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Abstract
This article examines the differences in commuting length between native and immi-
grant employees in Spain, a relevant issue since immigrants’ longer commuting times 
may, among other factors, reflect an imperfect spatial matching of their labour supply and 
demand with negative implications for their relative labour outcomes and their individual 
well-being. The research differentiates immigrants according to their origin and is based 
on a rich, nationally representative database. A novel contribution of the research is the 
use of decomposition econometric techniques that allow quantifying the joint and individ-
ual influence of a wide range of explanatory factors. The evidence obtained shows that, 
although a relevant part of the explanation of the greater commuting observed for immi-
grants is related to observed elements such as a different use of modes of transport, they 
make overall significantly longer journeys when comparing with observationally similar 
natives. This commuting penalty occurs yet only in the case of immigrants from emerging 
countries as it does not exist for those from advanced economies. Although the penalty is 
overall rather similar along several sociodemographic and occupational lines, it is much 
more pronounced for individuals living in large municipalities, which implies that previous 
analyses focusing on specific densely populated territories could not be nationally repre-
sentative. To conclude, we offer additional novel evidence about the potential explanations 
of the commuting penalty of immigrants showing that it does not seem to derive from a 
hypothetically greater tolerance to commuting.
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Introduction

Commuting to work is a research topic that has attracted a growing interest from dif-
ferent areas of knowledge in recent years. On the one hand, commuting trips reflect the 
decisions concerning the binomial place of residence/workplace in a social and spatial 
context (Taylor and Ong 1995; Houston 2005; Beckman and Goulias 2008), since they 
are directly related to the behaviour of individuals in both markets. For that reason, 
studying commuting trips is relevant for the design, implementation and evaluation of 
policies concerning transportation and territorial planning and, in general, for all issues 
related to the design of the cities with the objective of achieving more efficient mobil-
ity patterns. On the other hand, from the individual point of view commuting consumes 
a significant part of the total time that individuals devote to their work activities and 
reduces the time available for other activities (Kenworthy and Laube 1999; Kahne-
man et  al. 2004; Kahneman and Krueger 2006). Accordingly, the monetary and time 
costs derived from commuting have been associated with multiple negative effects in 
the work, health and personal life spheres (Jansen et al. 2003; Stutzer and Frey 2008; 
Novaco and Gonzalez 2009; Wener et al. 2003; Gottholmseder et al. 2009), and is there-
fore a relevant phenomenon when analysing individual well-being.

In this vein, the relative commuting of immigrants is an important issue for this 
group and their host countries, given both the crucial relevance of their labour integra-
tion for their assimilation and the significant increase in international migratory flows 
in last years (OECD 2018a, b). Hence, part of the origin of the lower wages and poorer 
working conditions that immigrants tend to exhibit (very especially in the case of immi-
grants from emerging economies) may be explained by the differences in the patterns 
of commuting between natives and immigrants, which according to some authors could 
constitute a good indicator of the lack of spatial matching of immigrants’ labour sup-
ply and demand (Preston et  al. 1998; Blázquez et  al. 2010; Liu 2009). Yet, although 
research on both the determinants of commuting patterns and their individual and social 
consequences has grown significantly in the last years, not many studies have specifi-
cally focused on the differences between native and immigrant workers. Consequently, 
although there is now a growing body literature on immigrant commuting, this is overall 
an understudied line of research.

The aim of this article is to examine the differences in terms of commuting between 
natives and immigrants in Spain. One of the main contributions of the research is the 
use of decomposition techniques for the first time in this field of study. This is relevant 
insofar they permit quantifying which part of the raw differences in commuting times 
between immigrant and natives is explained by their different characteristics and which 
part remains unexplained, reflecting actual differences in the patterns of commuting for 
individuals otherwise observationally similar. In the same vein, the analysis considers 
also the immigrants’ type of countries of origin as a potential source of heterogeneity 
within this group, given that such heterogeneity has been identified both in their labour 
market performance (Chiswick 1978; Borjas 1985; Friedberg 2000) and in their overall 
use of time (Ribar 2013). Furthermore, this is one of the few studies based on indi-
vidual data from a nation-wide representative survey (as far as we know the only other 
exceptions are Hu 2017 and Hu et al. 2019), which contrasts with the focus of previous 
studies on limited territories, such as certain metropolitan areas or regions, which ham-
pers the generalisation of the findings of their case studies. Finally, another distinctive 
point of the research is that it explores whether the divergent behaviour of native and 
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immigrant workers in terms of commuting could be related to a differential effect of 
commuting in terms of individual well-being and, specifically, to a hypothetical greater 
tolerance to commuting by immigrants.

Spain is a particularly interesting case study for the examination of immigrants’ relative 
commuting. Hence, it is a country characterized by a significant amount of recent migratory 
flows in last two decades, when it became the destination of a significant portion of the overall 
recent immigration to the European Union (OECD 2018a). Immigrants to this country exhibit 
a high labour participation and immigration flows have had, in fact, very notable impacts 
on the Spanish economy, including an increase of the flexibility of its labour market and its 
potential economic growth (Izquierdo et al. 2010; Arce 2010). On the other hand, there is also 
evidence about the territorial and labour segregation of immigrants in Spain, as immigrants 
tend to concentrate in particular regions, types of cities and neighbourhoods (Fernández-Huer-
tas et al. 2019; Maza et al. 2013; Pareja-Eastaway 2009). They are also strongly segregated in 
certain disadvantaged segments of the labour market such as low-skilled occupations (Simón 
et al. 2008), inter alia because at their arrival they experience an intense downward occupa-
tional mobility and the subsequent occupational progress is rather limited (Simón et al. 2014).

In summary, the evidence obtained shows that immigrants in Spain have significantly unad-
justed longer commuting trips than native workers. Part of the explanation of this phenomenon 
is related to the important differences existing between both groups in terms of observed char-
acteristics, such as a different distribution in the use of modes of transport. In any case, one of 
the main findings of the research is that immigrants have significantly adjusted longer com-
mutes than observationally similar native workers (i.e., even when differences in a broad set 
of relevant personal, territorial, mode of transport and labour attributes are controlled), which 
confirms the existence of an immigrant penalty in commuting. The penalty is only observed, 
yet, in the case of immigrants from emerging countries, as the commuting behaviour of those 
from advanced countries is not significantly different to that of comparable native workers. 
Moreover, although the penalty is rather similar along gender, education and occupational 
lines, it is on the contrary much more pronounced for individuals living in large municipalities 
and the region of Madrid, respectively. This implies that the vast majority of previous studies 
on the commuting of immigrants, which focus on specific highly populated geographical envi-
ronments, could offer a biased perspective so that their results may not be applicable to other 
territories with different characteristics. Finally, given that commuting has a similar negative 
impact on satisfaction in different domains of life for immigrants and natives, immigrants’ 
longer commutes are not apparently associated to a greater tolerance, which helps to discrimi-
nate against potential competing explanations of the phenomenon.

The structure of the article is as follows. After this introduction, the second section reviews 
the literature related to immigration and commuting. Then, the third section describes both the 
database and the main variables. Next, the econometric strategy used in the empirical analysis 
is explained in the fourth section. The results are presented and discussed in the fifth sec-
tion and, finally, the main findings of the research are synthesized in the conclusions section, 
where some policymaking implications are also outlined.

Literature review

In the last years, the literature has paid a considerable attention to the economic and 
social integration of immigrants in their host countries (see e.g. Borjas 1999; Lalonde 
and Topel 1997; OECD 2018b). Given that the relative situation of immigrants in the 
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labour market is a crucial point in their assimilation, a large number of empirical analy-
ses focus on comparisons with native workers in terms of relevant labour attributes such 
as occupational attainment or earnings. Their findings show that immigrants are typi-
cally segregated into worse occupations than native-born workers and that this occu-
pational segregation tends to persist over time (Green 1999; Chiswick et al. 2005a and 
2005b; Jasso and Rosenzweig 1988; Bauer and Zimmerman 1999; Constant and Mas-
sey 2003; Amuedo-Dorantes and De la Rica 2007). In the same vein, they confirm that 
immigrants typically face a significant gap in earnings relative to native-born workers, 
although it tends to diminish the longer they remain in their host country (Chiswick 
1978; Borjas 1994 and 1999; Chiswick et al. 2005b; Friedberg 2000; Baker and Benja-
min 1994; Lacuesta et al. 2009). Moreover, they show that the labour results of immi-
grants differ significantly according to their origin, due to the heterogeneity in the trans-
ferability of human capital acquired in their country of origin and its relationship with 
the cultural, linguistic and economic distance with the host country. In part as a result 
of these factors, immigrants from less developed economies tend to experience poorer 
occupational attainment and lower earnings (Chiswick 1978; Borjas 1985; Friedberg 
2000; Hagan 2004; Chiswick et al. 2005a). This is particularly evident, for example, in 
the case of Spain, where the labour performance of immigrants from advanced countries 
is overall rather similar to those of native Spaniards and e.g. they do not experience an 
occupational downgrading when entering the Spanish labour market. In contrast, those 
from emerging economies exhibit significantly lower earnings due to their intense seg-
regation into low-wage firms and occupations (Simón et  al. 2008; Amuedo-Dorantes 
and De la Rica 2006, 2007), and also experience a very severe occupational degradation 
at their arrival and a very slow occupational progress afterwards (Simón et al. 2014).

In this context, studies that focus on the commuting behavior of immigrants are not 
very abundant, which is striking. On the one hand, because commuting is an activity that 
in aggregate terms has significant environmental and social implications, and that from an 
individual point of view involves monetary and time costs that have been commonly asso-
ciated with multiple negative effects in different domains such as health, personal life and 
work (Jansen et al. 2003; Stutzer and Frey 2008; Novaco and González 2008; Wener et al. 
2003; Gottholmseder et al. 2009). On the other hand, because commuting reflects the indi-
vidual choices made in terms of place of residence/place of work within a given social and 
spatial context (Taylor and Ong 1995; Houston 2005; Beckman and Goulias 2008). Hence, 
the study of the relative commuting of immigrants may contribute to a better understanding 
of the consequences of their geographical concentration and the subsequent poorer relative 
labour outcomes.

In their seminal study on the topic Preston et al. (1998) examine the commuting patterns 
of immigrants in the New York metropolitan area in order to contrast whether they incur in 
a commuting penalty. Their results confirm that after controlling for individual, household, 
economic and mode of transport characteristics, certain immigrant subgroups have longer 
commuting times than natives, which is interpreted as an indirect evidence on the nega-
tive impact that spatial barriers associated with their residential segregation, their limited 
access to certain means of transport or the geographical distance to employment oppor-
tunities have on their adaptation within the labour market. Blázquez et al. (2010) and Liu 
(2009) also explore indirectly the relationship between residential location and job acces-
sibility of immigrants in the Madrid region and certain United States metropolitan areas 
(Chicago, Los Angeles, and Washington, DC), respectively, by analyzing immigrants’ 
commuting patterns. Their findings confirm that, after controlling for personal, household, 
job and mode of transport characteristics, immigrants tend to have longer travel times than 



1103Transportation (2022) 49:1099–1132 

1 3

natives, which is consistent with immigrants having specific location patterns that lead to 
intense residential segregation in ethnic enclaves.

Along these same lines, in their analysis of the spatial, social, demographic, and eco-
nomic determinants of immigrant commuting in California, Beckman and Goulias (2008) 
confirm that they present longer relative commutes, although this varies depending on ele-
ments such as age, residential location, or the relative use of public transportation. With 
a different approach, Newbold et  al. (2015) examine the relative patterns of commuting 
of immigrants in the Ontario Golden Horseshoe secondary region in terms of distance 
rather than duration of commuting. They conclude that immigrants exhibit lower relative 
commuting distances, although differences with natives tend to decrease with immigrants’ 
length of stay in the country of destination, due to their progressively increasing use of 
private means of transport, which allow for longer journeys. Finally, Hu (2017) and Hu 
et al. (2019) analyze the relative commuting of immigrants for the United States as a whole 
using nationally representative data. On the one hand, Hu (2017) examines changes in 
the commuting behavior of Asian immigrants by years of stay in the country and arrival 
cohort. The results show that differences in commuting time relative to native-born Asian 
Americans are only significant for recent Asian immigrants who have lived in the United 
States for less than four years (albeit only for the most recent cohorts), but not for estab-
lished Asian immigrants with longer stays. On the other hand, Hu et al. (2019) find that 
there are significant differences by immigrant race/ethnicity in both the relative use of 
public transportation and commuting behavior, and that, in terms of assimilation, the time 
required to converge with the U.S.-born is considerable in all cases, but shorter for white 
immigrants (23.8 years) than for Hispanics (27.6 years) and Asians (32 years).

Aside from being relatively scarce, the aforementioned studies suffer some limitations. 
The first one is that although they distinguish in some cases according to the racial/ethnic 
group of immigrants (Preston et al. 1998; Newbold et al. 2015; Hu 2017; Hu et al. 2019), 
they do not differentiate according to the level of development of the country/region of 
origin. The only exception is Blázquez et al. (2010), who observe that immigrants in the 
region of Madrid coming from emerging areas exhibit higher commutings than natives, but 
that this is not the case for immigrants coming from advanced areas such as the European 
Union-15, United States and Canada. The second one arises in terms of the specific groups 
of workers and, very especially, of the territories covered. Hence, with the exception of 
Hu (2017) and Hu et al. (2019), none of them is nationally representative, as they cover 
specific metropolitan areas in the United States (Preston et al. 1998; Beckman and Goulias 
2008), certain secondary regions in Canada (Newbold et al. 2015), and a particular region 
in Spain (Blázquez et  al. 2010), while some of them focus moreover on certain specific 
sub-groups of immigrants (Liu 2009; Hu 2017).

According to the results of the literature on the determinants of commuting, there are 
four types of potential explanatory factors that help to explain the individual patterns of 
commuting and, therefore, could be behind the differences in commuting between immi-
grants and the native population. The first is related to individual or family characteris-
tics, as men, older workers, individuals with higher levels of education, those acting as 
reference in the household and those who live with a partner or who have children tend 
to be more likely to get involved in longer commuting trips (Gimenez-Nadal et al. 2018; 
McQuaid and Chen 2012; Lee and McDonald 2003). The second regards spatial factors 
related to urban form and the built environment, that exert a significant influence on com-
muting patterns (Ewing and Cervero 2010; Lin et al. 2015), among which variables such 
as urban size and population density stand out (Engelfriet and Koomen 2018). In the first 
case, an increase in size is usually related to the expansion of available employment and 
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housing options and, therefore, to longer commutes (Levinson and Kumar 1997). In the 
second case, higher levels of density generally result in shorter commuting distances due 
to increased accessibility (Ewing and Cervero 2010), although this effect is moderated by 
congestion, which may plausibly be increased by the self-selection of low-income house-
holds into dense urban neighborhoods that are well served by public transit and may cause 
that shorter distances do not result in shorter travel times (Levinson and Kumar 1997). 
The third type of explanatory factors are those related to transportation modes. The mode 
of transport affects commuting duration in a significant way, given that the use of pub-
lic transport modes significantly increases travel times compared to private means which 
provide greater mobility and independence such as the car (Asensio 2002; Van Vugt et al. 
1996). The choice between these different modes is conditioned by accessibility to them, 
which is determined by residential and work location, and the type of routes, with public 
transport means more associated in practice with urban routes and the use of the private 
vehicle with other type of routes and long distances (Commins and Nolan 2011; Kawa-
bata and Shen 2007). As regards active modes of transport such as cycling or walking, 
they are often associated with reduced travel times, although their use depends on available 
infrastructure and travel distance, especially in densely populated territories (Vandenbul-
cke et al. 2011; Panter et al. 2011). Finally, a last type of explanatory factors includes those 
related to job attributes, as they exhibit a significant influence on the duration of daily com-
mute to work, since the distribution of different types of jobs is not homogeneous through-
out the territory, giving rise to differentiated geographical labour markets by occupations 
and sectors, and commuting trips that tend to be longer in skilled occupations as well as 
in sectors such as manufacturing industry and certain branches of the service sector, such 
as financial activities (Bill et al. 2008; Cubukgil and Miller 1982; Gera and Kuhn 1981; 
Zhang and Wang 2015; Casado-Díaz 2000; Eurostat 2020).

These elements are expected to have a significant influence in explaining differences in 
commuting between immigrants and native people. In this vein, several studies indicate 
that immigrants and natives tend to use different means of transport and that, although 
this relationship is moderated by certain factors, this contrasting behaviour persists even 
after controlling for various personal, housing and employment characteristics (Kim 2009; 
Heisz and Schellenberg 2004; Tal and Handy 2010). Consequently, immigrants tend to be 
more dependent on public transport due to their limited access to private means (Blumen-
berg 2008; Bohon et  al. 2008), although their use of public transport decreases as age, 
income, distance to workplace and length of stay in the country of destination increase 
(Heisz and Schellenberg 2004; Newbold et al. 2015; Hu 2017). In the same vein, the influ-
ence of job attributes could also be relevant in this context given that, as previously noted, 
immigrants tend to be segregated in worse occupations and have overall poorer working 
conditions (Waldinger 1994; Catanzarite 2000; Wilson 2003; Bohon 2005; Blázquez et al. 
2010). Finally, spatial variables could be relevant given the significant residential segrega-
tion generally observed for immigrants, especially in densely populated areas (Newbold 
et al. 2015; Preston et al. 1998).

Previous studies have precisely proposed immigrants’ residential segregation as one of 
the basic explanatory hypotheses of the commuting penalty they face compared to natives 
of the same characteristics (Preston et al. 1998; Blázquez et al. 2010; Newbold et al. 2015). 
This circumstance could derive from their preference for locating in ethnic enclaves with a 
significant presence of culturally similar immigrants (Preston et al. 1998; Liu and Painter 
2012; Liu 2009; Elliott and Sims 2001; Blumenberg and Smart 2009; Parks 2004; Wang 
2006, 2010; Cutler et  al. 2008), a process driven by a search for more cultural comfort, 
family and friendship ties, or for easier access to housing (European Commission 2003; 
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Echazarra 2010). Although in Spain the residential segregation of immigrants is lower than 
in the United States or other European countries (Fernández-Huertas et al. 2019), due to 
factors such as the low importance of elements such as public housing that tend to increase 
the residential segregation of immigrants (Pareja-Eastaway 2009), immigrants also tend 
to concentrate there in areas where there is a large presence of other culturally related 
immigrants (Maza et al. 2013; Ballester and Vorsatz 2014; Blázquez et al. 2010; Pareja-
Eastaway 2009; Echazarra 2010). This non-random location of immigrants in the territory 
could reduce their job opportunities, insofar as spatial concentration in disadvantaged areas 
increases the probability of locating far from jobs (Parks 2004; Wang 2006, 2010; Cutler 
et al. 2008), thereby introducing incentives to widen the job search area (Blázquez et al. 
2010; Newbold et al. 2015; Liu 2009; Zavodny 1999). This is even more accentuated if, in 
addition, the areas in which they are located are characterized by poorer access to public 
transportation and, consequently, limited connectivity (Taylor and Ong 1995; Shen 2001; 
Grengs 2010; Cohen and Sirkeci 2011).

A second potential explanatory hypothesis of the commuting penalty is the possible 
presence of a phenomenon of discrimination against immigrants in both the labour and 
housing markets deriving from xenophobic attitudes among the native population (Cohen 
and Sirkeci 2011). This is a phenomenon widely documented in the case of the labour mar-
ket, where there is abundant evidence on the existence of employer discrimination against 
immigrants, so that in practice they effectively receive fewer job opportunities than natives 
with exactly the same characteristics (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Silberman et  al. 
2007; Drydakis and Vlassis 2010; Booth et  al. 2012). Moreover, this circumstance also 
occurs in the housing market, where several studies for different countries, including Spain, 
confirm that immigrants also receive discriminatory treatment in access to rental housing 
(Bosch et al. 2010, 2015; Bengtsson et al. 2012; Baldini and Federici 2011). This discrimi-
natory practices could restrict immigrants’ choice in terms of the spatial location of their 
housing and jobs, which could indirectly result in longer commuting times.

Finally, another possible explanatory hypothesis is that immigrants tend to have 
a greater tolerance for long commutes than natives. In general terms, differences in the 
preferences/attitudes of immigrants and natives have been verified in very diverse fields, 
such as risk attitudes, time preferences, trust and reciprocity, or residential location (Con-
stant et  al. 2011; Albanese et  al. 2016; Hui et  al. 2012; Dimou et  al. 2020). In the spe-
cific case of commuting, their hypothetical greater tolerance could be related to the priori-
ties of immigrants, plausibly related to a situation of necessity, who often have an urgent 
need for income after migration and, in general, greater financial restrictions than natives, 
which could force them to be less selective in their choice of employment, and therefore 
more susceptible to accept job opportunities associated with long commutes (Akresh 2006; 
Chiswick et al. 2003; Landesmann and Leitner 2020; Chatman and Klein 2009). This is 
seen, for example, in their access to different modes of transport, as financial constraints 
force immigrants initially to use inexpensive modes and/or to accommodate their com-
mutes to those of relatives or friends, until they have sufficient resources to afford options 
that allow them to expand their mobility (Lovejoy and Handy 2008; Chatman and Klein 
2013; Landesmann and Leitner 2020). A higher immigrant commuting tolerance may also 
be related to the exposure to long commutes in their countries of origin, as commuting 
habits are strongly persistent over time and only tend to change significantly upon signif-
icant modifications in individuals’ family, work, or residential circumstances (Klein and 
Smart 2019; Klein et al. 2018). In this sense, immigrants tend to have a greater exposure to 
public transport and less access to private means of transport in their areas of origin (Chat-
man and Klein 2013; Chatman 2014; Blumenberg and Smart 2009; Blumenberg 2009; 
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Blumenberg and Evans 2010; Jost 2020; Simonsohn 2006), in a context where in many 
emerging countries public transport systems suffer from major deficiencies (Hu et al. 2018; 
Henderson 2002; Carruthers et al. 2005; Wu et al. 2019).

One way of examining a population group’s degree of tolerance for commuting is by 
analyzing the effect of commuting on their individual satisfaction. In this sense, the bulk of 
studies that have explored this relationship tend to conclude that commuting is an activity 
that has an overall negative impact on individual satisfaction. Thus, for example, longer 
commutes reduce the time available for family relationships or enjoying free time (Kahne-
man et al. 2004; Kahneman and Krueger 2006) and produce higher levels of stress or nega-
tive feelings (Wener et al. 2003; Gottholmseder et al. 2009; Evans et al. 2002).1 One factor 
that has not been explored in depth, however, is whether the relationship between commut-
ing and overall individual well-being varies with the worker migrant status, although this 
factor could contribute to explaining the differences observed in the commuting patterns 
of the two groups of workers and, in particular, the afore-described migrant penalty. In 
fact, in the studies that explore the relationship between commuting and satisfaction with 
different areas of life, the immigrant variable is not usually introduced even as a control 
variable (e.g. Dickerson et  al. 2014; Olsson et  al. 2013; Wheatley 2014). The very few 
exceptions are Albert et al. (2019) and Simón et al. (2020), who show that the satisfaction 
of immigrants in these domains is comparatively lower, although no evidence is offered for 
this group as regards the particular impact of commuting on satisfaction. For this reason, 
the final part of our empirical analysis examines in a novel way whether the impact of com-
muting on satisfaction differs between immigrants and natives.

Data and variables

The empirical analysis is based on the Survey on Quality of Life at Work (in Spanish 
Encuesta de Calidad de Vida en el Trabajo; hereafter SQLW), a yearly survey conducted 
by the Spanish Ministry of Employment and Social Security between 1999 and 2010, when 
it was interrupted without being replaced by a comparable survey in terms of size, rep-
resentativeness and variables considered. The SQLW is composed of independent cross-
sections that have a yearly sample size of around 8,000 workers. The purpose of the survey 
is to offer detailed information on the social and labour circumstances of Spanish workers. 
For that reason, it includes very rich information, including individual and household char-
acteristics and the objective attributes and subjective assessment of certain characteristics 
of jobs. In addition, the survey includes information on variables that measure the level 
of satisfaction of workers in different life domains such as job, housing, personal life, and 
leisure time.

As regards the main variables of interest in the analyses, self-reported commuting is 
measured as the time devoted by an individual to the one-way daily trip between home 
and work, measured in minutes. The immigrant status is derived from the nationality of 
the individual so that those whose nationality is not Spanish are considered as immigrants. 

1 Although commuting time has been found to exert significant negative effects on a wide range of labour, 
health and personal life aspects, this evidence is nuanced, however, by findings according to which, at least 
for certain individuals and specific modes of transport, commuting might also be associated with positive 
utility deriving from e.g. the activities conducted during the commute (Redmond and Mokhtarian 2001; 
Mokhtarian et al. 2001; Ory and Mokhtarian 2005; Lyons et al., 2010; St-Louis et al. 2014).
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This group is additionally divided into two different subgroups depending on the geograph-
ical origin of the individual, to distinguish between those coming from advanced econo-
mies, on the one hand, and emerging and developing countries, on the other.2 Finally, the 
individual level of satisfaction with different life domains are derived from the answers to 
a set of questions where the level of satisfaction is measured on a 0–10 scale where the 
extremes denote the lowest and highest level of satisfaction, respectively.

Regarding the independent variables in the empirical analysis, according to the lit-
erature, four different types of characteristics have been considered. First, individual and 
family attributes: gender; age; maximum level of education; presence of children under 
15  years old; marital status (whether the person lives with a partner or not); daily time 
spent on household tasks (in minutes); and household income.3 Second, variables related 
to the geographical environment: region of residence (there are 17 regions in Spain), size 
of the municipality (five categories ranging from less than 10,000 inhabitants to more than 
one million are distinguished), and density (measured in inhabitants per  km2, approximated 
as the average population density of the municipalities of a similar size in the individu-
al’s region of residence).4 Third, the mode of transport used in the travel to work, distin-
guishing between a wide range of modes of transport, both public (bus, metro or tram, 
taxi or train), private (car, motorcycle or bicycle), or other modes (traveling on foot or 
other means). Finally, several attributes of the jobs have also been considered, including 
objective attributes and worker’ subjective perceptions. The objective characteristics con-
sidered are type of workday (part-time or full-time and continuous shift or split shift); type 
of contract (temporary or permanent); seniority; occupation (distinguishing between those 
characterised by high levels of qualification -directive and technical-; low qualification 
-elementary occupations- and medium qualification -the rest of occupations-); firm size 
(less than 10 workers, between 10 and 249 or more than 249); the activity sector (primary 
sector, industry, construction, or services); and type of sector (public or private). Subjec-
tive variables include over-education (an individual is considered to be over-educated if he/
she declares that his/her education level exceeds that required in his/her job); the perceived 
level of routine and physical effort in the job; as well as the perceived level of danger/risk 
and the valuation of the security and health in the workplace, all of them measured on a 
0–10 scale.

The analysis uses microdata from the SQLW for the period 2007–2010, given that prior 
to 2007 the main variable of interest, commuting, was measured in intervals. The sample 

2 In doing so, the classification of countries currently used by the International Monetary Fund is used (see, 
e.g. International Monetary Fund 2020).
3 The household income of the survey respondent is measured in the SQLW in net terms and in intervals. 
Given that the number of intervals is relatively high (nine intervals), it is measured using the class mark of 
each interval.
4 It is important to acknowledge that due to data limitations our measures of the characteristics of the geo-
graphical environment are rather limited, which could be an important weakness given that accessibility to 
employment has proven to be a key determinant of the length of commuting (Levinson 1998; Shen 2000). 
Another significant limitation is that although the database used includes a large variety of variables that 
permits to control for a wide range of individual, geographical, mode of transport and work-related charac-
teristics, it does not, however, provide information on how long the immigrants had resided in Spain, in a 
context where immigrants’ commuting patterns could evolve as time elapses from the moment they arrive 
in the country due to their adaptation in terms of language skills or access to private means of transporta-
tion (Newbold et al. 2015 and Tal and Handy 2010).
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includes employees aged 16–65 (62 observations have been excluded).5 Those individuals 
who declare a commuting time exceeding 3 h (8 observations) have also been excluded. 
The final sample consists of 25,957 salaried employees (23.252 native workers and 2.705 
immigrants, of which 2,415 are from emerging countries and 290 from advanced econo-
mies) for the pool of four years, which represent 99.7% of the total salaried employees sur-
veyed.6 The sample weights provided by the SQLW have been used throughout the empiri-
cal analysis. Consequently, the evidence obtained is representative for the entire salaried 
population in Spain.

Methodology

Different econometric methodologies of estimation and decomposition are used in the 
empirical analysis. First, the Oaxaca-Blinder technique (Oaxaca 1973; and Blinder 1973) 
is used in order to perform a detailed decomposition of the differential in the average com-
muting between natives and immigrants. Secondly, an ordered logit type model is used to 
estimate the impact of commuting on the job satisfaction of natives and immigrants. Both 
techniques are described below.

Oaxaca‑Blinder decomposition

The Oaxaca-Blinder technique starts with the OLS estimation of an equation with the form:

where Ci is the duration of commuting for individual i; Xi is a vector of individual 
explanatory variables plus a constant term; β is a vector of parameters and εi is a random 
error term.

After estimating Eq. (1) for the joint sample of natives and immigrants, and using their 
returns structure as the reference structure in the decomposition (see Oaxaca and Ram-
son 1994; and Neumark 1988),7 the difference in the duration of the average commuting 
between immigrants and natives (Δ) can be broken down as follows:

(1)Ci = Xi� + �i

(2)Δ =
(

C̄i − C̄n
)

=
(

X̄i − X̄n
)

𝛽∗ +
{

X̄i
(

𝛽n − 𝛽∗
)

+ X̄n
(

𝛽∗ − 𝛽 i
)}

7 A dummy variable has also been included in the estimation to identify the group each observation 
belongs to, given that the non-inclusion thereof can lead to biases in the decomposition that take the form 
of an overvaluation of the component of characteristics and the corresponding undervaluation of the returns 
component, caused by the omission of specific intercepts for each group (Elder et al. 2010).

5 The exclusion of self-employed workers is a relatively frequent decision in this type of analysis to the 
extent that they have different relative commuting patterns, usually characterized by lower levels of mobil-
ity (see, for example, Gimenez-Nadal et al. 2018; and Albert et al. 2019).
6 One of the limitations of the analysis concerns the relatively small size of the sample of immigrants from 
advanced countries in the SQLW, which is consistent with the fact that Spain mainly receives immigrants 
from emerging countries. The results reveal that this group of immigrants exhibits a mobility pattern dif-
ferentiated from that of immigrants from emerging countries, and generally comparable to that of Span-
iards. This is consistent with the results of previous studies for Spain in other areas, such as the relative 
wages of immigrants (Simón et al. 2008) or their occupational mobility between their countries of origin 
and Spain (Simón et al. 2014). The adherence of our results to those obtained when studying other labor 
related aspects softens the possible concerns related to this sample size.
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where C̄i and C̄n are the average commuting times of immigrants and natives; X̄i and X̄n 
are the average observed characteristics of the individuals of both groups and 𝛽 i, 𝛽n and 
𝛽∗ are the estimated coefficients after the regression of the commuting duration on the set 
of explanatory variables for immigrants, natives and the pool of both groups, respectively.

The first component on the right side of Eq. (2) represents the effect on the differential 
in the average commuting caused by differences in characteristics (or ‘explained’ compo-
nent), while the second corresponds to the effect of the coefficients (or ‘unexplained’ com-
ponent). It should be noted that this procedure allows to obtain a detailed decomposition, 
distinguishing the contribution of each individual explanatory variable to the characteris-
tics component.

Ordered logit

In order to estimate the determinants of satisfaction in different life domains of individuals, 
the following equation is estimated:

where Si is the satisfaction in a specific domain (job, personal life, leisure time or housing) 
expressed by the individual i;  Zi is a vector of individual explanatory variables plus a con-
stant term; δ is a vector of parameters and εi is a random error term.

The most usual approach in the literature in the analyses where the dependent variable 
is a subjective measure of satisfaction or well-being, that expresses preferences or opinions 
of the individuals on a certain question, is based on the consideration that the alternatives 
of the decision process implicitly express a utility order and have, therefore, an ordinal 
character. For that reason, it is preferable to estimate ordered logit or probit models (see, 
e.g., Ng 1997; Van Praag 1991; and MacKerron 2012). In these models, the values   taken 
by the dependent variable are irrelevant, with the exception that higher values   correspond 
to comparatively higher levels of satisfaction. These models process the data ordinally, and 
they estimate two sets of parameters, a vector of coefficients used to predict the latent vari-
able from the independent variables and a set of cut-off points, which are the values   of the 
latent variable where changes occur in the discrete order observed.

In the case of the ordered logit, it is assumed that the ordinal variable observed is deter-
mined by a latent variable unobserved (underlying score), which is estimated as a linear 
function of the independent variables and a set of thresholds (setpoints). The probability of 
observing result i corresponds to the probability that the estimated linear function plus the 
error term is in the range of the estimated thresholds for the dependent variable, where it is 
assumed that uj follows a logistic distribution, so:

The coefficients β1, β2, …, βK are jointly estimated together with the thresholds K1, K2, 
…, KK−1 (where k is the number of possible outcomes, K0 is taken as -∞ and Kk as + ∞) 
and they do not have a direct interpretation because they correspond to the latent variable 
used in the estimation of the model. The estimated model is a proportional-odds ordered 
logit model where it is assumed that the relative magnitudes of the effects of each explana-
tory variable are constant through the distribution of the dependent variable and the coef-
ficients and thresholds are estimated by maximum likelihood.

(3)Si = Zi� + �i

(4)

pij = Pr(yi = i) = Pr(Ki−1 < xj𝛽 + u ≤ Ki) =
1

1 + exp(−Ki + xj𝛽)
−

1

1 + exp(−Ki−1 + xj𝛽)
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Results

Descriptive evidence

Table of the Appendix contains descriptive evidence about the main variable of interest, 
commuting time. The average commuting of immigrant employees in Spain is substantially 
greater than that of natives (with a commuting of 27 min for immigrants, 21.9 for natives, 
and a 5.1 min or 18% difference) being the gap more pronounced for immigrants from emerg-
ing countries (whose commuting time is of 27.3 min) than for those from advanced countries 
(24.5). When measuring individuals who make relatively long journeys (those over 45 min) 
the proportion is hence notably higher among immigrants (15%) than among natives (9%). In 
turn, in the case of the satisfaction variables that are also used as dependent variables in the 
empirical analysis, in all the domains considered satisfaction is comparatively lower for immi-
grants, although in some cases differences are only found for those from emerging countries.

Evidence on the rest of the variables in Table  5 confirms that most immigrants in 
Spain come from emerging countries (90% of the total), so that immigrants from 
advanced countries are a minority (10%). Moreover, they also show that immigrants dif-
fer from native workers in many of their characteristics, particularly in the specific case 
of those from emerging economies.8 Thus, regarding personal characteristics, immigrants 
are comparatively younger, have lower levels of education, and live in households whose 
characteristics are also different (e.g. with a wider presence of children under 15 years 
old and with lower incomes). Likewise, as regards regional variables, immigrants have 
a greater relative presence in certain highly populated regions, such as Catalonia or 
Madrid (47% of immigrants live in these two regions, compared with 32% of natives), 
and in large municipalities with more than one million inhabitants, which correspond to 
the cities of Madrid and Barcelona (18% of immigrants compared with 9% of natives). 
Moreover, immigrants make a more intense use of public transport (27%, compared with 
13% of natives) and, reversely, their use of private modes of transports as using a car 
is much less frequent (45% and 63%, respectively). Finally, when comparing job attrib-
utes with natives, immigrants generally hold worse jobs, characterized by less stability 
(more fixed-term contracts and less seniority) and a higher probability of being over-edu-
cated. Similarly, they are segregated into low-skilled occupations, small firms and certain 
industries such as the primary sector and construction. These overall differences in rela-
tive observed characteristics tend to be lower for immigrants from advanced economies, 
whose characteristics are in many cases more similar to native workers (such as in the 
case of the use of modes of transport) and they even exhibit better relative endowments 
than natives in some elements (such as educational levels and occupational distributions).

According to this evidence, very significant differences exist between native and immi-
grants in several elements that the literature suggests that may be relevant in explaining 
their different patterns in commuting. For this reason, in the subsequent empirical analy-
sis econometric decomposition techniques are used to identify the global effect associated 

8 Most of the immigrants from emerging countries residing in Spain come from Latin American countries 
(especially Ecuador, Colombia, Bolivia, Argentina, and Venezuela), with other notable origins being North 
Africa (especially Morocco) and Eastern Europe (mainly Romania and Bulgaria). Alternatively, the vast 
majority of immigrants from advanced countries come from European countries such as France, Germany 
or the United Kingdom.
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with differences in observed characteristics and to provide detailed evidence on the sepa-
rate relevance of each individual factor.

Multivariate analysis

Commuting

Prior to the development of the econometric decompositions, in order to examine the deter-
minants of commuting, Table  1 reports the results of the OLS estimation of Eq.  (1) for 
the pool of immigrants and natives. The dependent variable is commuting time and the 
set of explanatory variables includes either dichotomous variables that reflect whether the 
worker is an immigrant or not (models 1 and 3; in model 3 two dichotomous variables are 
included, reflecting whether the immigrant comes from an advanced or an emerging coun-
try, respectively) or a most complete specification of the equation which also comprises an 
additional set of factors (models 2 and 4). In all cases, the specifications also include fixed 
effects of region and year, in order to control for the potential influence of cyclical changes. 
As previously noted, the additional explanatory variables include controls related to indi-
vidual and household characteristics (gender, age, level of education, presence of children 
under 15 years old, marital status, time devoted to housework, and household income); var-
iables related to the geographic environment (region of residence, size of the municipality, 
and population density); the mode of transport used in the commute; as well as attributes 
of jobs (full-/part-time job, continuous/split workday, permanent or fixed-term contract, 
seniority, occupation, firm size, public/private sector, and industry).

The results of the estimations confirm that immigrants exhibit significantly longer commut-
ing times than natives, and that the magnitude of these differences varies significantly when 
controlling for the wide set of elements considered as potential determinants of commuting. 
The influence of the different explanatory factors on commuting is generally in line with the 
results of previous studies. Consequently, as regards personal characteristics, elder and more 
educated individuals experience higher commuting times. In terms of variables related to the 
geographical environment, commuting is also lower for workers who reside in comparatively 
smaller municipalities, and the mode of transport is particularly important, with significantly 
longer journeys compared to the reference category (journeys by car) for those who use public 
modes of transport (bus, metro or tram, and train) and shorter journeys for those on foot or by 
bicycle. Finally, in the case of job attributes, longer commutes are not only associated to better 
working conditions (such as working full-time, in high-skilled occupations, and in large size 
companies), but also to working in certain sectors (such as the primary sector and construc-
tion) and to less stable jobs (associated with temporary contracts and lower levels of seniority).

When the nationality of the individual is considered as the only control (models 1 and 3), 
the results obtained in the descriptive evidence are confirmed and therefore commuting times 
are significantly longer among immigrants (although in the case of those from advanced coun-
tries the gap is comparatively lower and statistically significant only at 5%). However, when the 
full set of determinants of commuting are considered in the estimations (models 2 and 4) the 
coefficient associated with the immigrant variable decreases and turns out not to be statistically 
significant for immigrants coming from advanced countries. These findings suggest that a large 
part of the difference in commuting times between immigrant and native workers is explained 
by the differences in the average characteristics of both groups, and also that in the case of 
immigrants from advanced countries this factor in fact fully explains their larger commutes.
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Table 1  Determinants of commuting

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Immigrant 5.056 2.313 – –
(0.396)*** (0.374)***

Immigrant from advanced countries – – 2.601 0.121
(1.119)** (0.984)

Immigrant from emerging countries – – 5.371 2.628
(0.419)*** (0.396)***

Woman – − 0.353 – − 0.346
(0.254) (0.254)

Age – 0.099 – 0.100
(0.014)*** (0.014)***

Secondary education – − 0.211 – − 0.204
(0.322) (0.322)

University education – 0.752 – 0.766
(0.434)* (0.434)*

Lives with a partner – − 0.126 – − 0.125
(0.283) (0.283)

Presence of children under 15 years – 0.530 – 0.524
(0.258)** (0.258)**

Housework time – − 0.008 – − 0.008
(0.001)*** (0.001)***

Household income – 0.000 -– 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Municipality size 10,000–50,000 – − 0.243 – − 0.256
(0.331) (0.331)

Municipality size 50,000–100,000 – 0.489 – 0.490
(0.399) (0.399)

Municipality size 100,000–1 million – 0.868 – 0.846
(0.331)*** (0.331)**

Municipality size > 1 million – 0.094 – 0.075
(0.537) (0.537)

Population density – − 0.000 – − 0.000
(0.000) (0.000)

Mean of transport: motorbike – − 5.767 – − 5.744
(0.638)*** (0.638)***

Mean of transport: taxi – 0.016 – − 0.009
(3.203) (3.203)

Mean of transport: bus – 13.654 – 13.643
(0.427)*** (0.427)***

Mean of transport: metro or tram – 12.790 – 12.768
(0.580)*** (0.580)***

Mean of transport: train – 26.658 – 26.620
(0.741)*** (0.741)***

Mean of transport: bike – − 7.944 – − 7.980
(1.079)*** (1.079)***
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The use of econometric decompositions permits a much deeper examination of this 
point, given that it provides a quantification of the exact influence that arises from differ-
ences in the relative characteristics of both groups (as well of the specific impact of each 
explanatory factor). Therefore, Table 2 shows the results of applying the Oaxaca-Blinder 

*p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
The standard errors of the variables are robust. Fixed effects have been included per year and per region. As 
reference categories, primary education has been taken for the educational level; no presence of a partner 
and children under 15 years of age in variables related to the composition of the household; municipalities 
with less than 10,000 inhabitants for the size of the municipality; the use of cars for the mode of transport; 
part-time, split working day and temporary contract for these characteristics of the jobs; unskilled occupa-
tions for the occupation; company size of less than 10 workers for the size of the company; public sector for 
the type of sector and primary sector for the sector of activity

Table 1  (continued)

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Mode of transport: walking – − 10.227 – − 10.232
(0.300)*** (0.300)***

Mean of transport: other – − 4.614 – − 4.632
(0.763)*** (0.763)***

Full-time – 0.739 – 0.730
(0.328)** (0.328)**

Continuous working day – 0.527 – 0.528
(0.237)** (0.237)**

Permanent contract – − 1.991 – − 1.978
(0.276)*** (0.276)***

Seniority – − 0.093 – − 0.093
(0.015)*** (0.015)***

Semi-skilled occupation – 0.094 – 0.120
(0.346) (0.347)

Skilled occupation – 2.003 – 2.055
(0.425)*** (0.425)***

Firm size 10–249 – 1.020 – 1.043
(0.323)*** (0.323)***

Firm size 250 or more – 3.293 – 3.327
(0.292)*** (0.292)***

Private sector – 0.350 – 0.362
(0.288) (0.288)

Industry – − 4.911 – − 4.890
(0.691)*** (0.691)***

Construction – 3.184 – 3.201
(0.710)*** (0.710)***

Services – − 3.587 – − 3.566
(0.658)*** (0.658)***

Constant 21.933 20.977 21.933 20.896
(0.129)*** (1.012)*** (0.129)*** (1.012)***

R2 0.01 0.24 0.01 0.24
N 25,957 25,957 25,957 25,957
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decomposition technique according to Eq. (2) with a complete specification of the model 
that considers the aforementioned wide set of explanatory variables related to personal, ter-
ritorial, mode of transport, and labour characteristics (in addition to fixed effects per year). 
The table reports the magnitude of the average raw differential in commuting times, as well 
as the two components on the right side of Eq. (2), namely the part that arises from differ-
ences in characteristics between groups (characteristics component) and the unexplained 
part (returns component), as well as the detailed results of the former term by each indi-
vidual explanatory variable. A positive value of these components indicates that it is an 
element that causes longer commuting times for immigrants. Apart from the general case, 
the analysis has been carried out separately for the two sub-groups of immigrants accord-
ing to their types of countries of origin.

Along with the evidence reported in Table  2, the unadjusted difference in commut-
ing length between immigrants and natives (5.06 min) is explained both by their different 
characteristics (2.74 min) and by unobserved elements (2.31 min), both components being 
statistically significant at conventional levels. These findings imply in particular that even 
when immigrants have the same characteristics as native workers their commuting times 
are 2.31 min longer on average, confirming the presence of an immigrant penalty in com-
muting. Yet, this penalty exists only for immigrants from emerging countries, given that 
in the case of those from advanced countries their longer commutes are fully explained by 
their different relative characteristics, so that the unexplained component of the decompo-
sition is not statistically significant.

The lower part of Table 2 contains the detailed contribution of each individual explana-
tory factor to the characteristics component of the gap in commuting time. The main indi-
vidual explanatory factor is related to differences in transportation modes, which accounts 
for around 1.9 min (or 40% of the unadjusted difference). Other elements that also contrib-
ute significantly to the longer commutes of immigrants include their regional distribution, 
holding less stable jobs (with more fixed-term contracts and lower seniority), and their sec-
toral segregation. On the contrary, certain immigrant characteristics, such as their lower 
age and educational levels and their higher presence in low-skilled occupations and small 
firms act in the opposite way and contribute to lower their relative commuting times.

The evidence is overall very similar when carrying out the separate analysis for immi-
grants from advanced countries and emerging countries (second and third columns of 
Table 2), with a similar magnitude of the characteristics component. Yet, in the former case 
this is the result of the fact that the higher similarity of their relative characteristics when 
compared to natives in terms of educational levels and occupational and firm-size distribu-
tions is counteracted by a lower influence on their relative commuting of elements such as 
the regional distribution, the transport mode, the type of contract, seniority in the firm, firm 
size, and the sector of activity.

The final step in this part of the analysis consists of examining in a disaggregated 
way the commuting patterns of various categories of immigrants in order to contrast 
whether there is heterogeneity in the commuting penalty observed for immigrants. In this 
vein, Table  3 contains the results of applying the Oaxaca-Blinder decomposition to dif-
ferent subgroups of immigrants, according to gender, educational level (distinguishing 
between higher education and other levels of education), type of occupation (skilled versus 
semi- and unskilled occupations), size of municipality (3 size strata are considered), and 
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Table 2  Decomposition of the differences in the duration of commuting between natives and immigrants. 
Oaxaca–Blinder technique

Total Immigrant from
advanced countries

Immigrant from
emerging countries

Total Immigrants 26.989 24.533 27.304
(0.525)*** (1.230)*** (0.563)***

Natives 21.933 21.933 21.933
(0.161)*** (0.161)*** (0.161)***

Difference 5.056 2.601 5.371
(0.549)*** (1.240)** (0.585)***

Characteristics 2.743 2.433 2.781
(0.306)*** (0.622)*** (0.331)***

Coefficients 2.313 0.167 2.591
(0.514)*** (1.155) (0.548)***

Characteristics Gender − 0.000 − 0.012 0.001
(0.004) (0.016) (0.003)

Age − 0.402 − 0.286 − 0.420
(0.078)*** (0.079)*** (0.081)***

Education level − 0.075 0.127 − 0.110
(0.035)** (0.084) (0.048)**

Type of home 0.001 − 0.005 0.001
(0.002) (0.012) (0.004)

Children under 15 years 0.040 0.032 0.036
(0.026) (0.026) (0.026)

Housework time − 0.015 0.064 − 0.026
(0.015) (0.040) (0.017)

Household income − 0.027 0.003 − 0.024
(0.066) (0.018) (0.076)

Municipality size − 0.024 − 0.048 − 0.019
(0.068) (0.069) (0.070)

Population density 0.003 0.020 0.001
(0.004) (0.019) (0.004)

Region 0.758 0.515 0.791
(0.102)*** (0.205)** (0.108)***

Transport mean 1.931 0.889 2.071
(0.212)*** (0.478)* (0.229)***

Full/Part time − 0.011 0.006 − 0.013
(0.008) (0.013) (0.010)

Continuous/shift working day − 0.024 − 0.011 − 0.024
(0.015) (0.015) (0.016)

Contract 0.382 0.136 0.419
(0.079)*** (0.059)** (0.086)***

Seniority 0.623 0.458 0.634
(0.122)*** (0.100)*** (0.127)***

Occupation − 0.459 0.126 − 0.523
(0.112)*** (0.064)** (0.130)***

Firm size − 0.710 − 0.025 − 0.812
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distinguishing between the region of Madrid and the rest of Spain. Due to restrictions in 
the sample size, the analysis is limited in this case to immigrants from emerging countries.

The results of this disaggregated analysis show that the commuting penalty tends to be 
rather homogenous in general, with unexplained components that are positive and signifi-
cant for all subgroups, irrelevant of gender, level of education or type of occupation.9 Yet, 
the penalty is much more higher in the case of immigrants residing in large municipalities, 
with more than 1 million inhabitants (i.e. the cities of Madrid and Barcelona), where the 
penalty is of 5.3 min (in this case the unadjusted difference is 9.4 min, what almost doubles 
the general case, and the average commuting for immigrants is around 40 min). Similarly, 
it is much higher for immigrants living in the region of Madrid (5.2 min, with unadjusted 
differences of 8.5 min, and an average commuting also around 40 min) than in the rest of 
Spain (2, 2.8, and 22 min, respectively). Very interestingly,   these findings imply that most 
of previous studies on the commuting of immigrants, which are mainly focused on specific 
highly populated metropolitan areas or regions could offer a partial picture on the overall 
magnitude and nature of the commuting penalty of immigrants.

Satisfaction

Prior evidence has shown that a large part of the higher commuting of immigrants in 
Spain cannot be accounted for by their characteristics, revealing a penalty in commut-
ing, at least in the case of most of the immigrants, those coming from emerging coun-
tries. As previously noted, among the various potential explanations for the commuting 
penalty are the residential segregation of immigrants associated with their tendency 
to locate in ethnic enclaves, the presence of discrimination in the labour and housing 
markets, or a potential greater tolerance for longer commutes. In this vein, the final 
part of the empirical analysis tests whether immigrants have a higher tolerance towards 
commuting. To this end, the impact of commuting time on individual wellbeing in dif-
ferent life domains is explored by estimating Eq.  (3) through an ordered logit model 
and using satisfaction with job, personal life, leisure time and housing as dependent 
variables. For a question of space, Table 4 includes information only for a subset of 

*p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01

Table 2  (continued)

Total Immigrant from
advanced countries

Immigrant from
emerging countries

(0.084)*** (0.082) (0.095)***
Public/Private sector 0.063 0.040 0.068

(0.068) (0.051) (0.071)
Sector of activity 0.647 0.243 0.703

(0.079)*** (0.129)* (0.086)***
N 25,957 23,542 25,667

9 The penalty is yet slightly lower for immigrant women (1.9 min, compared with 3 for immigrant men), 
which suggests that immigrant females may also be subject to the specific constraints that restrict the com-
muting of women due to issues such as their greater family responsibilities (Giménez-Nadal and Molina 
2016; Hanson and Johnston 1985; Wheatley 2013; Blau et al. 2020).
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dependent variables, including commuting time, the immigrant status (distinguishing 
between those from advanced and emerging countries) and the main variable of inter-
est in this part of the analysis, the interaction of both variables (full estimation results 
can be found in Table 6 in the Appendix). The rest of the explanatory variables that 
have been considered as controls include in every case the same personal, regional and 
mode of transport explanatory variables as in the previous part of the analysis (and 
fixed effects of year), while the model regarding job satisfaction also includes objective 
attributes of jobs and subjective valuations (namely over-education, perceived level of 
routine and physical effort in the workplace, perceived level of danger/risk at work and 
the valuation of safety and health at work) that the literature has shown to significantly 
influence job satisfaction (see e.g. Simón et al. 2020).

These results confirm both that a longer commuting is associated to lower levels of 
satisfaction for employees in all domains of life and that satisfaction tends to be gen-
eral comparatively lower for immigrants (although just for those from emerging econ-
omies), which is overall in coherence with previous evidence in the literature (Kifle 
et al. 2016; Cheng et al. 2014; Gamero 2010; Simón et al. 2020). Yet, it does not sup-
port a hypothetical higher tolerance toward longer commuting times among immigrant 
workers, given that the coefficient of the interaction of the commuting and immigrant 
variables is not statistically significant in any case (Blázquez et  al. 2010; Newbold 
et al. 2015; Liu 2009).

Conclusions

This research examines differences in the duration of commuting to work between the 
immigrant and native population in Spain, a relevant issue since immigrants’ longer com-
muting may reflect, among other factors, an imperfect spatial matching of their labour sup-
ply and demand with negative implications for their relative labour outcomes and their 

Table 4  Determinants of satisfaction

*p < 0.1; ** p < 0.05; *** p < 0.01
The standard errors of the variables are robust. Fixed effects have been included per year and per region. 
The satisfaction variable with leisure time is available just from the 2008 wave of the SQLW

Job Personal life Leisure time Housing

Commuting − 0.005 − 0.004 − 0.008 − 0.005
(0.001)*** (0.001)*** (0.001)*** (0.001)***

Immigrant from advanced countries − 0.157 0.096 − 0.285 − 0.175
(0.203) (0.237) (0.211) (0.204)

Immigrant from emerging countries − 0.022 − 0.641 − 0.243 − 0.727
(0.091) (0.086)*** (0.094)*** (0.090)***

Immigrant from advanced countries*Commuting − 0.002 − 0.006 − 0.002 0.000
(0.007) (0.010) (0.006) (0.006)

Immigrant from emerging countries*Commuting 0.001 0.001 0.001 − 0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

N 25,957 25,957 19,663 25,957
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individual well-being. The study contributes to an under-researched line of research that, 
in contrast with the intense overall attention paid in the literature to the relative situation 
of immigrants in host countries, has been little explored, with a reduced number of studies 
that with a few exceptions (Hu 2017; Hu et al. 2019) mostly cover specific territories (Pres-
ton et al. 1998; Beckman and Goulias 2008; Newbold et al. 2015; Blázquez et al. 2010) or 
sub-groups of workers (Liu 2009; Hu 2017). In contrast to many of these works, our empir-
ical analysis is based on microdata from a nation-wide representative survey, whose rich-
ness of information permits taking into account properly how different personal, geograph-
ical, mode of transport and job characteristics highlighted by the literature as determinants 
of the commuting can affect the relative commuting times of immigrants. The novel use in 
this field of study of decomposition econometric techniques allows quantifying the joint 
and individual effect in the commuting gap of explanatory factors and eventually isolat-
ing mobility patterns for observationally similar natives and immigrants. Furthermore, the 
research focuses on the potential heterogeneity within immigrants by considering sepa-
rately those coming from advanced countries and emerging countries, a factor frequently 
neglected in previous studies on the topic, and a plausibly relevant question given the 
abundant evidence on the heterogeneity of labour performance of immigrants according to 
the level of development of their areas of origin. Finally, the article also explores whether 
immigrants’ commuting penalty could be associated to a hypothetical lower effect of com-
muting time on their satisfaction levels in different domains of life.

The evidence obtained confirms that, in line with previous results in the literature (Pres-
ton et al. 1998; Blázquez et al. 2010; Liu 2009; Hu et al. 2019), immigrants in Spain have 
significantly longer unadjusted commutes compared to native workers, especially in the 
case of those from emerging countries. The use of decomposition techniques allows us to 
confirm that a significant part of the unadjusted differences in commuting length between 
immigrants and natives are due to their different observed characteristics. Although other 
elements such as their regional distribution and their sectoral segregation also contribute 
significantly to the longer commutes of immigrants, transportation modes have a very 
influential effect in this vein, which is consistent with the important differences in the mode 
of transport used by immigrants and natives (Kim 2009; Heisz and Schellenberg 2004; Tal 
and Handy 2010; Blumenberg 2008; Bohon et al. 2008; Newbold et al. 2015; Hu 2017).

Yet, according to the results of the decomposition analysis longer commutes are also 
explained in a significant manner by unobserved elements, which confirms the presence 
of different patterns in mobility for observationally similar natives and immigrants and, 
hence, the immigrant penalty in commuting found in previous studies (Preston et al. 1998; 
Blázquez et al. 2010; Liu 2009; Hu et al. 2019). It is important to note, however, that this 
penalty apparently exists only for immigrants from emerging countries, given that in the 
case of those from advanced countries their longer commutes are fully explained by their 
different relative characteristics.

The results of a disaggregated analysis for immigrants from emerging countries show in 
turn that the commuting penalty for immigrants tends to be rather homogenous along dif-
ferent socioeconomic lines, which suggests transversal potential explanatory elements for 
all types of immigrants regardless of their gender, education or type of job, a question that 
should be tested in future research. Yet, the commuting penalty experienced by immigrants 
is on the contrary much higher in highly populated areas, such as the very large munici-
palities of Madrid and Barcelona or the whole region of Madrid. This finding is relevant 
insofar as it suggests that previous studies on the topic, which tend to be focused mostly on 
these types of highly populated environments (Preston et al. 1998; Beckman and Goulias 
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2008; Newbold et al. 2015; Blázquez et al. 2010), tend to overestimate the commuting pen-
alty of immigrants and, hence, could offer a biased perspective on the phenomenon.

In many of the previous studies on the topic, the commuting penalty of immigrants is 
solely attributed to a phenomenon of involuntary spatial entrapment in areas that restrict 
their labour opportunities, without providing direct evidence of the presence of this spatial 
mismatch. However, the commuting penalty could be due to a combination of elements 
such as their preference for locating in ethnic enclaves (Carlson and Theodore 1997; Shen 
2000; Pareja-Eastaway 2009; and Echazarra 2010), the presence of discrimination phenom-
ena in the labour and housing markets that reduce their ability to choose in terms of spa-
tial location (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2004; Silberman et al 2007; Drydakis and Vlassis 
2010; Bosch et al. 2010, 2015; Bengtsson et al. 2012), as well as to a greater tolerance of 
this group towards commuting (Chatman and Klein 2013; Landesmann and Leitner 2020; 
Chatman 2014). The results achieved in our empirical analysis contribute to increase our 
knowledge on this matter, since they do not support the last of these hypotheses, according 
to which the unexplained differences in commuting times between immigrants and natives 
are due to contrasting attitudes towards this phenomenon.

In any case, the origin of immigrants’ commuting penalty must continue to be inves-
tigated in the future. Analysing commuting constitutes a central element of transport and 
infrastructure policies, and understanding and modelling commuting patterns and worker 
location decisions is a major concern for urban planners and policymakers aiming to 
reduce it. Thus, in the case that the origin of immigrants’ commuting penalty is residen-
tial segregation derived from their preference to voluntarily reside in ethnic enclaves, and 
given the strong explanatory capacity of modes of transport in immigrants’ relative com-
muting patterns, improving their access to cars could be an effective measure (which could 
not be adopted without a broader assessment incorporating aspects related to its social cost 
in environmental terms), as well as improving the efficiency of public transportation in 
order to reduce commuting times. Alternatively, if the commuting penalty has an essen-
tially involuntary origin, deriving from discriminatory practices against this group in the 
housing and labour markets, policies aimed at offering solutions to the spatial segregation 
of immigrants could be effective by acting on these mechanisms to expand their access to 
employment and housing and therefore bringing their places of residence and work closer 
together.

Appendix

See Tables 5 and 6.
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Table 6  Determinants of the satisfaction of Spanish employees

Job Personal life Leisure time Housing

Commuting − 0.005 − 0.004 − 0.008 − 0.005
(0.001)*** (0.001)*** (0.001)*** (0.001)***

Immigrant from advanced countries − 0.157 0.096 − 0.285 − 0.175
(0.203) (0.237) (0.211) (0.204)

Immigrant from emerging countries − 0.022 − 0.641 − 0.243 − 0.727
(0.091) (0.086)*** (0.094)*** (0.090)***

Immigrant from advanced countries*Commuting − 0.002 − 0.006 − 0.002 0.000
(0.007) (0.010) (0.006) (0.006)

Immigrant from emerging countries*Commuting 0.001 0.001 0.001 − 0.002
(0.002) (0.002) (0.003) (0.002)

Women 0.051 − 0.085 − 0.343 0.023
(0.036) (0.034)** (0.039)*** (0.034)

Age − 0.000 − 0.014 0.006 − 0.003
(0.002) (0.002)*** (0.002)*** (0.002)*

Secondary education 0.026 0.035 − 0.069 0.160
(0.047) (0.048) (0.050) (0.047)***

University education − 0.035 0.106 0.037 0.095
(0.062) (0.054)** (0.059) (0.053)*

Lives with a partner 0.024 0.580 − 0.056 0.162
(0.039) (0.040)*** (0.045) (0.040)***

Presence of children under 15 years − 0.033 − 0.161 − 0.279 − 0.058
(0.034) (0.034)*** (0.038)*** (0.034)*

Housework time 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000
(0.000)** (0.000) (0.000)* (0.000)**

Household income 0.000 0.000 − 0.000 0.000
(0.000)*** (0.000)*** (0.000) (0.000)***

Municipality of 10,000 to 50,000 − 0.066 0.001 − 0.023 − 0.016
(0.045) (0.044) (0.049) (0.045)

Municipality of 50,000 to 100,000 − 0.164 − 0.047 − 0.152 − 0.108
(0.057)*** (0.058) (0.066)** (0.057)*

Municipality of 100,000 to one million − 0.154 − 0.011 − 0.092 − 0.152
(0.044)*** (0.044) (0.049)* (0.044)***

Municipality more than one million − 0.333 − 0.257 − 0.303 − 0.477
(0.069)*** (0.069)*** (0.079)*** (0.071)***

Density 0.000 − 0.000 − 0.000 − 0.000
(0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000)

Mean of transport: private − 0.001 − 0.005 − 0.049 0.076
(0.048) (0.048) (0.055) (0.048)

Mean of transport: walking or other 0.012 0.052 − 0.027 0.073
(0.057) (0.056) (0.064) (0.057)

Full-time 0.119 – – –
(0.049)**

Continuous working day 0.007 – – –
(0.032)
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Table 6  (continued)

Job Personal life Leisure time Housing

Permanent contract 0.322 – – –
(0.040)***

Seniority − 0.006 – – –
(0.002)***

Semi-skilled occupation 0.061 – – –
(0.054)

Skilled occupation 0.098 – – –
(0.064)

Firm size 10–249 − 0.097 – – –
(0.047)**

Firm size 250 or more − 0.041 – – –
(0.043)

Private sector − 0.308 – – –
(0.039)***

Industry 0.453 – – –
(0.107)***

Construction 0.453 – – –
(0.109)***

Services 0.551 – – –
(0.104)***

Over-educated − 0.839 – – –
(0.040)***

Level of routine at workplace − 0.109 – – –
(0.005)***

Level of physical effort at workplace − 0.012 – – –
(0.006)**

Danger/perceived risk at workplace − 0.017 – – –
(0.006)***

Valuation of safety and health at workplace 0.359 – – –
(0.010)***

Constant 5.155 1.524 1.823 1.873
(0.191)*** (0.117)*** (0.136)*** (0.116)***

N 25,957 25,957 19,663 25,957
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