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Introduction

Like other countries in Southern Europe, Spain is characterized by a feminized, 
occupation-targeted migration, and women account for 50 % of the foreign-born 
population. Latin-American women have been the primary contributors to female 
immigration as a whole and constitute the largest group of foreign-born women in 
the Spanish labor market. The number of employed women from Latin America 
increased from 106,863 in 1999 to 888,151 in 2008, according to data from the 
Spanish Labor Force Survey (SLFS). As a result, just before the beginning of the 
economic crisis, Latin-American women represented almost 60 % of the immigrant 
female workers in Spain.

Why have female immigration flows become so high in Spain? Previous re-
search primarily relates the phenomenon to a complementarity dynamic between 
foreigners and natives in the labor market. More specifically, an increase in the 
native female participation in the labor market generated an important and unful-
filled demand for domestic and care workers. Consequently, a large proportion of 
foreign women in Spain, like in other Southern European countries with traditional, 
family-based care models, gradually took over the housework and care work tradi-
tionally done by unpaid native women, resulting in the emergence of a new labor 
segmentation by gender and country of origin (Bettio et al. 2006). In other words, 
the existence of an important demand for those services is one of the most relevant 
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explanations for the degree of feminization of immigrant flows and the high labor 
participation rates of women, especially Latin-American women.

The prominence of Latin-Americans in domestic and caring services in Spain 
is undeniable: at the beginning of the economic crisis in 2008, 27 % of Spain’s do-
mestic workers were from Latin America (Vidal-Coso and Miret 2013). The over-
representation of Latin-Americans in housework and care-related occupations is 
also influenced by a particular type of migration policy characterized by ex post 
regularizations in lieu of ex ante planning of flows (Bettio et al. 2006, p. 275; Ven-
turini and Villosio 2008; Fullin and Reyneri 2011). In simpler words, migration 
policies allowed individuals to arrive in the country without work permits and to 
regularize their status afterwards. Due to the informality of the hiring process for 
domestic and care-related occupations, it is easy to wait for regularization while 
doing those types of jobs. Although this observation is valid for all non-EU female 
immigrants, a preference for Latin-Americans has been identified due to shared 
language and religion (Izquierdo 2004). This preference may explain why in Spain, 
Latin-Americans are the most numerous immigrant group working in domestic and 
care-related occupations.

Since 2008, Spain has been strongly affected by the global economic crisis, 
which began immediately after an important period of economic boom and employ-
ment growth, primarily in the services sector (Bernardi and Garrido 2008). How-
ever, according to SLFS data, job-losses in this sector were concentrated in hotels 
and restaurants, whereas domestic services have not been severely affected by the 
economic crisis (Vidal-Coso and Gil 2013). Despite the new economic  environ-
ment, most native families continue to face the same challenges in balancing work 
and family, and the hiring of immigrant women remains one of the main solutions 
to balancing work and family.

Therefore, during the period 1999–2012, we can distinguish three interlinked 
processes: the initial boom in immigration flows, the process of successive extraor-
dinary regularizations prior to 2005, and the changing economic context and labor 
market opportunities after 2008. The first period, 1999–2004, constitutes the first 
years of the massive immigration of pioneer women from Latin America, who had 
been attracted by the demand for labor in housework and care work and were in the 
process of regularizing their legal status. The second period, 2005–2007, is marked 
by the accentuation of the economic expansion and enlargement of labor opportuni-
ties for migrants, an increasing gender balance within the Latin-American popula-
tion, and a growing presence of immigrants with regular status due to regulariza-
tions, which in turn enabled an increase in family reunifications. Finally, the third 
period is 2008–2012, the years of the economic crisis, rising levels of unemploy-
ment, and the deceleration of migratory Latin-American inflows.

Using data from the SLFS, this study addresses the likelihood of upward job 
mobility among female immigrants—particularly Latin-Americans—working in 
domestic and care-related occupations in Spain from 1999 to 2012. In this chapter, 
we aim to stress the consequences of the changing socioeconomic and migratory 



4 Entrapped as Domestic Workers? 85

context on women’s occupational prospects. First, the chapter describes these wom-
en’s distribution over time along the occupational scale, together with the trends 
related to their concentration in domestic and care-related occupations. Second, us-
ing the panel version of the SLFS, we elaborate random-intercept logistic regression 
models to longitudinally analyze the possibility of moving upward (on the Camsis 
scale of prestige) from domestic and care-related occupations. Our analysis com-
pares Latin-Americans’ chances of upward movement to those of non-EU women 
in Spain. Our primary hypothesis is that the economic crisis has diminished the 
prospects of occupational ascension for all women working as domestic assistants 
and caregivers, independent of nationality.

The primary contributions of our research are as follows. We focus specifically 
on Spain’s changing socioeconomic environment as an important determinant of 
the occupational opportunities for foreign-born women. More concretely, we aim 
to analyze the role played by the deterioration of the labor market context in pre-
venting women from ascending beyond housekeeping and care occupations. Our 
analysis covers the period of the current economic crisis that started in 2008 along 
with previous research on Latin-Americans’ occupational upward mobility from 
those occupations. Moreover, the methodological novelty of this research lies in 
the use of the SLFS in its panel version to generate a longitudinal model of upward 
mobility trends.

Theoretical Framework and Research Hypotheses

It has been found that compared to natives, immigrants in Spain suffer from a strong 
and persistent disadvantage in accessing skilled occupations even after controlling 
for sociodemographic characteristics (Cachón 2009; Bernardi et al. 2011). Most of 
the explanations for this disadvantage are in line with the structural or dual labor 
market theory, which identifies segmentation of the labor force by workers’ mi-
grant status, national origin or sex (Piore 1975, 1979; Thurow 1975; Kalleberg and 
Sorensen 1979). In this sense, Bernardi and Garrido (2008) stress the growing po-
larization of the Spanish occupational structure, along with the over-representation 
of immigrant workers in unskilled employment. Amuedo-Dorantes and De la Rica 
(2009) identify the existence of a labor complementarity process between native 
and immigrant populations. Moreover, Fullin and Reyneri (2011) note the leading 
roles of low-skilled labor demand and the underground economy in shaping im-
migrants’ labor market integration, and Vidal-Coso et al. (2006) stress the gender 
divide of migrants’ labor market insertion.

Many authors attribute female migration to Spain as a response to a specific 
demand for female labor caused by the internationalization of domestic work (Rey-
neri 1996, 2004; Anthias and Lazaridis 2000; King and Zontini 2000; Solé 2003; 
Cachón 2009; Fullin and Reyneri 2011). The origins of this labor demand are re-
lated to Spain’s weak welfare state, along with changes in women’s societal roles 
during the last decades of the twentieth century. In this context, immigrant domestic 
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house cleaners participate in a form of replacement mobility that allows female 
nationals with rising educational levels to pursue careers (Lim 1997). The existence 
of this labor demand in a segmented labor market explains, on the one hand, the 
pattern of females transitioning towards domestic services after migrating, and on 
the other hand, the downward occupational movement experienced by immigrant 
women upon their arrival in Spain1 (Stanek and Veira 2009; Simón et al. 2011; Veira 
et al. 2011; Vono and Vidal-Coso 2012). The role that the demand for domestic 
and care services plays in drawing feminized migration flows from Latin America 
to Spain is widely recognized among researchers (Izquierdo 2003; Domingo and 
Esteve 2010; Vono 2010).

Following immigrants’ arrival in Spain, their upward mobility is very limited 
and restricted to labor positions in the secondary segment (Aysa-Lastra and Cachon 
2013; Vidal-Coso and Miret 2014). For those who succeed, individual characteristics 
seem to be important explanatory instruments. Caparrós and Navarro (2010) high-
light the importance of human capital to explain labor mobility once an immigrant 
has arrived in Spain, and Sanromà et al. (2009) stress the importance of the educa-
tion acquired at the destination for immigrants’ ascending occupational movements. 
In turn, Vidal-Coso and Miret (2014) find that the primary factors of upward mo-
bility are the length of residence in Spain and elements related to assimilation into 
Spanish society, such as a post-migration education, a Spanish-born partner, and 
legal status. These results refer to the 2007 National Immigrant survey data, which 
consider occupational characteristics at three critical moments (the job immediately 
before migration; the first job after migration to Spain; and the job at the time of 
data collection). Despite that survey’s contribution to the analysis of the research on 
migrants’ occupational mobility, it refers to a period of economic prosperity because 
the data were collected between November 2006 and February 2007.

In this chapter, we aim to stress the consequences of Spain’s changing socio-
economic and migratory context from 1999 to 2012 for Latin-American women’s 
occupational prospects. During the first part of the period analyzed (1999–2004), 
we expect to find a high percentage of Latin-American women working in domestic 
and care-related occupations with few opportunities to move upwards to occupa-
tions that are more prestigious. As previously mentioned, these occupations have 
been considered one of the easiest positions to obtain after arriving in Spain, par-
ticularly among individuals without work permits. Conversely, we expect to find a 
lower concentration in these occupations and higher chances of upward movement 
during 2005–2007, when most of the regularizations had been completed and when 
favorable economic conditions were supposed to enlarge the labor opportunities for 
immigrant women, particularly in the touristic sector.

Finally, during the current economic crisis we expect a return to the starting 
point, with high concentrations in domestic and care-related occupations and lower 
opportunities to leave them. As previously mentioned, although unemployment 
levels have increased, most native families continue to face the same challenges 

1 This research uses labor market information about migrants both in the country of origin and in 
Spain, which is provided by the 2007 National Immigrant Survey (ENI).
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in balancing work and family, the primary solution to which is hiring immigrant 
women. This approach is partly attributed to the familial nature of Spain’s welfare 
state (Esping-Andersen, 1990, 1999) and to the low levels of institutional support 
to reconcile work and family (González 2006). Therefore, we expect that the eco-
nomic crisis has negatively affected the chances of occupational ascension among 
immigrant domestic assistants and caregivers.

In addition to the macro-economic context, other factors are expected to influ-
ence Latin-American women’s labor transitions from domestic and care occupa-
tions to better positions. We are particularly interested in the role of families. Immi-
grants living with their children and/or partner in Spain either have formed a family 
or have completed (or at least begun) their family-reunification process, which may 
be interpreted as success in assimilating. According to previous research (Vono and 
Vidal-Coso 2012), our expectation is that cohabitation with a spouse is an efficient 
mechanism that contributes to immigrant women’s upward labor mobility because 
their economic needs are less urgent. Conversely, Cobb-Clark and Kossoudji (2000) 
have argued that the presence of children may be associated with a greater difficulty 
in ascending occupational mobility because maintaining a job becomes impera-
tive. Consequently, it is expected that women living with their children have fewer 
chances to improve their labor status.

According to the neoclassical perspective and its assumptions regarding the im-
portance of the integration process in Spain, we expect a higher likelihood of move-
ment from care and domestic occupations to better positions for more-educated 
women (McAllister 1995; Modood 1998; Weiss et al. 2003; Redstone 2006, 2008), 
especially those who have earned a diploma in Spain. Previous analyses have not-
ed that a key factor in determining immigrants’ labor performance is the extent to 
which their education, pre-migration labor market experience, and overseas training 
are valued in the destination country (Kee 1995; Friedberg 2000; Blackaby et al. 
2002; Clark and Drinkwater 2008; Kanas and Van Tubergen 2009). Furthermore, 
we expect that time spent in Spain leads to an increased understanding of the host 
labor market, a general increase in institutional knowledge, and more expansive 
networks (Chiswick 1978; Chiswick et al. 2005; Akresh 2006, 2008). Years of resi-
dence in Spain would then contribute to a higher likelihood of abandoning domestic 
or care work. The influence of an immigrant’s legal status in the host country is key 
to the probability of success in the host labor market (Powers and Seltzer 1998). In 
this sense, it is expected that holding Spanish nationality has a positive effect on the 
probability of upward mobility. Finally, Latin-Americans more than other immi-
grant women are expected to experience a lower likelihood of occupational ascend-
ing movement from domestic and care services despite the fact that they are linguis-
tically and culturally closer to the native population. In accordance with Izquierdo 
(2004), we believe that this is caused by Spanish social and political preferences for 
Latin-American women domestic works due to a shared language and religion. This 
argument contradicts the thesis of Redstone (2006), who postulates that cultural 
and linguistic proximity between origin and destination societies may explain im-
migrants’ greater skill transferability and lower rates of downward mobility.
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To assess the direction of labor mobility, we recognize that the structure of the 
labor market is unequal and ordered into differentiated labor positions. These posi-
tions are expressed as occupations, which may in turn be characterized according to 
their economic and social rewards (Blau and Duncan 1967; Hope 1972; Goldthorpe 
and Hope 1974; Parkin 1978; Goldthorpe 1980). Labor mobility, therefore, is deter-
mined by the opportunity to change one’s relative position in a predetermined struc-
ture of inequality. We view domestic and care positions as situated at the bottom of 
the female occupational structure, although some may argue that domestic maids 
and caregivers share the same low status and salary as other workers within the 
secondary segment who are employed in entry-level occupations in agriculture, in-
dustry, or hotels and restaurants. However, the significant percentage of immigrant 
women in domestic and care services indicates that these occupations are an au-
thentic labor market gateway in Spain, the primary ‘starting point’ for women in the 
destination labor market. In fact, informality and the role played by social networks 
in hiring is evidence that most female immigrants use domestic and care work in 
private households as a way to obtain legal residence in Spain and once that legal 
status has been obtained, they are ready to move into other occupations (Escrivà 
2000; Oso 2003). Moreover, other characteristics of domestic work intensify its 
low status: the private and isolated nature of this type of job and the labor and social 
security legislation that recognizes fewer labor rights for domestic maids than for 
other workers (Parella 2009). Specifically, domestic workers were excluded from 
the general labor regulation until 2011, when the law was changed in an effort to 
formalize this occupational sector. However, it is uncertain to what extent the new 
regulation is actually being followed.

Data and Methods

In this study, we use the panel version of the SLFS from 1999 to 2012. The survey 
is conducted by the Spanish National Statistics Institute (INE), which administers 
quarterly interviews of a sample representative of the entire Spanish population. 
The sample consists of approximately 200,000 persons in 65,000 households. Us-
ing this data source for our analysis is the best option for our purposes for many 
reasons. First, it contains a great variety of individual-level information related to 
the population’s sociodemographic and labor characteristics during the reference 
week (previous week), including sex, age, employment status, employment char-
acteristics of the respondent’s primary job, and previous work experience. Second, 
although the survey was designed to analyze the labor market from 1999 on, it is 
also a unique source for studying household composition and the characteristics of 
household members during the inter-census period (Garrido et al. 2000). Third, the 
SLFS also collects rich information about the immigrant population, including citi-
zenship, country of birth and length of residence. Fourth, the quarterly frequency of 
the survey allows an analysis of trends in the characteristics of the individual labor 
market.

E. Vidal-Coso and D. V. de Vilhena
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The SLFS sample is renewed every sixth trimester, allowing it to carrying its 
analyses from a longitudinal perspective. Specifically, the survey is a rotated panel 
in which for each wave, 1/6 of the sample is substituted, with 5/6 of the sample re-
maining. Each wave is representative of any observed moment, but all of the waves 
considered together show a representative pattern for a specific individual. This 
characteristic gives us the ability to follow immigrant women over 18 consecutive 
months (six trimesters) to observe occupational transitions over time, especially 
among those who initially work as housekeepers and caregivers. We matched re-
spondents in all observations by linking their household identifiers with their per-
son line numbers. However, data characteristics such as sample attrition, household 
moves, and other data collection factors decreased the number of observations in 
the sample. Moreover, the SLFS does not track movers. Accordingly, our results can 
only be generalized to those who did not move (Mattingly and Smith 2010).

To test our hypothesis, two sets of random effects logistic regression models 
were implemented. We use as the dependent variable the prestige scale (Camsis), 
which has been merged with the data through the CNO-94 variable. Specifically, we 
analyze the probability of upward mobility among women employed in domestic 
service and care-related occupations in t-1. We consider as upward mobility any in-
crease of 5 points or more in the prestige score2 from t-1 to t. The first set of models 
includes all non-EU immigrant women in Spain, whereas the second is restricted to 
the primary origins of Latin-American women in the country.

Independent variables include the region of birth (and country of birth in the 
second analysis), the period of the survey, the maximum educational level attained 
(compulsory education, secondary level and university level), the length of resi-
dence in Spain, Spanish nationality, age, age squared, marital status, the presence 
of children in the household, and the country where the maximum educational level 
was attained.

Some clarifications must be made on certain variables. First, in addition to the 
fixed characteristics of region/country of birth and survey period, all other indepen-
dent variables are considered in t-1. Second, due to the high number of transnational 
families among immigrants and the short history of immigration in Spain, we have 
opted to build our family-related variables based on whether individuals share a 
household with their families. This is an important feature for our analytical purpos-
es because household migration strategies seem to be related to immigrant women’s 
labor position at the destination. In this regard, it has been shown that domestic 
work is predominant among pioneering migrant women because it is the easiest 
way to earn and save money (Oso 2003). Consequently, marital status is defined as a 
dummy variable measuring whether individuals live in unions, sharing a household 
with a partner. We performed sensitivity tests considering only legal marital status, 
and the results are consistent with our first choice. To create the variable for children 
in the household, we have linked individuals with all members of the household. 
Finally, the place where studies were completed has been created by subtracting the 
year of arrival in Spain from the year when the last educational degree was obtained.

2 Variations in this criterion did not substantially change our results.
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Descriptive Analysis

It is beyond doubt that with the arrival of the new millennium began one of the most 
interesting periods in Spain: the acceleration of migration inflows. Although it is 
true that residents of the EU and Africa had previously begun to arrive, since 2000 
migrants from Latin-Americans have been the primary new migrants. Figure 4.1 
shows that Latin-American women of working age increased from 244,593 in 2000 
to 1,359,953 in 2009. Since then, numbers have decreased because of the economic 
turndown. Their presence in Spain is impressive not only in absolute terms but also 
in relative terms because they represent approximately 50 % of the total female im-
migrant population.

These trends are also reflected in the labor market. In Fig. 4.2, we present the 
distribution of Latin American women by labor force status and their percentage 
among all employed women in Spain between 1999 and 2012. Regarding the share 
of Latin-Americans among all employed women, an important increase in percent-
ages can be observed over the period, from 2 % in 1999 to a peak of 10.6 % in 2010. 
Post-2010, the share of Latin-Americans decreased until it reached 9.2 % in 2012 
because of upward trends in unemployment rates. It was not until 2009 that the 
effect of the economic crisis became visible in terms of increased unemployment 
among this group. In Fig. 4.3, more details on unemployment trends by country of 
birth are provided. As can be seen, unemployment rates were relatively stable until 

Fig. 4.1  Trends in the number of female immigrants to Spain aged 16–64, by birthplace, in abso-
lute numbers. (Source: Spanish Labor Force Survey, 1999–2012, Spanish National Statistics 
Institute (INE))
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Fig. 4.2  Trends in the distribution of Latin-Americans by labor-force status and their share among 
all employed women in Spain (population between 16 and 64 years old). (Source: Spanish Labor 
Force Survey, 1999–2012, Spanish National Statistics Institute (INE))

Fig. 4.3  Trends in female unemployment rates by country of birth (population between 16 and 64 
years old). (Source: Spanish Labor Force Survey, 1999–2012, Spanish National Statistics Institute 
(INE)
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2007, when the numbers substantially increased, to a greater or lesser extent, among 
different groups. Ecuadorians and Colombians were the most affected, followed by 
Peruvians. At the other extreme are Bolivians.

The increase in unemployed Latin-American women in Spain displayed in both 
figures is not solely attributable to employment losses post-2008. Previous research 
(Domingo and Vidal-Coso 2012; Vidal-Coso and Gil 2013; Vidal-Coso and Vono 
2013) has shown that whereas the burden of job losses during Spain’s current eco-
nomic crisis has fallen on men because they were employed in the industries that 
were most affected by the financial collapse, particularly construction and related 
sectors, female occupation was not as strongly affected, at least during the first 
cycle of the crisis. Moreover, these authors attribute part of the increase in female 
unemployment to the growth in female immigrant participation in the labor force. 
This is due to the arrival of new immigration flows, young workers’ entrance into 
the labor market, and strategic entrance into the labor force by many inactive wom-
en who have become family economic resources because of their husbands’ job 
losses. This process of increasing female activity is observed for all women, regard-
less of birthplace. Therefore, the inflows of active Latin women may cause part of 
the increasing female unemployment described in Figs. 4.2 and 4.3.

In summary, the workforce trends set forth in the previous figures reflect an ac-
celerated presence of Latin-American women in the Spanish market for female em-
ployment, a continued process that ended with the 2008 beginning of the economic 
crisis. Since then, some employed Latin-American women have lost their jobs and 
some of new Latin-American workers have not found jobs. The result is an increas-
ing unemployment level for these women.

Figure 4.4 displays the occupational distribution of Latin-Americans throughout 
the period. That figure also shows that Latin-Americans’ occupational profile has 
been characterized, at each of the three moments analyzed, by high concentration 
indexes in domestic and personal care occupations. In 2000, 41 % of employed Lat-
in American women in Spain worked as domestic assistants and caregivers; in 2006, 
the figure was approximately the same at 40 %; in 2012, the figure was 44 %. If we 
add building cleaners, the concentrations increase to 48, 51 and 56 %, respectively. 
Therefore, the concentration of Latin-Americans in occupations related to private 
demand continued to be very high regardless of Spain’s economic deterioration. In 
fact, although the share of individuals working in domestic occupations decreased 
in 2012, this decline is not observed for those employed as caregivers. We also 
must highlight the decreasing importance of employment in hotels and restaurants 
in 2012, which is precisely the industry in which most of Latin American women’s 
job losses have been concentrated since the beginning of the economic crisis (Vidal-
Coso and Gil 2013).

Trends for Eastern European women are different, reflecting the more recent 
acceleration of that flow. The contrasting occupational patterns between 2000 
and 2006 reflect that the relatively smaller group that had arrived by 2000 was 
employed in different occupations than those who had arrived more recently. For 
instance, 22 % of women were concentrated in hotels and restaurants occupations 

E. Vidal-Coso and D. V. de Vilhena
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in 2000 (with only 10 % in domestic work and 1 % in care work), and a prominent 
share worked in managerial (8 %) or in technical, professional and intellectual oc-
cupations (15 %). In 2006, the labor insertion of Eastern European women became 
more similar to the distribution of Latin-American women—i.e., highly concen-
trated in domestic and care services. African women, on the contrary, have been less 
clustered in domestic occupations since 2006. This does not mean that their occupa-
tional profile improved during the period because they remain highly concentrated 
at the bottom positions of the occupational structure. Finally, native’ occupational 
profile provides evidence of the complementarity between natives and immigrants 
within the female occupational structure in Spain. Native women are primarily con-
centrated in the most skilled occupations with greater human-capital requirements: 

Fig. 4.4  Occupational concentration indexes by birthplace for employed women aged 16–64 in 
Spain: 2000, 2006 and 2012. (Source: Spanish Labor Force Survey, 1999–2012, Spanish National 
Statistics Institute (INE))
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technical, professional and intellectual occupations; other skilled occupations; ad-
ministrative and secretarial occupations; and sales and customer service occupa-
tions. By 2006, employed native women were slightly more qualified than in 2000, 
and the economic and labor crisis did not modify the occupational distribution of 
employed Spanish-born women in 2012.

Finally, we present the distribution of individuals in domestic and care-related 
occupations as defined in our dependent variable (Fig. 4.5). The values have been 
standardized using the unweighted average size of the population groups by origin 
as the standard, transforming the data to comparable scales. It is clear that during 
the first years of intense migration flows into Spain (1999–2002), the proportion of 
Latin-Americans working in domestic and care-related activities was substantially 
higher than those of other immigrant groups and natives. At that point, the major-
ity of Latin-American domestic and care workers had been born in Peru, Ecuador 
or Colombia. From 2003 to 2008, two new patterns emerged. First, the proportion 
of Eastern European women working in domestic and care occupations increased 
rapidly, and their concentration rates were very similar to those of Latin-Americans. 
With the beginning of the economic crisis, although the proportion of Eastern Eu-
ropeans in these activities decreased, for Latin-Americans the pattern was the op-
posite. Between 2011 and 2012, all groups employed in those fields experienced (to 
varying extents) an employment recovery.

Fig. 4.5  Standardized concentration rate in domestic and care-related occupations, by region 
of birth, 1999–2012. (Source: Spanish Labor Force Survey, 1999–2012 (3rd semester), Spanish 
National Statistics Institute (INE)
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Multivariate Results

Our multivariate analyses examine the probability of moving upward on the CAM-
SIS scale of prestige from domestic or care-related occupations by at least 5 points 
from one wave (t-1) to another (t). In Table 4.1, we present the results of our set of 
models, which aim to test the effect of region of birth and of the economic crisis 
on the probability of leaving domestic and care-related occupations. In Model 1, 
the overall effect of country of birth can be observed: no significant effect is found 
apart from a higher chance of upward mobility among individuals born in Africa 
compared to Eastern Europeans. Non-significance aside, the size of the coefficients 
is very small for other regions. Therefore, contrary to our expectations, Latin-Amer-
ican women do not suffer a significant penalty related to their permanence as either 
house cleaners or caregivers, compared to workers of other origins.

In Model 2, we add the year of the survey. Here, coefficients are large and highly 
significant, and they confirm the trends already presented in the descriptive Figs. 4.4 
and 4.5. Compared to the first years of immigration flows (1999–2004) and regard-
less of country of birth, women had much higher probabilities of leaving domestic 
and care-related occupations after 2005, with their chances peaking between 2005 
and 2007, which corresponds to the period that immediately succeeded the massive 
regularizations, confirming our hypothesis. However, with the crisis, although the 
effect is half as big compared to the previous period, it remains much higher than 
the reference category. Our interpretation is that during the first years of female mi-
grant inflows, most immigrant females in the labor force were informally working 
as maids and caregivers without permission, thus hindering their ability to change 
jobs (Shutes and Chiatti 2012). Afterwards, regularizations enabled access to work 
permits and increased the ability to move up to better labor positions. This mobility 
was boosted by the macro-economic context of expansion and growing labor de-
mand. Since the arrival of the economic recession in 2008, growing unemployment 
rates have affected most industries in the Spanish labor market, and immigrants’ 
opportunities to move to other occupations have been cut off.

Does this period effect disappear when immigrants’ length of residence and 
their educational and age compositions are taken into account? Our third model 
 (Model 3) shows that the period effect barely decreased with the inclusion of these 
three controls. In other words, Spain’s macro-economic context in Spain is still a 
strong determinant of job mobility among immigrants and the effect of that context 
is not strongly affected by the previously mentioned variables. With respect to edu-
cational attainment, individuals with a secondary education are those who are most 
likely to leave domestic and care services. Age is non-significant. In terms of length 
of residence, the effect is what would be normally expected: the longer individuals 
live in the country of settlement, the better their chances of moving to a better job. 
Finally, Spanish nationality is a strong determinant of better chances of upward 
mobility. Here, it is important to mention that the access to Spanish nationality not 
only implies a higher degree of assimilation but also allows individuals to apply for 
public-sector jobs.
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In Model 4, we have additionally included family and other integration-related 
variables. The period effect slightly decreased but is still large and highly signifi-
cant. In this sense, we can affirm that women’s chances of moving from domestic 
and care-related occupations to better positions in Spain between 1999 and 2012 
were largely determined by the macro-economic context. However, the effect of 
length of residence in Spain partially lost significance. The variable marital status 
shows that women who live with a partner (whether cohabiting or married) have 
better chances of upward mobility than those who do not live with a partner. Addi-
tionally, and contrary to our expectations, the presence of children in the household 
contributes to a higher probability of upward mobility. In this sense, it seems that 
having family members in Spain contributes to higher occupational attainment. Fi-
nally, a strong determinant of our analysis is whether an immigrant has completed 
studies in Spain, which may indicate that migrant women who obtained their educa-
tion abroad may have found difficult to take their human capital and transfer it to or 
validate it in the host labor market.

In addition to the models presented, we tested the effect of partners’ characteris-
tics by restricting our sample to women in unions. However, the effects were barely 
significant and did not substantially affect our results.

We also wanted to test whether the dynamics presented in the analysis of all non-
EU immigrants in Spain would vary when restricting the sample to Latin-Americans. 
As shown in Table 4.2, our results follow the exact same direction as in the first set 
of models, and the period effect again plays a major role in explaining differences in 
the probability of moving to a more prestigious occupation. However, some minor 
differences have been found in other explanatory variables. First, marital status is 
not significant, although the size of its effect is not small and still positive, indicat-
ing a higher probability of leaving domestic and care-related occupations among 
women living with their partners compared to those who live in different household 
arrangements, which is the case in the previous set of models (Model 4). Second, 
the length of residence in Spain remains significant in all categories when con-
trolling for family characteristics (Model 4). Third, our baseline model (Model 1) 
shows that in comparison to the reference category “born in Argentina”, on average 
all other origins have a lower probability of leaving domestic and care-related oc-
cupations. However, differences are significant for those born in Bolivia, Colom-
bia, Ecuador and Venezuela in comparison to Argentineans. The size of the effects 
and their significance decrease when additional controls are included, and our final 
model shows that differences are only significant among those born in Argentina 
and Venezuela (Model 4).

Conclusions

In Spain, the insider-outsider model of job relations prevails, which implies a low 
incidence of intersegmental job mobility in general among the population. More-
over, mechanisms of career progress are substantially different between so-called 
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insiders and outsiders. For the former, who are individuals in stable job positions 
(typically mid-career employees either in standard employment in the public sector 
or holding indefinite contracts), human capital and seniority are often mentioned as 
the strongest elements that influence upward mobility. For the latter (individuals in 
precarious positions, mostly immigrants, young individuals and women), individual 
characteristics and labor trajectories seems to be less important: workers tend to 
occupy similar, precarious, positions over time (MacInnes 2009). Our study con-
tributes new evidence to reinforce this general trend: immigrant women who work 
in domestic and care-related occupations have low probabilities of leaving those 
jobs, and the economic cycle, much more than immigrants’ characteristics and tra-
jectories in Spain, is the strongest determinant of the likelihood of upward mobility.

In this chapter, we first study the occupational trends of Latin-American workers 
in Spain during the period 1999–2012. Our descriptive analysis confirmed, on the 
one hand, a high level of concentration of Latin-Americans in domestic, cleaning 
and care services. Therefore, we observed during the entire period an occupational 
distribution closely tied to those highly feminized occupations. Although the per-
centage of other immigrant groups working as housekeepers, cleaners and caregiv-
ers is also relatively high, only the occupational distribution of Eastern Europeans 
in 2006 is close to the Latin-Americans’ profile. On the other hand, the descriptive 
results also provide evidence that despite the growth of Latin-Americans’ partici-
pation in the tourism sector, evident in the year in 2006, these better opportunities 
during the economic expansion did not imply a major dispersion throughout the 
occupational scale. Higher unemployment rates among Latin-American women 
from 2008 onwards also had little effect on their occupational distribution. The only 
change observed is a relative reduction of employment in tourism-related jobs and a 
return to the concentration levels in domestic and care services observed during the 
first years of the period analyzed.

Second, our investigation aimed to longitudinally analyze female transitions from 
domestic, cleaning and care occupations into more prestigious positions. Our results 
clearly pointed to the influence of economic cycles to explain such movements. Al-
though the strong dependence of female Latin-American employment on the most 
feminized labor positions was described for the entire period, our models predicted 
that upward mobility was more likely to occur during economic expansion.

In addition to the economic environment, we found that other factors influenced 
workers’ upward mobility. Women living in Spain with their families enjoyed high-
er probabilities of upward mobility, which is interpreted as a success in the assimi-
lation process. Multivariate results also reinforced our initial assumptions regard-
ing the importance of the integration process: the time spent in Spain or holding 
Spanish nationality contributes to a better chance of improving one’s job position. 
Finally, models proved the neoclassical hypothesis regarding the importance of ob-
taining an education in the host country.

Finally, despite the economic crisis and high unemployment levels among im-
migrants, data do not show massive outflows of immigrants (Aysa-Lastra and 
Cachón 2012), and the stock of working-age Latin-American women has only 
decreased by 6 % from 2009 to 2012. Therefore, because it appears that most Latin 
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American women have chosen to remain in Spain, they may strategically take ref-
uge in their most secure occupational option, which would also partially explain the 
small probability of occupational transitions between 2008 and 2012.
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