When you tell people you’re Romanian they change, they change completely and utterly. You 

know that when they say “I’ll call your” they are not going to call you ever…It’s happened to me 

loads of times”  

“They phoned me for a job and asked me: Where are you from? – Romania. – Oh, well, thanks 

all the same, we’re not interested. That also makes you feel bad and it’s extremely 

disheartening”  

“The patriarchal system relegates you to certain sectors. It’s all designed to hold you back”  

These stereotypes are deeply engrained in Basque society and their consequences are readily 

apparent among the business community and institutional employment services. Finally, they 

are even embraced by the migrant women, who give up looking for skilled work and accept 

their “role” in positions requiring little or no education. 

This means that job opportunities for migrants, regardless of their level of education, are 

reduced to a series of branches of activity that are even further narrowed down in the case of 

women. The sectors of domestic service and hotels and catering provide work, by default, for a 

large number of highly qualified women. 

2.5 Employment services  

In relation to the comments made in the previous section, jobseeker services have an 

important role to play in the working life of migrant women and, in our case here, they are 

another barrier that according to the women interviewed is of no help when trying to find a 

job that matches their professional category. 

Private employment services (such as Temping Agencies - ETTs) are a common resource for 

migrants, as they act as a go-between between jobseekers and the labour market. 

Nevertheless, these companies often offer jobs that are low-skilled and for a very short period 

of time. They are not therefore a particularly useful tool for the purpose that concerns us here. 

Regarding public employment agencies , the women interviewed stated that withouth their 

qualifications being officially recognised, they cannot get access to job offers according to their 

right profile.   

In these services, difficulties are detected in the jobs offered and courses provided. 
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The women interviewed considered that is necessary to train work advisors in Public Services, 

so that they can develop long-term labor insertion itineraries that value the qualifications they 

have. In general, they consider that the work guidance received is focused in the immediate 

access to jobs in low qualification sectors, because of the existing work offer in these sectors. It 

is necessary to carry out long-term labor insertion itineraries with the aim of providing jobs 

according to the right qualification level. 

 “If I had wanted to learn new things I would never have done anything apart from geriatric 

courses, fixing people’s nails…”  

“The people who help those of us who are looking for work are very poorly trained. They don’t 

know how to treat people from other countries who do actually have some education”) 

 “The job offers they did send me did not match the job profile I had given” 

The lack of guidance and advice on the local labour market is an issue to be emphasised when 

analysing services of this nature. 

2.6 Devaluation of foreign qualifications 

As in the two previous sections, the prejudices and stereotypes affecting migrant women are 

also present when their qualifications are considered. The business community is yet another 

one of those groups (of vital importance as they are the main employers) that undervalue 

qualifications obtained in other countries. 

The women interviewed encounter situations in which their qualifications are not taken into 

account, even after they have been officially recognised. The fact companies look upon 

migrant women as unskilled labour or with educational shortcomings is a major brake on their 

professional development. 

“When I said I was an engineer I was told that it wasn’t the same, that we didn’t learn as much 

there as here”  

“When it comes from abroad they don’t value your qualification”  

“Your qualifications are devalued compared to those people have here”  

 



REALISE. Local Diagnosis 2011 

 

61  

 

2.7 Lack of social networks 

This is a major obstacle when we analyse the dynamics of job seeking in the Basque Country. 

What were once referred to as “contacts”, and now more euphemistically as “social capital”, 

are one of the more common ways of finding out about any jobs available and of actually being 

hired. This jobseekers’ channel is not exclusive to the local population, as it is also a common 

feature among the migrant population. 

Social networks are a key way of finding work. In fact, many of the women interviewed affirm 

it is the main means by which they have found their different jobs. Nevertheless, it should be 

noted that these networks may be extremely effective for finding unskilled employment, but 

they are not so useful for finding jobs that require skills. 

The social networks of migrant women tend to consist of people with the same provenance 

and facing the same issues. It is not usual to come across extensive networks that include 

people with different professional profiles that can provide the information or 

recommendation that will help to find a skilled job. The networks of these women act as job 

locators in the sectors of domestic service and hotels and catering and not in highly skilled 

ones. 

Those contacts of greater use are those related to associations or NGOs that enable the social 

networks to extend farther and provide support when looking for skilled employment. 

“I knew people who could find me cleaning jobs, but nothing to match my qualifications”  

“I’ve never been called for any of the jobs I’ve had, I’ve always found them through someone, a 

friend, and they’ve all been low-skilled”  

“A friend of mine left her cleaning job and asked me if I would like to take over”  

2.8. The crisis scenario 

Finally, some women refer to the impact the crisis is having on the worsening of their 

employment situation. 

This context especially affects skilled jobs, although it is also apparent in low-skilled 

employment. The women refer especially to the increase in competition for each job, which 

often ends up being a “priority for locals”. This priority, compounded by the aforementioned 
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difficulties and the fall in jobs due to the economic recession, means that migrant women 

perceive today’s job market as being tremendously unfavourable to them. 

The increase in the precariousness of employment as a whole has, furthermore, a levelling 

effect for migrant women, who observe “there’s no work for anyone” and assume their 

supposed place in a segmented labour market. 

“The crisis means there’s no work for anyone, I have loads of friends who’ve been looking for a 

long time and can’t find anything, regardless of whether they’re migrants or locals or the skills 

they have”  

“I’ve never been out of work for so long as now (talking about the crisis)”  

“The crisis has a lot to do with the lack of work”  

“What’s happening today is that those jobs that were directly related to immigration, in care or 

cleaning, have begun to be taken up by Spanish people, as they don’t have any other choice 

because they can’t find any other kind of job, so in the end the locals have started doing those 

jobs. So as you can imagine, the number of jobs available has decreased even further, even 

those involving cleaning and caring for the elderly”  

3. Consequences of the over-qualification of migrant women 

After analysing the causes and obstacles that migrant women have to deal with when looking 

for work that matches their skills, we have observed that this situation of mismatch generates 

a series of consequences that we could divide into two categories: those of a 

personal/emotional nature and those of a financial nature. 

3.1. Personal-emotional consequences 

The thankless task of looking for work is a constant source of rejection and frustration. The 

women interviewed affirmed that on this rocky road they experience times of depression, 

moments of frustration and, in general, a great deal of personal demotivation.  

This frustration is coupled with the acceptance of social prejudices. Many women end up 

believing their “role” in the labour market, relegated to lower skilled jobs, and focus their 

search precisely on those sectors, thereby reducing their chances of finding a job that matches 

their level of education. 
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They start to think that whatever they study they will always end up in the same line of work, 

and so they restrict their job seeking, with highly pernicious consequences for their 

professional development. 

Moreover, they experience a certain loss of confidence in the skills they acquired at university 

and even in the experience gained in their countries of origin. After several rejections, even by 

the institutional mechanisms for jobseekers, and given the lack of recognition for their degrees 

and experience and their stagnation in unskilled employment, the actual women consider 

themselves to be unprepared for skilled work. 

“You study for five years to work in something important and then you fall so low…”  

 “The current situation means that you don’t always have the chance to work in your own field 

of study. That’s where personal failure becomes an issue, because everyone who qualifies 

wants to work in their field”  

“It’s frustrating, I went through periods of deep depression”  

“After I had been turned down many times I stopped looking for work in my field. You realise 

there’s only kind of job for you here”  

“The emotional costs are very, very high indeed. Your self-esteem drops through the floor and 

you no longer believe in your own capabilities”  

“You devalue your own self and you lose so much heart, your self-esteem is really badly hit to 

the extent that you no longer believe in your own abilities and talents and it takes a lot to get 

out of that rut” 

“You lose your skills, back home I was a very competent psychologist and now I can’t even 

remember how to conduct an interview”  

Indeed, after years without working in one’s own profession, there are real losses in the skills 

and capacities acquired. On a social level, this means a significant waste of human capital, and 

on a personal level it leads to a difficult and frustrating situation. 

3.2. Economic consequences 

The over-qualification of migrant women generates a series of economic consequences that 

have a negative impact on the women interviewed. 
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Firstly, there is an investment in education that is not recouped (either by the women 

themselves or by the institutions). Faced with today’s job scenario, the women interviewed 

choose to further their education in the Basque Country. This involves, among others, re-doing 

their degrees, studying for a master’s degree or a specialism, courses of all kinds… In short, 

their aim is to obtain a qualification that is fully valid in the Basque Country in order to 

overcome some of the barriers mentioned in the preceding section. However, in most cases 

the money invested in education does not lead to a better job in skilled employment. The cost 

of having their qualifications recognised and improving their academic profile is usually a high 

one in terms of time, effort and money. 

Furthermore, it often happens that a “good job” is one defined by its matching of the studies 

made and by a medium-to-high salary. Unskilled jobs tend to mean a low wage, which entails a 

certain degree of precariousness in both the migrant’s finances and their everyday lives.  

“If you can’t get a good job, one that corresponds to your level, you don’t get paid enough. You 

can never make ends meet. You get by, but it’s never enough” (GD) 

“They’re poorly paid jobs, and more so because you’re an immigrant, but you have to eat and 

so you do it until something better comes along” (A1) 

“You don’t reap the benefits (of studying)…and that can be extremely frustrating. You still have 

a low social and economic standing, a lot lower than you should have” (R2) 

Improving the quality of life of migrant women depends largely on finding a “good job”, one 

that matches there level of education and is paid fairly. 

4. Strategies for providing skilled employment 

Following our analysis of the causes and consequences of over-qualification among the 

segment of migrant women, this section considers the strategies and steps migrant women 

adopt to find a skilled job in the Basque Country.  

Those women who affirm they work in a job that matches their education single out certain 

factors that have been crucial to finding their employment. Furthermore, we have noted that 

all of them have been living in Bilbao or the surrounding area for several years. This is a key 

aspect for finding a job, as it means the women have a greater knowledge of the local labour 

market, more extensive socio-employment networks and, in short, they are more integrated, 

which means their chances of finding a job are closer to those of local people. 
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There are, in the first place, certain essential requirements for finding a skilled job: a stable 

administrative situation, fluency or a high level in the language and official recognition of any 

qualifications (although this is not always necessary). On the back of this, the women find a 

number of ways to further their professional careers. 

Some of the women interviewed talk about how useful it is to study in the Basque Country 

when looking for skilled employment. Bearing in mind the difficulties involved in the official 

recognition process and, subsequently, the undervaluation of foreign qualifications, studying in 

the host country is a way of overcoming some of the barriers already described. 

“Much more value is placed on the studies you’ve done here, which is why I set out to study 

here as much as I could”  

“The studies I did here were a great help in finding a job”  

Accordingly, having a recommendation (either from a teacher or a previous employer) is a 

tacit advantage when looking for a job, and it also removes a large part of the discrimination 

barriers that, on occasions, migrant women encounter in their search for skilled employment. 

“If you are not recommended by someone else there is a lot of initial mistrust. If you’re not 

recommended, the door is closed”  

Having an array of suitable social networks is also a major factor. As we have already 

mentioned, migrant women in Bilbao tend to have networks made up mainly of migrant 

women who share their same problems and are of little help when looking for a job. However, 

when these women expand their networks and include local people or other migrants in skilled 

employment, their job prospects increase, as do their real chances of finding a job that 

matches their skills.  

The women interviewed comment that becoming involved in associations, attending the 

courses they organise and studying in the Basque Country are some of the more usual ways of 

enlarging these social networks. We should stress the importance of this point, as networks 

and “contacts” are a common way of finding a job, for both the migrant and local populations. 

“When you get a job as a maid or in cleaning it is much more difficult to get out of it, to create 

networks, to feel supported, to have friends, it’s very difficult”  

“When I studied here I met more people, who then called me when they heard of something, 

even though it never came to anything”  
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“It’s essential to be in associations and get to know people, it’s the key to finding a job”  

Experience is obviously a positive factor when looking for a job. Although any employment 

experience obtained in the Basque Country is valued more highly, in some of the interviews 

the women refer to the acknowledgement of their experience in their home countries. 

Finally, as we have already noted, many women have experience from back home, but when 

they arrive in the Basque Country they cannot find skilled employment, so they take the 

decision to open their own businesses as self-employed. In other words, self-employment is 

one way non-national migrant women have of matching the qualifications they have obtained 

with the job they do. 

As we can see, the strategies described ally with one another to bring down several of the 

barriers or obstacles that stop migrant women from accessing skilled employment. On this 

journey, the women interviewed highlight the backing of associations in their job seeking and 

integration in the Basque Country. The mentoring these agencies provide, more so than the 

institutions themselves, is vital for passing from the initial phase of precariousness to one of 

integration and skilled employment. 

Following these conclusions drawn from the in-depth interviews held and bearing in mind that 

another of the methods used for the analysis of the causes of the over-qualification of non-

national women in Bilbao has involved the arrangement of discussion dynamics with the Local 

Action Group set up to support the project’s development in Bilbao, there now follows a detail 

of the conclusions reached over the course of these dynamics. 

The group is made up of several public and private agencies and associations with experience 

and knowledge of the study topic. These discussion dynamics have involved the following 

agencies: 

- University of the Basque Country 

- Department of Equality, Cooperation and Citizenship of Bilbao City Council 

- Harresiak Apurtuz – Coordinator of Basque NGOs in support of migrants 

- Lanbide – Basque Employment Service 

- CEAR Euskadi – Basque section of the Spanish committee for aid to refugees 

- Lan Ekintza – Local Development Agency 
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- Bilbao Metropoli-30 – Association for the Revitalisation of Metropolitan Bilbao 

- Comisiones Obreras – Labour Organisation 

- Bilbao Immigration Counsel 

As a result of the session held, the following causes were noted as contributing to over-

qualification: 

 Dual structure (non-national/nationals) 

 A patriarchal system combined with today’s labour market  

 Problems in the official recognition of qualifications and the application of skills 

 Cultural issues such as language and religion  

 Lack of social networks 

 Pressing financial needs 

 Racism and xenophobia  

Finally, it can be affirmed that the conclusions reached through the application of the various 

methodologies of a qualitative nature coincide. 
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6. Conclusions and recommendations 

The completed analysis enables us to conclude that over the past decade there has been 

unprecedented growth in the Basque economy that has enabled the Basque Country to 

become one of the most developed regions in EU-25 in terms of GDP per capita, almost 

reaching full employment (unemployment rates of around 4-4.5%) and maintaining a more 

than acceptable standard of living and social welfare in accordance with the expectations of a 

modern society. In fact, this situation of relative prosperity with a dynamic labour market is 

the main cause of the so-called “pull effect” embodied in the sharp growth in migrants arriving 

in the area.  

Nevertheless, this growth has been based on the development of sectors and activities with an 

uncertain future. Whereas speculative sectors have not prevailed in the Basque Country (albeit 

slightly more so in Bizkaia), as opposed to the model of development nationwide, there has 

been a strong industrial sector and within it all the activities related to the steel industry. In 

spite of the major endeavour in R&D&i, the practical results in the form of diversification, new 

products, eco-innovation, etc. have been somewhat thin on the ground. The absence of 

decision-making centres in the majority of activities and sectors means that many of them are 

dependent on other countries’ economies, and this means that economic development is 

heavily reliant on third-party success.  

In the case of Bilbao, a large part of the characteristics of this Basque model of economic 

development are not of mimetic application, as it is a local economic model based on services. 

Nevertheless, something may also be gleaned from the above given the mere fact that the 

Trade and Development Index is lower than that of other medium-large cities that are 

commercial and financial centres. The impression one gains is that existing services are 

designed for the immediate vicinity and very little is “exported”. These services are mostly 

subordinated to the strategies and movements adopted elsewhere and which do not have 

sufficient entity for the development of supra-local strategies at home. 

In view of all this, the focus turns to the way these dynamics will unfold over the coming years 

and, accordingly, the level of job creation that will be maintained. Under the conditions 

prevailing until mid-2008, that is, a thriving global, Spanish and Basque economy, monitoring 

the needs involved rendered it logical that the level of development sustained until then would 
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continue over subsequent years, and the dynamics of expansion across the different activities 

would be similar to that hitherto recorded.  

However, this highly promising trajectory was suddenly knocked off course by the all too 

familiar economic recession that began in 2008 and which, in reality, ushered in a period of 

major downturn in all economic areas, with employment being no exception. 

Regarding the jobs in greatest demand and new prospective employment, it is worth 

mentioning that the capacities for employment are one of the main challenges of the EU-2020 

Strategy. Accordingly, and with the aim being to modernise labour markets, the EU’s Agenda 

for New Skills and Jobs was issued as a priority for the Commission with the aim being to 

modernise the labour markets by facilitating mobility and the development of skills and the 

matching of supply and demand.  

It is true to say the crisis has highlighted the need to raise people’s levels of education in order 

to face the future more confidently. Progress requires investing in new capacities, improving 

the quality of training and working with the business community. In 2020, unskilled jobs in 

Europe will account for just 15% or 20% of overall employment. 

Nevertheless, and faced with the situation described, it seems somewhat contradictory that 

although increasingly higher levels of education are required for entry into the labour market, 

the overriding impression is that the market is incapable of assimilating them. It is no less true 

that today there are situations of over-qualification that although they admittedly affect the 

population as a whole have a greater impact on the non-national population and within it the 

female segment, who besides having to put up with over-qualification because of their status 

as migrants experience job discrimination because they are women.  

In view of this situation, the purpose of this report has been precisely to analyse the causes 

that inform this over-qualification and, based on this analysis, the following conclusions have 

been reached.  

Over-qualification is a circumstance that especially affects migrant women. This phenomenon 

is perceived by Bilbao’s migrants as an accepted and established reality that is hard to change. 

However, it is a circumstance with serious emotional and economic ramifications that increase 

the risk of social exclusion for this segment. 

There are various obstacles that merge together and whose outcome is a mismatch between 

employment and education:  
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 The administrative situation: this is vital for understanding the plight of jobseekers. 

Women without papers are unlikely to be offered a contract of employment. Those 

who do have a work and residency permit need to retain it by paying social security 

contributions for at least six months per year, which means they cannot pick and 

choose: this leads to over-qualification. 

 The official recognition of qualifications: this is one of those obstacles, as it takes a 

long time and involves some considerable expense. This means that many women 

choose not to proceed, and this may seriously hinder their professional development. 

 Language: this is a major issue when talking about skilled employment, especially 

among women whose mother tongue is not Spanish or Basque. The level of Spanish 

and Basque required in skilled jobs is demanding and expensive to achieve. 

 Stereotypes: in addition to the above, we can see that society today perpetuates 

certain stereotypes that hinder the professional development of women. These 

stereotypes (immigrant woman with no studies) mean that migrant women are hired 

almost exclusively in the sectors of domestic service and hotels and catering, 

regardless of their level of education. Their qualifications are undervalued, with a 

degree being devalued because it was awarded abroad. Such prejudices are not the 

exclusive domain of employers, as they are also common currency among employment 

services and considerably hinder access to skilled employment. 

Over-qualification has serious consequences on both an emotional and economic level. In 

emotional terms, the acceptance of these stereotypes leads women to lower their job 

expectations and focus their search on less qualified sectors. It is, moreover, a source of 

frustration and lower self-esteem, and even weakens acquired skills. 

Those women interviewed who work or have worked in skilled employment affirm that 

aspects such as studying in the Basque Country or receiving recommendations from prior 

employers are strategies to be pursued in order to find a job that matches their qualifications. 

Prior to these considerations, certain basic conditions need to be fulfilled: a stable legal 

situation, mastery (high level) of the language and official recognition of qualifications. 

Following this enumeration of causes, and although it befalls a second phase of the project to 

define the actions designed to alleviate the situation of over-qualification, as a preview and to 

conclude this report there now follow certain suggested improvements that have been 
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formulated on the basis of the qualitative analysis undertaken here. They may be divided into 

four groups: 

 Guidance: a comprehensive service that provides advice on training, employment and 

the law, and which furthermore helps women through the complex bureaucratic 

procedures. Staffed (at least in part) by migrants. 

 Qualifications: enlarge the offer of courses and streamline the procedures for the 

official recognition of qualifications. 

 Employment: create jobs for migrants (subsidies for companies employing migrant 

women), possibility of working in the public sector. 

 Awareness: targeting the business community, employment services and the 

population at large. Especially regarding the business sector, raise awareness through 

courses and seminars on the validity of foreign qualifications and the level of 

education of a large part of the female migrant population, with a view being to banish 

the stereotypes and prejudices that block the path to skilled employment. 



REALISE. Local Diagnosis 2011 

 

72  

 

7. References / bibliography 

Ministerio de Empleo e Inmigración 

 Afiliación media de extranjeros a la Seguridad Social (Agosto 2011). Ministerio 

de Trabajo e Inmigración 

Gobierno Vasco 

 Encuesta de la Población Inmigrante Extranjera residente en la C.A.P.V. EPIE 

2010. Departamento de Empleo y Asuntos Sociales del Gobierno Vasco 

Ikuspegi, Observatorio Vasco de la Inmigración 

 Panorámica de la población extranjera (Junio 2011) 

 Percepciones y actitudes ante la población extranjera. Barómetro 2010 

 Población extranjera en el sistema educativo de la C.A.P.V. (Agosto 2011) 

Lan Ekintza 

 Anuario socio-económico Bilbao 2009. 

 Radiografía empresarial del municipio de Bilbao 2009 

 Tendencia del empleo en Bilbao. Sectores emergentes, proyectos de ciudad y 

perfiles profesionales asociados. Marzo 2011 

 Estudio prospectivo de los sectores económicos y su encaje en el mercado 

económico de Bizkaia 

 Estudio sobre el potencial de las industrias creativas en Bilbao. Noviembre 2009 

 Plan de Apoyo 2011 – 2013 para el desarrollo de la industria creativa en Bilbao 

(Enero 2011) 



REALISE. Local Diagnosis 2011 

 

73  

 

8. Annexes 

 



FOCUS GROUP – Guión de la reunión  

con Mujeres inmigrantes del Consejo Local de Inmigración 

14 diciembre 2011 

1. Presentación de las personas participantes: nombre, asociación de referencia, 
situación laboral actual. 

2. Explicar las normas de la reunión: confidencialidad, respeto y hablar desde 
experiencias propias o cercanas (≠ percepciones y/u opiniones) 

3. Abordaje del debate en torno a: 

3.1. Acceso al trabajo remunerado: 

- Grado de accesibilidad.  

Es fácil acceder a un trabajo en Bilbao 

- Sectores de ocupación de mujer inmigrante bilbaína. 

Grado de cualificación de los trabajos que desempeñan. 

¿Cuidáis a nuestras personas dependientes? 

- Tipología de dificultades de inserción sociolaboral detectadas.  

Condición de mujer. Conciliación. 

Condición de persona inmigrante. Situación administrativa. Idioma. 
Percepciones. 

3.2. Cualificación y correlación con empleabilidad: 

- Formación adquirida en país de origen y en país de acogida. 

Mi formación me ha servido de mucho y ha sido tenida en cuenta 

- Ocupación de puestos y adecuación a las cualificaciones. 

¿Podría desarrollar trabajos más cualificados de los que realizo o he realizado? 

3.3 Causas de la realidad actual y posibles alternativas. 

- Resumen de factores que determinan la realidad. 

  ¿Por qué todo esto? 

- Posibles alternativas propuestas. 

  ¿Qué propondríais? 
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GUIÓN DE ENTREVISTA 

Estamos realizando un estudio en torno a las mujeres inmigrantes y su relación con el 

ámbito laboral. Nos gustaría que nos contaras, desde tu experiencia, como ha sido tu 

vivencia en este campo. Si te parece bien, primero nos presentamos: 

1. Presentación (espontáneo). 

 ¿De dónde eres? 

 ¿Edad? 

 ¿Qué has estudiado? 

 ¿En que trabajas? 

 ¿Situación legal actual? 

 Estado civil. 

 

2. Cualificación: 

 Formación adquirida en el país de origen y de acogida. 

 Homologación de estudios realizados en el país de origen  

 La oferta de formación ofrecida por las instituciones (Lanbide). 

 Motivaciones personales (¿Aspiraciones laborales en relación a  tus 

estudios?) 

 

3. Experiencia laboral y acceso al empleo: 

 Situación legal al llegar y situación actual. 

 ¿Reconocimiento de tu experiencia laboral? 

 Los empleos a los que ha accedido (Háblanos de tu vida laboral) 

 Canales de búsqueda de empleo (¿Lanbide ayuda o entorpece?). 

 Los obstáculos con los que se ha encontrado (¿idioma, situación legal…?) 

 Dificultades para salir del sector (servicio doméstico y hostelería). 

 Adecuación de los trabajos ejercidos a la cualificación ¿Dirías que tu trabajo 

es adecuado a tu formación? ¿Qué consecuencias tiene eso? 

 

4. Perspectivas de futuro y posibles soluciones. 

 

 


