
most generous ones when it comes to rights extended to immigrants. There is basic philosophy behind this. The welfare state, in the �rst place, came about after the Second World War, and it is based on a type of ‘class compromise,’ where 

employers and labor organizations—and 

in the Norwegian case, organizations of 

peasants also—came together and settled 

on some sort of an agreement which the 

whole welfare state would be based on. It 

is a negotiated, peaceful kind of struc -

ture that was generated after the Second 

World War.

In the Scandinavian countries, the 

welfare state is tax-based and universal, 

which is di�erent from what you �nd in 

many other Western European coun -

tries, where you have to gain your assets 

through work. In the Scandinavian coun -

tries, people who come to the countries 

will have access to some welfare goods 

from day one—if they are legal. That is 

very important.

The whole idea is that since society is 

fairly equalized, and since the labor mar -

ket is highly regulated, it is in the interest 

of society and of the countries more 

generally to treat people the same way as 

citizens are treated. Newcomers would, 

therefore, not serve as a ‘reserve army’ in 

the labor market, nor would they fall by 

the wayside when it comes to the general 

situation.

The whole system is based on a philos -

ophy where people are considered as 

equally good from day one, in terms of 

having access to welfare. The whole thing 

is, of course, based on the presumption 

that people would work. That is very 

important. Sometimes from the outside 

it looks like this is an overly generous 

kind of situation where people can just 

show up and harvest welfare goods. In 

one way that is true. If you are a refugee, 

or you have legitimate reasons for being 

there without having a job in the �rst 

place, that is true. The system, however, 

is generally based on work.

owens: In terms of the actual benefits, 
particularly in comparison with the sys-
tem in the US, what sorts of payouts does 
this include? What are the benefits that 
come to people beyond unemploymen
through work. This applies basically to 
refugees and, occasionally, to people 
who come to Norway through the family 
reunification system. When, for various 
and legitimate reasons, they cannot be 
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supported by their families, they immedi-
ately get enrolled in this welfare system.

Then, of course, everybody hopes that 
they will find work as soon as possible so 
that they will no longer be a burden on 
the welfare system. That is the whole log-
ic of the system. However, if you cannot 
make it, you are still guaranteed these 
minimum standards of living.

owens:  One observation, from an out-
sider’s perspective, of the Scandinavian 
people notes the relative level of homo-
geneity, as opposed to some Southern 
European countries, for example. How 
has this been changing in recent years? 
How has that affected both the economic 
and the philosophical approaches to the 
social welfare state?

brochmann:  The Scandinavian coun-
tries are still among the most harmoni-
ous countries in the world. It very often 
seems like you are in a sort of bubble 
when you live there. You see everything 
is burning around you, but you remain in 
this protected area.

Of course, everything is relative. There 
has been a remarkable change in these 
societies over the years. I would say that 
the welfare state is actually one of the 
stabilizing factors in a growing pluralistic 
society, which is very important political-
ly. There is still overwhelming support 
for the welfare state in all three countries, 
which is interesting. On the other hand, 
particularly with regard to immigration, 
people tend to say that the welfare state is 
being undermined through comprehen-
sive immigration. They argue that im-
migration is overtaxing the system, and 
support for the system could potentially 
diminish when a large portion of the 
welfare benefits go to newcomers. This, 
in many ways, is a similar argument to 
the US argument for not establishing a 
welfare state.

Thus far, however, support for the wel-
fare state has not gone down in the Scan-
dinavian countries. This is not the same 
thing, however, as saying there is no 

pressure on the welfare state. The welfare 
state in all three countries is pressured 
and the legitimacy issue of the welfare 
system in relation to immigration is also 
under pressure.

In Denmark, reforms have been intro-
duced that differentiate between new-
comers and others when it comes to some 
welfare goods. This demonstrates some 
very serious breaks in the line of contin-
uous, universal approaches to welfare. 
In Scandinavia, Denmark is the only 
country, so far, to have done this. Still, 

however, Denmark is still a generous 
welfare state with regard to immigration. 
This break, however, was very important 
when it occurred just after the turn of the 
century.

It is difficult to predict what is going to 
happen in the future with relation to the 
welfare state. It all depends on this taxa-
tion question. In Norway, for example, we 
are in a particularly fortunate situation 
because of the oil revenues. Norway has 
been able to pay for this increase without 
large problems. Sweden, on the other 
hand, has had great problems with their 
welfare system since the beginning of the 
1990s. Even so, Sweden is still the most 

“The welfare 
state is actually 
one of the 
stabilizing factors 
in a growing 
pluralistic 
society,  which is 
very impor tant 
politically.”

generous of the three welfare states when 
it comes to immigration and the exten-
sion of rights and benefits.

owens:  You mention in a recent paper 
that Sweden ranks highest among the 
Scandinavian countries in its granting of 
rights—and perhaps of all of the world. 
Yet, the integration of immigrants into 
their labor market is at the lowest of the 
OECD members. Could you speak a bit 
about that? What sorts of challenges does 
this mean? Is that a case of principles 
exceeding reality? Or is there some other 
story that can be told about that gap?

brochmann:  This is a very interest-
ing and important factor. It is a type of 
systemic weakness of this generous, uni-
versal welfare system that has been most 
marked in Sweden, partly because Swe-
den is, as I said, the most generous of the 
three countries. This does point to a sort 
of a trap that these countries tend to fall 
into. Formerly there has been, and tech-
nically today there is, no minimum wage 
in Scandinavia, but there is in practice 
something similar to a minimum wage. 
These are not laws, but negotiated levels, 
the minimum level which is very high, 
as compared to most countries in Europe 
and to the general welfare situation. The 
incentive to take a job is consequently 
low, because the level of the goods is so 
high and, basically, you may gain more 
from being on social welfare than from 
working. This situation has been very 
prominent in Denmark, because it was 
revealed first in Denmark, but it is also 
marked in Sweden and Norway. This is 
why you have this paradoxical situation 
where Sweden ranks highest when it 
comes to the extension of rights, but 
lowest, in fact, in Europe, when it comes 
to integration of immigrants in the labor 
market.

In Sweden this is not a very popular issue 
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owens:  What does this issue of integra-
tion into the labor market mean? Does it 
mean that fewer immigrants are work-
ing at all, because they’re taking social 
welfare benefits? Or does it mean that the 
types of jobs available are not part of the 
mainstream of the labor market?

brochmann: Both are correct in a way. 
The rate of employment is significantly 
lower for specific groups of the immi-
grants. It is not the same all over. Some 
of the immigrant groups have a higher 
rate of employment than the majority of 
the population. Africans in particular, 
and a few other groups as well, have 
significantly lower rates of employment. 
At the same time, though, the level of 
job availability within the labor market 
of an advanced society for people without 
education is very limited. So you find a 
situation very often where specific niches 
of the labor market are “monopolized 
by immigrant labor.” For instance, the 
cleaning market in Norway has been 
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increased tremendously over the last 
10-20 years. If we may assume that the 
population has not become more chron-
ically ill over this period, it is reasonable 
to hypothesize that there are some more 
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