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Messages for
Decision-Makers

Following the entry into force
of free movement, migration
has slowed down the aging
of the population by boosting
the working-age population.
This has ensured the avail-
ability of skilled labor during
a period of significant labor
market change.

Migration flows were focused
on economic centers (Ge-
neva, Vaud, Zug, Basel-City,
Zurich), where employment
opportunities existed. This

is explained by the fact that
the majority of immigrants
are economically active.

What is meant by...

... migratory balance

The average annual migratory balance is

the difference between the number of people
arriving in Switzerland and the number of
people leaving.

...overpopulation

Overpopulation is a theoretical concept,
often mentioned by opponents of demo-
graphic growth and migration, characterized
by a decrease in individual and collective
well-being linked to population growth.

Contrary to the regularly assessed economic effects,

less attention is paid to the social and demographic impacts
of free movement. As the Swiss are called upon to
express their opinion on ending such movement, we show
the socio-demographic changes brought about by this
policy and how Swiss society has demonstrated its ability
to adapt to a new migration reality.

Perhaps due to its gradual implemen-
tation, the introduction of the free
movement of persons in 2002 did not
cause a strong increase in migration
flows to Switzerland. It was not until
2007 that the number of immigrants
increased (Figure 1), leading to strong
population growth. The financial crisis
in the main countries of origin of
foreign workers (Italy and Spain) and
the healthy Swiss economy contrib-
uted to this trend. These two factors
would have led to increased migration
flows even without free movement,
but accessing the labor market would
have been more far more complicated
for the citizens of the Southern Euro-
pean countries.

Since 2002, immigrants have been
highly skilled. According to the 2018
Migration-Mobility Survey, 55% of
adults from an EU/EFTA country, who
arrived in Switzerland between 2006
and 2018, were tertiary educated
(compared to 34 % for those who

arrived at the end of the 20th century).

This figure is as high as 82 % for
British nationals and 75% for French
nationals. In addition, this migration is
more in line with the logic of circula-
tion. Europeans who settle in Switzer-
land do not see it as an irreversible
move, but as a way of gaining expe-
rience. Depending on career oppor-
tunities abroad and their satisfaction
with life in Switzerland, they may end
up leaving. According to this survey, at
the time of their arrival in Switzerland,
60% of European Union citizens have
no clearly defined plans for the future,
while 18% consider their migration as
permanent and 22 % as temporary.
Since 2010, the number of people
leaving Switzerland has increased
significantly (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Migratory flows between Switzerland and other countries
before and after the free movement of people entered into force
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Age

Positive demographic effects
Shortly before the introduction of free
movement, the average migratory bal-
ance was +26,000. Between 2002 and
2018, it was +61,900. This has led to
significant population growth in Swit-
zerland, from 7.2 million inhabitants in
2002 to 8.5 million in 2018.

If the migratory balance had remained
stable at the level prior to free move-
ment (about +26,000 per year), pop-
ulation growth would have been only
half of what it is presently, with an esti-
mated 7.8 million residents (assuming
fertility and mortality rates were similar
to those observed between 2002 and
2018). The migration flows on the rise
over the last 15 years have contrib-
uted to a demographic increase, both
directly (through arrivals) and indi-
rectly (as a result of migrant births), of
700,000 people. For those behind the
“moderate immigration” initiative, this
increase is seen as problematic. In
fact, migration has mainly rejuvenated
the population and increased the num-
ber of people of working age, as can
be seen in Figure 2. Above all, most

of the people, who arrived during the
period of review, are active in the labor
market and contribute to the economy.

“The increasing migratory
flows over the last 15 years
have therefore contributed to
a population increase [...] of
700,000 people.”

By the end of 2018, there were 5.2 mil-
lion potentially active people (aged 20
to 64/65), compared with the 4.4 mil-
lion on December 31, 2001. If the level
of migration had been moderate, this
number would have been less than
4.6 million at the end of 2018. The
economy would have had to adapt

to weak growth in the available labor
force at a time marked by significant
changes (expansion of the services
sector, increased specialization). This,
in turn, would have affected the work-
er-to-retiree ratio, or, in other words,
the funding of the first pillar of the
Swiss pension system.

A new spatial reorganization
Market forces dictate that the most
significant migratory flows involve the
main economic centers of the coun-
try (Geneva, Vaud, Zug, Basel-City,
Zurich) because this is where most of
the job opportunities are. However,
population growth has spread across
Switzerland due to internal migratory
movements, whereby the highest
population growth during the period
2002-2018 was observed in Fribourg.

Figure 2: Change in the workforce by age following the increase in migratory flows

in 2018 (December 31, 2018)
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Geneva has received the largest num-
ber of migrants in absolute numbers,
yet it ranks ninth among the Swiss
cantons in terms of population growth.
Ticino, where the debate on the con-
sequences of free movement is lively,
ranks only 13th. In this region, the
workforce is made up of cross-bor-
der workers rather than immigrants.
The economic centers in the border
regions that face constraints relating
to land (lack of space) or the saturated
housing market have therefore expe-
rienced more moderate population
growth.

Has free movement led to
overpopulation in Switzerland?
From an economic and social point

of view, the effects of free movement
have been either neutral or positive.
According to the State Secretariat for
Economic Affairs (SECO), this policy
has not had a significant impact on
the employment situation of the Swiss
and has helped to finance the Swiss
social security system. Immigration
has certainly led to population growth,
but it has also helped to increase the
available workforce and slow the aging
of the population in what has proven
a pivotal period for the Swiss pension
system. It has affected the Swiss
cantons in different ways, without cre-
ating economic and social disparities
between the regions.

“Free movement has

above all demonstrated
Switzerland’s ability to adapt
to a new socio-political
context.”

In general, Swiss society has been
able to adapt to this new situation.
Under favorable economic conditions,
it has been able to develop the new
infrastructure needed. Housing has
been built and political measures,
such as the decree on the integration
of foreigners, have been introduced
to meet the challenges that migration
poses in terms of social cohesion.
Society’s ability to adapt has been
tested, as it has been during other
periods of Swiss history.



“The usual symptoms of
overpopulation cannot be
seen in Switzerland.”

Eighteen years after the entry into
force of free movement, there have
been no signs of the usual symptoms
of overpopulation (increased unem-
ployment, lower wages, social ten-
sions, increased insecurity, environ-
mental damage, etc.). Free movement
has created a new migratory context,
but Switzerland has managed to
respond to it without a deterioration

of individual and collective well-being.

More than anything, free movement
has demonstrated Switzerland's ability
to adapt to a new socio-political con-
text, which is reassuring given the fact
that the future is uncertain and will be
marked by other social, political and
economic changes.
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A project of the nccr - on the move

The research project aims to better document the transformation of
contemporary patterns of mobility and migration. It addresses the following
questions: What are the main drivers of migration towards and from
Switzerland? What are the family patterns and living conditions of migrants?
Why do some groups reach the economic or social objectives of migration,

while others fail? The research team collects and analyses data on demographic,
economic, and social analyses of current migration and mobility.
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