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Do Employers Matter? 

Their Impact on Labour 

Migration. New Book 

with the IMISCOE 

Research Series 

This CMR Spotlight introduces a brand 

new book edited by Marek Okólski, 

just published by Springer. The book, 

which results from the E-factor project 

at CMR,  focuses on the role of 

employers and their interests in 

labour migration in a global historical 

perspective and in several European 

countries: Germany, the UK, Italy and 

Poland. Its major contribution consists 

in offering a neo-institutionalist 

framework to provide conceptual 

grounds for comprehensive analyses 

of employers’ influence and 

highlighting the role of institutional 

environments of various countries in 

shaping the pursuit of employers’ 

interests.   

about:blank
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-032-30455-1
https://www.migracje.uw.edu.pl/projects/e-factor-2/


 

2 

 

Do Employers Matter? Their Impact on 

Labour Migration. New Book with the 

IMISCOE Research Series 
 

Introduction 

 

This book explores employers’ interests in 

international labour migration, arguing that 

these interests have consistently been a 

major force shaping and directing labour 

migration in market economies. 

Employers’ interests have been 

underestimated in part due to the lack of an 

appropriate theory. This book offers a 

comprehensive theoretical framework for 

studying their interests in labour migration. 

It does so by building on neo-institutionalist 

concepts and proposing a framework for 

classifying institutions relevant to 

employers’ pursuit of their interests in this 

domain. 

Contributors utilise qualitative 

document analysis, political discourse 

analysis, and in-depth interviews with 

representatives of employers’ organisations 

and other actors knowledgeable about 

employers’ interests. By looking at historical 

events on several continents, and 

subsequently focusing on four European 

countries: the UK, Germany, Italy and 

Poland, this book demonstrates that 

employers’ interests have consistently been 

the reason behind international labour 

migration, even if they manifest themselves 

differently depending on the institutional  

 

environment of the particular country. This 

counters the dominant public narratives of 

recent years, which treat migration primarily 

as a security issue. By putting the spotlight 

on employers and offering a theoretical 

framework for analysing their interests and 

activities, this book hopes to rectify the 

imbalance in both academic and public 

discussions concerning labour migration and 

the forces that shape it. 

Below are the abstracts of the nine 

chapters. Alternatively, dig straight into the 

open-access book: Do Employers Matter? 

Their Impact on Labour Migration. 

 

 

Chapter 1. Employers’ Influence on Labour 

Migration throughout History  

(by Dominika Pszczółkowska, Marek Okólski, 

Agnieszka Fihel and Kamil Matuszczyk) 

 

This chapter, based on a secondary analysis 

of academic sources, demonstrates how 

employers’ interests were fundamental in 

stimulating international labour migration 

throughout history. By doing so, it provides 

empirical foundations for the hypotheses of 

the research presented in this book. 

Although the chapter focuses mainly on the 

20th and 21st centuries, we begin with a 

https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-032-30455-1
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-032-30455-1
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prelude devoted to the colonisation of North 

America, which demonstrates how 

employers’ interests determined the history 

of colonisation and thus shaped the modern 

world. We then return to the three major 

guest-worker schemes of the 20th century—

the Bracero Program in the US, European 

guest-worker programmes and the kafala 

system in the Middle East—to demonstrate 

the role which employers and their interests 

played in shaping these. The most recent 

‘case’ discussed is that of post-Fordist, 

flexible employment, which has been 

increasingly popular since the 1970s and is—

by its nature—global, serving the interests of 

employers on various continents. The above 

examples demonstrate how, despite the 

variety of institutional environments and 

other circumstances, employers’ interests 

have been key in stimulating and shaping the 

forms of employment of foreign workers, 

determining the scale and direction of 

migration and the characteristics of 

migrants. 

 

Chapter 2. Employers’ Interests in Labour 

Migration Research – A Conceptual 

Framework within New Institutional 

Economics 

(by Marek Okólski, Sara Bojarczuk, Anita 

Brzozowska, Agnieszka Fihel, Kamil 

Matuszczyk & Dominika Pszczółkowska) 

 

 

The dominant academic discourse devoted 

to international labour migration, despite 

indicating the crucial role of interest groups 

and employers in shaping policies, provides 

an incomplete and fragmented picture of 

the impact of employers’ interests on 

migration and the employment of foreign 

workers. This lack of focus on employers is 

partly due to migration theories overlooking 

this issue. Dominant theoretical orientations 

assume that labour demand is a key factor 

influencing migration flows, without giving 

much thought to the actors who create this 

demand. Based on a review of the academic 

literature on the topic, this chapter aims to 

provide an analytical framework that 

enables research on how employers’ 

interests influence the migration and 

allocation of the foreign workforce in the 

labour market. It locates employers’ 

interests within the broader theoretical 

perspective of the New Institutional 

Economics (NIE), particularly the concept of 

the institutional environment and 

Williamson’s four-level approach to 

analysing social phenomena. This offers a 

novel approach to researching labour 

migration, allowing for the analysis of 

employers’ interests on various scales to 

account for the micro, meso and macro 

perspectives. 

 

Chapter 3. Methodological Steps in 

Studying Employers’ Interests  

(by Anita Brzozowska & Agnieszka Fihel) 

 

 

The chapter outlines the methodological 

steps for systematically studying employers’ 

interests. It begins by defining the research 

field through three key concepts drawn from 

New Institutional Economics (NIE)—
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bargaining power, group interest and path 

dependence—and three axes that guide 

research on employers’ interests and their 

impact on migration policy. Grounded in this 

conceptual foundation, the chapter provides 

methodological guidelines for developing 

research strategies that examine the diverse 

ways in which employers express their 

interests concerning the immigrant 

workforce and pursue them. Particular 

attention is given to multiple-case-study 

design, case selection and the triangulation 

of multiple forms of evidence. A range of 

analytical techniques is discussed as a means 

of uncovering both the direct actions of 

employer interest groups and their indirect 

influence on institutions governing labour 

migration. The chapter also reflects on the 

limitations of the presented research design. 

It concludes by pointing to future directions 

for research in this field. 

 

 

Chapter 4. Employers’ Interests in Skilled 

Foreign Labour in a Coordinated Market 

Economy: The Case of Germany 

(by Sara Bojarczuk & Mateusz Jamro) 

 

This chapter examines how German 

employers have both influenced and 

adapted to the evolving migration policy 

framework in the context of persistent 

labour shortages and the implementation of 

the 2019 Migration Package, in particular 

the Skilled Workers Immigration Act 

(Fachkräfteeinwanderungsgesetz). Located 

within the historical context of German 

migration policy changes, this chapter draws 

on analyses of parliamentary debates, media 

coverage (Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung) 

and interviews with institutional actors such 

as policy advisors, scholars and 

representatives of workers’ unions and 

employers’ organisations. It argues that the 

reform constitutes a pivotal moment in the 

gradual liberalisation of Germany’s 

migration regime within its coordinated 

market economy (CME). The findings show 

that employers’ interests are taken into 

consideration when migration policy is 

designed, although their ability to act upon 

the gradual liberalisation varies across firm 

size and sector. Large companies, equipped 

with institutional capacity and transnational 

infrastructure, benefit the most from 

liberalised recruitment channels, while small 

and medium enterprises (SMEs) struggle to 

navigate complex administrative 

procedures. The chapter further reveals how 

the narrative of skilled labour shortage 

(Fachkräftemangel) has been strategically 

used to justify policy changes, blurring the 

boundaries between skilled and semi-skilled 

labour as well as between economic and 

humanitarian migration. While the 2019 

legislative reform presents a significant 

advancement in easing regulatory barriers, it 

also reinforces the state’s control 

mechanisms. This dual approach is 

illustrated through the tension between 

flexibility and coordination, indicating that 

the Skilled Workers Immigration Act should 

be considered a product of employers’ 

influence and a driver of the institutional 

adaptation of migration regulation within 

Germany’s CME. 
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Chapter 5. Employers’ Interests in Foreign 

Labour in the Liberal Market Economy: A 

Case Study of the United Kingdom 

(by Anita Brzozowska & Dominika 

Pszczółkowska) 

 

This chapter demonstrates how British 

institutions governing the inflow and 

employment of immigrants reflect 

employers’ group interests embedded 

within the liberal market economy (LME). It 

illustrates this through employer activities 

during key policy developments: the EU 

enlargement negotiations granting labour-

market access to new EU citizens, the 

introduction of the points-based system in 

2008 and the implementation of the new 

employer-sponsored work-permit system 

after Brexit. Drawing on archival research, 

elite interviews and the analysis of grey 

literature, the chapter shows how employer 

involvement varied with the salience of 

immigration in public discourse. By 

examining the alignment between 

government positions and employer 

interests and highlighting the gap between 

official rhetoric and permissive practices, 

the chapter contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the processes and 

mechanisms shaping labour migration in the 

UK. 

 

Chapter 6. Shaping Migration Policy and 

Practices: The Role of Employer 

Organisations in Italy’s Segmented Labour 

Market 

(by Agnieszka Fihel, Diego Caballero-Vélez & 

Kamila Kowalska) 

 

This chapter focuses on selected economic 

sectors in Italy that heavily depend on 

foreign labour: agriculture, construction, 

crafts and industry. The aim of this study is 

twofold: firstly, to describe the role of 

employers’ organisations in shaping and 

modifying migration policy reforms and 

other lobbying or advisory activities, taking 

into account the different interests of 

employers according to sector, size of 

company and use of skills. Secondly, to 

discuss employers’ practices that respond to 

the inadequacy of the regulatory framework 

for legal labour migration to the needs of the 

labour market in Italy. Our study shows that, 

although Italian employers have had little 

influence over the development of 

migration policy, they have been able to 

adapt their strategies and circumvent 

restrictive policies. They have benefited 

from ad hoc solutions—such as migrant 

regularisations—and, the most recently, the 

establishment of international cooperation 

between Italian employers and institutions 

in selected countries of origin. The 

methodology consists of a content analysis 

of regulations and parliamentary debates 

from 1986 until the present day, the 

statements by employers’ representatives in 

the press and 14 interviews with 

representatives of employers’ organisations, 

trade unions and academics. 
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Chapter 7. An Employer-Driven Migration 

Policy in a Dependent Market Economy: 

The Case of Poland 

(by Kamil Matuszczyk, Dominika 

Pszczółkowska & Sara Bojarczuk) 

 

This chapter examines the central role of 

employers in shaping Poland’s increasingly 

liberal labour migration regime between 

2006 and 2025. During these two decades, 

the country transformed from having very 

few labour migrants into the leading labour-

importing destination in the European 

Union. The change was facilitated by the 

institutional, demographic and economic 

conditions in Poland—a booming dependent 

market economy with an acute shortage of 

workers—and in neighbouring Ukraine, 

where the Russian aggression and ensuing 

economic difficulties created an abundance 

of potential migrant workers. However, the 

liberal labour migration regime for post-

Soviet countries, which took shape in Poland 

from 2006, would not have materialised 

were it not for the pressure from employers, 

especially farmers, who were particularly 

vocal and obtained preferential treatment. 

Based on a combination of archival materials 

from the Ministry of Family and Social Policy 

and 24 expert interviews, this chapter 

reconstructs employers’ lobbying strategies 

across six critical periods of change. It shows 

how farmers spearheaded early 

liberalisation through the so-called 

simplified procedure for post-Soviet workers 

introduced in 2006. Gradually, this 

procedure expanded to cover new sectors 

and longer periods of work, culminating in 

the legal change of January 2022, which 

transformed into a long-term immigration 

route. Employers received strong support in 

recruiting foreign workers from 

intermediaries, who not only facilitated 

administrative procedures but also opened 

up new geographical channels of 

immigration into Poland. As a result of all of 

the above efforts on the part of employers 

and their representatives, Poland has turned 

into a migrant-dependent economy. 

 

Chapter 8. How European Employers Adapt 

to and Shape the Institutional Environment 

of Labour Migration: The Case of 

Agriculture 

(by Dominika Pszczółkowska & Sara 

Bojarczuk) 

 

This chapter compares the institutional 

environments in which employers pursue 

their migrant labour-related interests in the 

four countries discussed in this book—

Germany, the United Kingdom, Italy and 

Poland—which represent different varieties 

of capitalism and histories of immigration. It 

focuses its comparison on agriculture, a 

sector which can be treated as 

representative of branches of national 

economies dependent on migrant labour, 

although it is also characterised by a certain 

degree of exceptionalism. Basing its 

considerations on a review of available data 

and 20 interviews with representatives of 
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employer organisations, trade unions and 

academic and non-academic experts, it 

analyses how differences in the varieties of 

capitalism and other elements of the 

dynamic institutional environments 

influence agricultural employers’ interests 

and their strategies to recruit migrant 

workers. The analysis demonstrates the 

presence of some forms of exceptional 

treatment of agriculture in terms of work 

and labour migration regulations in all four 

countries, which strengthens the bargaining 

position of these employers over their 

workers. However, crucial details diverge. In 

Germany and post-Brexit UK, seasonal 

migration for agriculture is strictly regulated 

and departures after the work period are 

enforced. In Italy and Poland, the lax 

enforcement of regulations leads to 

employment in the grey economy or under 

incomplete contracts and allows non-EU 

migrants to move from agriculture to other 

sectors more easily than in the UK and 

Germany. Different varieties of capitalism in 

the four countries have also led to 

dramatically different roles and positions of 

intermediaries, who operate within defined 

legal frameworks in Germany and the UK but 

either circumvent regulations or co-shape 

the institutional environment in Italy and 

Poland. Thus, enforcement, rather than legal 

regulations, is the key element of the 

institutional environment determining the 

pursuit of agricultural employers’ interests 

regarding migrant workers. The example of 

this sector demonstrates that employers can 

effectively shape labour migration, 

irrespective of the variety of capitalism in a 

country and other elements of the 

institutional environment. 

 

Chapter 9. Towards the New Institutional 

Economics of Labour Immigration 

(by Agnieszka Fihel & Marek Okólski) 

 

Engaging with established theories of labour 

migration and building on the empirical 

evidence presented in the previous 

chapters, this chapter examines the 

usefulness of the New Institutional 

Economics (NIE) for studying the 

relationship between employers’ interests 

and migration policy. It argues that existing 

theoretical approaches treat employers 

either as residual actors hiding behind 

aggregate labour demand or as interest 

groups whose concrete strategies remain 

underexplored. The chapter revisits key NIE 

concepts: bargaining strength, transaction 

costs, interest groups and path 

dependency, and demonstrates how 

an analysis of institutions and their 

interactions helps to overcome the 

conceptual divide between individual 

agency and structural constraints. At the 

micro scale, bargaining strength explains 

why employers prefer migrant over native 

workers. Migrants’ constrained legal status, 

limited skill transferability and weak 

collective bargaining capacity generate 

asymmetries of information and 

enforcement that allow employers to reduce 

transaction costs through incomplete 

contracts and the externalisation of risk onto 
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workers and intermediaries. At the meso 

scale, the concept of group interest captures 

the conditions under which employers 

coordinate collective action to influence 

migration policy, depending on the costs of 

employing native labour, the manageability 

of organisational costs and the degree to 

which the institutional environment enables 

association and lobbying. At the macro scale, 

path dependency explains why states adjust 

migration regulations incrementally, as new 

policies must align with pre-existing 

institutional arrangements in adjacent 

domains, such as welfare regimes, 

vocational training systems and labour 

market. Drawing on Williamson’s model of 

institutional analysis and grounded in 

comparative case studies of Germany, the 

United Kingdom, Italy and Poland, the 

chapter brings together micro-scale 

employer incentives, meso-scale interest 

group mobilisation and macro-scale policy 

responses within a single analytical 

framework. The NIE of labour immigration 

constitutes a middle-range approach that 

offers a coherent but context-specific 

explanation of migrant employment. 
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