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Abstract

This paper investigates recent changes in the occupational distribution of immigrants in the United Kingdom and it deals with the effects of immigration on local labour markets. From the mid-1990s, there was an increasing tendency for immigrants to be present at the lower end of the occupational classification (particularly in operatives, service and sale workers and elementary occupations) and not only in very high-skilled jobs. One major concern for immigrant-receiving countries is of course the effects that foreign-born supply has on local labour market. Previous literature considers traditional labour market outcomes such as wages, employment, unemployment and participation rate. Here we adopt a different perspective introduced by Peri and Sparber (2009) who investigate the effect of immigration on the task specialisation of natives. This paper aims at evaluating whether natives, who are assumed to have a comparative advantage relative to immigrants in communication as opposed to manual tasks, are induced to specialize in communication-intensive jobs in response to immigration inflows. We focus on the bottom end of the occupational distribution by looking at the impact of less skilled foreign-born on similarly educated native workers. Our main data source is the UK Labour Force Survey (LFS) for the years 1997-2006 and we derive our task intensity measures at the occupational level from an additional source, the UK Skills Surveys. In this paper not only do we contribute to the literature on migration in the United Kingdom by applying a novel task-based approach, but we also make a methodological progress with respect to previous studies on immigration and task-specialisation in European countries by measuring the task content of occupations from national survey data, instead of relying on US sources (O*Net). Our main empirical findings show that in the UK natives respond to increasing immigration by shifting their task supply and providing more communication relative to manual tasks. By instrumenting the share of foreign-born workers, we show that the positive effect on the relative task supply is plausibly causal.
