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1.	 Introduction

Policymakers frequently face the challenge of 
managing sizable foreign-born populations who have 
entered a country irregularly, overstayed legal permits, or 
had their asylum claims rejected. These undocumented 
migrants are de facto residents, yet they lack legal 
access to the formal labor market and are often confined 
to informal employment. As a result, they are more 
vulnerable to labor exploitation, rights violations, and, in 
some cases, involvement in illegal activities. Their fiscal 
contributions, when they occur, are substantially lower 
than those of legally resident populations, while access 
to public services remains limited or highly restricted. 
From a governmental perspective, this situation poses 
both fiscal and security concerns, while the absence of 
legal status significantly undermines migrants’ economic 
integration, living conditions, and overall well-being.

Governments have a limited set of policy options to 
address the presence of undocumented migrants. These 
include deportation, passive tolerance or neglect, and the 
implementation of regularization programs (Sunderhaus, 
2012). Deportation is often costly, administratively 
complex, and politically contentious, while ignoring or 
informally tolerating irregular migration fails to resolve the 
underlying issues. Consequently, regularization programs 
have emerged as a widely used policy instrument, 
typically implemented by the executive branch as 
temporary and targeted measures. A complementary 
approach, more commonly pursued through legislative 
action, involves permanent changes to migration law 
that establish regularization mechanisms. A prominent 
example is Spain’s “Arraigo” framework, introduced in 
2006 (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development [OECD], 2025).

The Spanish “arraigo” framework represents an 
exceptional legal pathway that allows foreign nationals 
in irregular situations (e.g., visa overstays) to regularize 
their status by demonstrating strong ties to Spain 
(OECD, 2025). These ties may be established through 
social integration, employment (job offers), family links 

(Spanish or legal resident relatives), training or education, 
or so-called “second-chance” provisions for individuals 
who have lost a previous residence permit. Recent 
reforms introduced in 2024-2025 have shortened the 
required period of residence to two years for certain 
categories and expanded eligibility through training-based 
and second-chance pathways, with the explicit aim of 
facilitating labor-market integration and social inclusion. 
However, the approval of such mechanisms typically 
requires considerable time, while inflows of undocumented 
migrants continue unabated. As a result, governments 
often adopt regularization programs as an immediate 
response, frequently combined with stricter migration 
enforcement to curb the future accumulation of large 
undocumented populations. In parallel, legislative 
bodies work toward the design of permanent migration 
frameworks that are better aligned with the country’s 
economic, social, and institutional conditions.

The implications of a large undocumented migrant 
population are wide-ranging, making a careful 
assessment of policies such as regularization programs 
essential for evidence-based policymaking. A necessary 
first step in evaluating their effects is the availability 
of a comprehensive database that documents the 
key characteristics of these policies. In this regard, 
several institutions have made important contributions 
by compiling information on regularization programs. 
First, REGINE (Regularisations in Europe) provides a 
systematic compilation of regularization initiatives in 
European countries and the United States, developed 
by Baldwin-Edwards and Kraler (2009). Second, the 
International Migration Institute at the University of 
Oxford has assembled the DEMIG database, which 
records migration policies and changes to relevant 
legislation worldwide from 1945 to 2013 (Determinants of 
International Migration [DEMIG], 2015). Third, the OECD’s 
Continuous Reporting System on Migration spans early 
publications such as Trends in International Migration 
(OECD, 1997) to the current International Migration 
Outlook (OECD, 2025). Despite their value, none of 
these sources is individually comprehensive. REGINE 
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is limited to Europe and the United States and covers 
regularizations only up to 2009. The DEMIG database 
has not been updated beyond 2013. OECD migration 
data, while regularly updated, have been digitized only 
since 1997 and include country-level information starting 
from the year of each country’s accession to the OECD.

Therefore, achieving the objective of this paper 
—namely, to systematically characterize migrant 
regularization programs—requires combining these 
valuable datasets and supplementing them with additional 
sources in order to obtain a comprehensive overview. 
These efforts underpin the construction of the RegMig 
dataset, the migrant regularization dataset introduced 
in this paper and publicly available in Elguezabal and 
Martínez-Zarzoso (2025). RegMig is designed to serve as 
a useful tool for evaluating the impacts of regularization 
policies across a wide range of outcomes of interest to 
both policymakers and researchers.

Overall, RegMig documents 207 policy initiatives that can 
be classified as regularizations, of which 159 are temporary 
programs and 48 are permanent mechanisms. The key 
distinction between programs and mechanisms lies in their 
legal nature: programs are explicitly temporary measures, 
whereas mechanisms reflect permanent changes in 
migration legislation. RegMig provides comprehensive 
coverage of regularization programs implemented by 
OECD countries. While permanent mechanisms are 
examined to ensure that relevant cases are not overlooked, 
they are not classified as programs when they do not meet 
the criteria of being temporary and exceptional in scope.

Over the 80-year period covered, 30 of the 38 OECD 
member states implemented at least one regularization 
policy, collectively benefiting more than 17.93 million 
individuals—exceeding the current population of the 
Netherlands. Although RegMig reports this figure, 
the true number of beneficiaries is likely higher, as 
complete data are not available for all programs.

The structure of this paper is as follows: The next 
section presents an overview of previous efforts to 
collect and systematize data on regularization programs. 
Section 3 describes the construction of our dataset. 

Section 4 characterizes the regularization programs 
and presents several stylized facts. Section 5 analyzes 
a case study focusing on Spain. The final section offers a 
discussion and concluding remarks.

2.	 Overview of Available Datasets

We identify three major efforts in the literature aimed 
at compiling information on the characteristics of 
regularization programs. This section reviews the scope, 
strengths, and limitations of each initiative. While these are 
not the only attempts to collect migration-related data, they 
represent the most relevant and comprehensive sources 
for identifying and analyzing regularization programs.

REGINE

Regularisations in Europe (REGINE) is a project led 
by Martin Baldwin-Edwards and Albert Kraler at the 
International Centre for Migration Policy Development 
(ICMPD) in Vienna. Commissioned by the European 
Commission (DG Justice, Freedom and Security, 
Directorate B – Immigration, Asylum and Borders), the 
project aimed to provide a comprehensive mapping of 
practices related to the regularization of illegally staying 
third-country nationals across the 27 EU (European 
Union) Member States. The results are documented in 
Baldwin-Edwards and Kraler (2009).

REGINE plays a key role in clarifying the conceptual 
definitions underlying regularization policies and offers 
a detailed characterization of the various regularization 
practices implemented across Europe. In addition, it 
identifies and evaluates policy options available to the 
European Union for regulating future regularization 
initiatives within its Member States.

For the purposes of this paper, REGINE’s most 
relevant contribution lies in its systematic analysis of 
the historical evolution of regularization policies in the 
27 EU Member States, as well as in the United States 
and Switzerland. For each country, the study provides 
a concise overview of migration history, with particular 
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emphasis on irregular migration and the prevailing 
migration context at the time of policy implementation. 
The report documents both regularization programs and 
permanent mechanisms, offering a structured description 
of their main features. In many cases, it also discusses 
policy implications, including eligibility criteria, the groups 
most affected, and observed labor-market outcomes for 
regularized migrants, among other dimensions.

Finally, REGINE makes an important step toward 
the systematization of regularization data through its 
statistical annex, which provides a valuable foundation 
for future empirical research on regularization policies.

The main limitation of this otherwise outstanding study 
is its restricted geographical and temporal scope. REGINE 
focuses primarily on European countries and includes only 
a limited number of non-European OECD members, while 
its coverage ends in 2009. Despite these constraints, its 
contribution remains highly valuable and continues to be 
a cornerstone in the literature on migration regularization.

DEMIG

The Determinants of International Migration (DEMIG) 
project was developed at the International Migration 
Institute (IMI), initially affiliated with the University of Oxford 
and, since 2019, based at the University of Amsterdam. 
The DEMIG POLICY dataset, a core component of the 
project, focuses on migration policy changes across 
most OECD countries as well as several additional 
states. It covers a total of 45 countries over the period 
1945-2013 and documents more than 6,500 individual 
migration policy changes. The dataset is publicly available 
via DEMIG (2015).

DEMIG has been widely used in empirical research 
(see, e.g., Dreher et al. (2020); Ponce (2019)). One 
of its main strengths is its exceptionally long historical 
coverage, which extends back to 1793 for some 
countries, such as France. Nevertheless, the most 
consistent and reliable coverage begins after the Second 
World War, in 1945. For historical reasons, data for 

countries such as the former Soviet Union and former 
Czechoslovakia start at later dates.

Each migration policy change in DEMIG is classified 
along several dimensions. These include the magnitude 
of the change (minor versus major), the legislative level 
at which it was implemented (national or multilateral), 
the policy area and specific instruments involved (e.g., 
regularizations, visas, expulsions, work permits, access 
to citizenship), and the target group defined by migrant 
type and origin. In addition, DEMIG characterizes policy 
changes according to their impact on restrictiveness, 
identifying whether they increase or decrease the 
constraints faced by migrants.

Despite its many strengths, DEMIG presents several 
limitations. In particular, it does not include two OECD 
member states—Colombia and Costa Rica—and its 
coverage ends in 2013, leaving a significant portion of 
recent migration policy developments undocumented.

International Migration Outlook

The Continuous Reporting System on Migration 
(SOPEMI, from its French acronym) was established in 
1973 by the OECD (European Commission, 2023). Its 
49 annual reports provide a comprehensive overview 
of migration developments in participating countries, 
identifying major migration trends and discussing policy 
options for addressing migration-related challenges 
faced by OECD members. Although the publication’s 
title has evolved over time—from “Trends in International 
Migration” to “International Migration Outlook”—it 
continues to rely on the same SOPEMI reporting system, 
which compiles high-quality migration data and delivers a 
thorough, multidisciplinary analysis of migration dynamics.

The main contribution of the International Migration 
Outlook relative to REGINE and DEMIG is that it is 
updated. Equally important for the purposes of RegMig 
is its comprehensive coverage of OECD countries. 
Each annual report provides an overview of migration 
trends and presents an in-depth analysis of selected 
thematic issues, such as the role of firms and earning 
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gaps (OECD, 2025), or the migration of health workers 
(OECD, 2007). Many editions also directly examine 
regularization programs and their implications (OECD, 
2012, 2022). Additionally, each report includes 
country-specific chapters that systematically document 
migration policy changes and national particularities. 
Taken together, these reports provide a complete and 
methodically compiled source of migration information.

Despite these strengths, SOPEMI also has limitations. 
Digital versions of the reports are available only from 
the 1997 edition onward. Moreover, several countries 
appear in the reports only after joining the OECD, resulting 
in incomplete historical coverage. For instance, the 
1997 report covers only 28 countries, with later OECD 
members absent from earlier editions. Although information 
on these countries’ pre-accession years is subsequently 
summarized, it lacks the depth and systematic year-by-year 
detail available for the original participant countries.

3.	 Data Sources

To date, there is no dedicated and comprehensive 
database on the regularization policy. To fill this gap, 
we construct the Regularization of Migrants dataset 
(RegMig) by building on three major efforts that have 
systematically collected migration policy data and include 
information on regularizations. These sources, described 
above, constitute the backbone of our compilation: 
i) the REGINE database on regularizations in Europe 
(Baldwin-Edwards & Kraler, 2009); ii) migration policy 
data from the International Migration Institute at the 
University of Oxford (DEMIG, 2015); and iii) the OECD’s 
international migration reports, ranging from OECD 
(1997) to OECD (2025). Together, these datasets enable 
the construction of a substantial portion of RegMig, with 
each source helping to offset the limitations of the others.

However, the complementarity of the three main 
sources was not perfect, and substantial gaps 
remained that could not be filled using these datasets 
alone. It was therefore necessary to consult additional 
sources to complete the RegMig dataset. The principal 

supplementary sources used to collect information for 
several countries or time periods include Apap et al. 
(2000), Levinson (2005), Acosta and Harris (2022), and 
Sunderhaus (2007). For instance, Acosta and Harris 
(2022) was instrumental in complementing and validating 
information for Mexico, Chile, Costa Rica, and Colombia.

Nevertheless, for some countries, information on 
regularization measures remained incomplete. In these 
cases, RegMig was further expanded using a wide range 
of country-specific sources. Many of these sources 
consisted of documents, official reports, legislation, or 
announcements issued by national authorities, such 
as Ministerio del Interior de Chile (2010), Ministerio de 
Relaciones Exteriores de Colombia (2019), Ministerio 
de Gobernación y Policía de Costa Rica (1999, 2020, 
2022), Secretaría de Gobernación de México (2015, 
2016), Parliament of New Zealand (2000), and Norwegian 
Ministry of Justice and Public Security (2014). Other useful 
sources came from multilateral organizations and their 
publications: International Organization for Migration [IOM] 
(2021), Amnesty International (2012), Alfonso (2017), and 
European Union Agency for Asylum (2020).

Furthermore, a number of country-specific academic 
studies proved essential for complementing and 
validating the characteristics of individual regularization 
programs.

For Japan, the works of Kondo (2002, 2008, 2011) 
were indispensable. Similarly, Park (1995, 2004), and 
Torneo (2016) were crucial to understand regularization 
programs in South Korea. Other important contributions 
include McDonald (2009) for Canada; Khoojinian 
(2023) for Belgium; Fernández Páez and Celedon 
Arrieta (2024), and Contrucci et al. (2009) for Chile; 
Wiley (1995), and Mora Izaguirre (2004) for Costa Rica; 
Olesen et al. (2019) for Denmark; Poelemans and De 
Sèze (2000) for France; Triandafyllidou and Maroufof 
(2014) for Greece; Schiavenza (2024) for Israel; Ricci 
et al. (2007), and Di Santo and Ceruzzi (2010) for Italy; 
Shen and Binns (2012) for New Zealand; Dehm and Vogl 
(2022) for Australia; and Kępińska (2007) for Poland. 
Finally, in the case of Iceland, expert input was provided 
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by Prof. Dr. Wojtynska (University of Iceland), who was 
consulted for her specialized knowledge of the country’s 
migration system.

4.	 Regularization Characteristics

This section characterizes the regularization 
programs based on our dataset, RegMig. The next 
subsection presents a set of general facts, followed 
by an overview of the key characteristics of these 
programs. The section concludes with a discussion 
of how these characteristics have evolved over time. 
For detailed information on each specific program, the 
reader can consult the RegMig dataset (Elguezabal & 
Martínez-Zarzoso, 2025). 

General Facts

We distinguish between two types of temporary 
regularization programs: those with a general scope 

and humanitarian programs. Programs in recent times 
are predominantly classified as general regularizations: 
137 out of 159, as shown in Table 1. General regularizations 
target migrants who entered the country irregularly, as well 
as those who entered legally (such as student, tourist, or 
temporary workers) but subsequently overstayed their 
visas. Depending on the program design, these initiatives 
may also include rejected asylum seekers. General 
regularization programs were implemented only five times 
before the 1970s, beginning with France in 1945. Their 
frequency increased during the 1970s and 1980s, with 
ten cases in each decade. The most prominent case, 
announced on November 7th, 1986, was implemented in 
the USA. However, the largest surge in number occurred 
during the 1990s and 2000s, with around 41 general 
regularizations each decade. General programs have 
prevailed since 2010, with 30 cases registered in the most 
recent period, which includes the largest regularization in 
history: Colombia’s regularization of Venezuelan nationals, 
initiated in 2021.

TABLE 1

DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS OF REGMIG

Variable Mean SD Max Min Sum

Number of Beneficiaries 124,482.65 299,584.50 2,284,675 20 17,925,502

Months to Apply 13.80 19.65 154 0.25 —

Months Required to Qualify 29.05 38.03 192 1 —

Regularization Programs 0.74 0.44 1 0 159

General Regularizations 0.64 0.48 1 0 137

Humanitarian Regularizations 0.10 0.30 1 0 22

Regularization Mechanisms 0.22 0.42 1 0 48

Duration of the Program (years) 2.32 4.02 35 1 —

Never Implemented a Regularization 0.04 0.19 1 0 8

Observations 215

SOURCES: RegMig dataset, authors’ elaboration.
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The second category consists of humanitarian 
regularizations, which exclusively target rejected 
asylum seekers and do not extend to other groups of 
undocumented migrants. Over the past 80 years, 
22 humanitarian programs have been implemented, 
accounting for 13.8 percent of all observed regularization 
programs. The first program of this type was introduced 
in Canada in 1986. Most humanitarian programs were 
implemented in the 1990s, particularly in Germany and 
the USA (United States of America), and often related 
to immigrants from post-Soviet countries or former 
Czechoslovakia. In total, 11 humanitarian regularizations 
were enacted in this decade, 50 percent of all cases 
registered over the period analyzed.

RegMig also includes a number of regularization 
mechanisms, which are not exhaustively covered, as in 
the case of temporary programs. Several mechanisms are 
merely listed for completeness, indicating that the policy 
change was examined, but excluded from the program 
list for not fulfilling the requisites. In total, 48 mechanisms 
are described in the dataset. The earliest one recorded 
appears in 1948 (France). The highest concentration of 
mechanisms is observed in the 1990s and 2000s, which 
account for 62 percent of all mechanisms considered 
over the sample period examined, while an additional 
20 percent were reported after 2010.

In terms of number of programs by type, the country 
with the highest number of general regularizations is 
the USA, with a total of 29, followed by Italy and Mexico 
with nine each; Spain and Germany follow with seven; 
Chile, Costa Rica, and France with six; and Portugal, 
Greece, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg with five. 
These countries account for the majority of general 
regularizations. There are 13 countries with at least 
one general regularization, and another 13 that have 
never implemented such a program. Humanitarian 
regularizations show a different pattern. Germany 
is the most frequent implementer with six programs, 
followed by Canada, the Netherlands, and Norway 
with three, and Israel with two. Denmark, France, 
Sweden, Switzerland, and the USA implemented one 

humanitarian regularization each. Remarkably, the 
remaining 28 OECD countries have never implemented 
a humanitarian regularization program.

Finally, a few countries have never implemented a 
regularization program, neither general nor humanitarian. 
Those are the Czech Republic, Estonia, Finland, Iceland, 
Latvia, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, and Turkey. This 
refers exclusively to temporary programs, since these 
countries do have mechanisms. In fact, RegMig reports 
one mechanism change for the Slovak Republic in 2002. 
Another small set of countries has implemented only 
humanitarian regularizations, including Denmark (once 
for Palestinians), and Sweden (once), Israel (twice, for 
Sundanese nationals), and Norway (three times). By 
contrast, 20 countries have only implemented general 
regularization programs. For example, Italy and Mexico, 
each with nine, Spain with seven, Chile and Costa Rica 
with six, Greece and Portugal with five.

Key Characteristics

As presented in Table 1, the programs and mechanisms 
presented in RegMig registered 17.93 million beneficiaries. 
As already mentioned, this figure represents a lower 
bound since beneficiary numbers are only available for 
144 out of 207 registries. The recorded amounts range 
from very tiny to very high numbers. At the lower range, 
a mechanism implemented in Japan benefited only 
20 migrants in 2000, whereas at the higher range, in 
Colombia’s temporary program 2.3 million Venezuelans 
were regularized. In general, the average regularization 
benefited 124,000 individuals, with an average of 
138,000 for general regularizations, 7,800 for humanitarian 
ones, and 126,000 for mechanisms.

The number of months during which a program is 
open for applications is also known as the application’s 
time window. On average, a time window of 13.9 months 
is observed; whereas in some cases, as in Lithuania in 
2004, the established time window was limited to one 
week. In contrast, Canada permitted Chinese nationals 
to apply over a period of 154 months for a temporary 
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program initiated in 1962. The difference in time 
windows between general and humanitarian programs 
is small, with average windows of 13.3 and 14.5 months, 
respectively. Additionally, some programs are extended 
several times. For instance, an initial announcement sets 
a time window, which is subsequently extended through 
one or more announcements. This feature has been 
common in the USA, where 16 of the 20 regularizations 
remained in force for 5 years or longer. The most extreme 
case was the program for nationals of Somalia in the 
USA. It was initially approved on September 16th, 1991, 
and was extended each time it approached expiration, 
ultimately lasting 35 years. However, most programs last 
one year, and 82 percent last two years or less.

Another key feature, used by policymakers as a 
deterrent when implementing a regularization program, 
is the number of months required residing irregularly 
in the country in order to be eligible for the program. 
Policymakers fear the pull effect of regularizations 
(OECD, 2018), that is, an increase of migration flows 
after implementing a program, since potential migrants 
build expectations of further regularizations. On average, 
eligibility requires 29 months of prior irregular residence. 
A large number of programs adopted the minimum 
requirement of one month, accounting for as much as 
32 percent of all programs in RegMig. Some programs, 
as in Austria in 1954, the Netherlands in 1964, Spain 
in 1985, and several in the USA, required only one 
month of irregular residence. Additionally, half of the 
141 programs with this requirement in RegMig asked 
for 9 months or less. At the opposite end of the spectrum, 
some programs demanded remarkably lengthy periods of 
irregular residence: 120 months for a Polish program in 
2007, 180 months for a Korean in 2021, and 192 months 
in the case of Norway in 2021.

This characteristic, requiring previous residence, 
varies drastically between types of programs. General 
programs require, on average, 20 months of irregular 
residence, while humanitarian ones generally set a 
56-month requirement. Mechanisms, on average, go 

even further and request 66 months of living as an 
undocumented immigrant in the country.

Finally, an important characteristic of regularization 
programs is whether they target specific nationalities as 
potential beneficiaries. In most cases, policymakers choose 
not to restrict eligibility to particular groups. RegMig records 
94 out of the 159 programs that implement the policy for all 
nationalities, without distinction. There are 26 regularization 
programs that target a group of nationalities. Examples 
include the general program announced in the United States 
on 17 November 1997 for undocumented immigrants from 
El Salvador and Guatemala, and the 1986 regularization 
in Luxembourg for Spanish and Portuguese nationals. 
Other programs targeted a large number of countries, such 
as those for nationals of Commonwealth countries and 
Pakistan residing in the UK (United Kingdom) in 1974, or 
for nationals from former Yugoslav states in Switzerland 
in 2000. In contrast, there are 39 programs targeting a 
specific nationality. For example, nationals from China in 
Canada were the beneficiaries of regularizations between 
1962 and 1972, and in Germany in January 1991. Similarly, 
Haitian nationals were targeted in Canada in 1981, and 
in the USA in 1998, where 4,000 and 125,000 individuals 
were regularized, respectively. Ecuadorian nationals were 
specifically targeted in Chile in 1991 and in Spain in 2001.

Regularization Dynamics

Figure 1 shows how both types of regularizations, 
general and humanitarian, are implemented over 
time. The pattern resembles a hill with a peak for 
general regularizations in the decades of the 1990s 
and 2000s. The single year with the largest number 
of these programs was 2000, when eight countries 
implemented ten programs. Indeed, the three years 
with the most general regularizations were in these 
two decades. However, this policy is present across 
the whole period. There are 50 years during which one 
or several regularization programs were implemented.

A similar pattern is observed for humanitarian 
regularizations, although the trend is wider, and peaks 
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in the same decades. Most humanitarian programs 
were implemented in the 20-year window before and 
after the year 2000. The year 1991 saw the most, 
with three programs initiated as France and Germany 
implemented this policy. Nonetheless, as noted in 
Figure 1, humanitarian regularizations continue to appear 
after 2010. Certainly, the most recent regularization 
program registered in RegMig is the humanitarian 
regularization of 1,000 Sudanese nationals in Israel, 
introduced on January 23rd, 2024. However, it is clear 
that humanitarian regularizations are infrequent, as in 
the vast majority the 80 years covered by RegMig, no 
humanitarian programs were implemented. Overall, such 
programs occur in only 17 years of the dataset.

Figure 2 presents the trend of the quantity of 
undocumented immigrants regularized per program. 

RegMig collected the total number of beneficiaries for 
126 of the 159 programs, and the data reveals a broad, 
valley-shaped trend in program magnitude. This shape 
seems to be driven by five outliers outside the decades 
with the highest program frequency: the two Immigration 
Reform and Control Act (IRCA) programs implemented 
in the USA in 1986, one targeting agricultural workers 
and the other covering the rest of undocumented 
immigrants, Colombia’s programs of 2017 and 2021, and 
the 2021 program implemented in the USA for nationals 
of Burma, Haiti, and Venezuela. Along with these cases, 
there were a total of nine programs that regularized more 
than half a million beneficiaries, all implemented within 
the last five decades. Therefore, very large programs 
are not representative of a particular era, but of recent 
history and the present.

FIGURE 1

AVERAGE NUMBER OF REGULARIZATION PROGRAMS BY TYPE

SOURCES: RegMig dataset, authors elaboration.
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Figure 2 reports the average number of beneficiaries 
per decade. The largest averages appear in 
the 1980s, driven by the IRCA programs, and in the 
2020s, largely due to the programs in Colombia and 
the USA. In both decades, the average number of 
beneficiaries exceeded 300,000. By contrast, the two 
decades with the highest number of programs (more 
than 40 each), the 1990s and 2000s, show average 
program sizes of around 85,000 beneficiaries, a level 
similar to the 91,000 average observed in the 2010s. 
Although the 2010s were less intensive in terms of 
regularizations than the previous two decades, the 
magnitude of the 11 programs implemented during the 
decade was comparable to those of preceding periods. 

Taken together, these patterns suggest that, beginning 
in the 1980s, regularization programs increasingly 
came to be implemented on a large scale. The first 
regularization to surpass 100,000 beneficiaries was 
introduced in France on August 11th, 1981, regularizing 
121,100 undocumented immigrants of all nationalities. 
Finally, the decade with the highest average number of 
beneficiaries is the 2020s, recording more regularization 
programs in the first five years (12) than the previous 
decade (11). This persistence highlights the relevance 
of understanding this policy.

Concerning the minimum number of months required 
to qualify as a potential beneficiary, the trend of how this 
requirement has evolved over time is shown in Figure 3. 

FIGURE 2

AVERAGE NUMBER OF PROGRAM BENEFICIARIES PER YEAR

SOURCES: RegMig dataset, authors elaboration.
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Note that this number has increased over time, reaching 
a plateau from 2010 onward. Decade averages tend to 
cluster around 24 months, with values fluctuating around 
this number since the 1980s through the 2010s. The 
most recent decade displays a higher average, driven 
primarily by two outliers in 2021, the Republic of Korea 
and Norway. Indeed, 24 months is the second most 
common minimum requirement, surpassed in frequency 
by the 1- and 6-month thresholds. If those two outliers 
were less extreme, the results depict a clear peak in the 
2000s followed by a gradual decline in required months 
of residency. Such a decline would be a natural policy 
response: setting a long eligibility period would exclude 

a large proportion of undocumented immigrants from 
the program, thereby limiting the extent to which the 
underlying policy problem can be addressed.

Finally, the dynamics of the application time window (the 
period during which potential beneficiaries may submit 
applications) show a valley-shaped trend, as shown in 
Figure 4. The decade with the shortest average time 
window was the 2000s, when 38 programs recorded an 
average of only 7.6 months. In contrast, in the 1970s and 
2020s, the longest time windows were recorded, with 
average durations of 15.7 and 19.1 months, respectively, 
during which undocumented immigrants could apply.

FIGURE 3

AVERAGE TIME OF RESIDENCY AS AN UNDOCUMENTED IMMIGRANT 
REQUIRED TO QUALIFY FOR REGULARIZATION

SOURCES: RegMig dataset, authors elaboration.
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5.	 Spanish Regularizations

Spain’s regularisation programs constitute an 
exceptional case study for migration researchers due 
to their frequency, scale, and diversity of policies. 
Unlike most OECD countries, Spain has implemented 
multiple large-scale regularisations since the 1980s, 
each designed under different institutional contexts and 
with distinct eligibility criteria. Spain is also a singular 
case study where regularisations have produced 

over two million beneficiaries. Moreover, the Spanish 
experience is central to understanding irregular migration 
management, offering insights relevant to other countries 
facing similar inflows. For these reasons, Spain is a 
representative case within the RegMig dataset and 
merits a separate analysis. Spain underwent various 
stages during the period in question. Table 2 shows 
all regularization programs implemented by Spain and 
highlights two mechanisms that help to explain the 
absence of new programs in the last 20 years.

FIGURE 4

AVERAGE TIME WINDOW TO APPLY FOR REGULARIZATION

SOURCES: RegMig dataset, authors elaboration.
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Historically, Spain was mainly an emigrant-sending 
country until the 1980s. Indeed, Spaniards were targeted 
beneficiaries of a regularization program by Luxembourg 
in 1986. Additionally, Spain did not experience 
significant immigration flows until the 1980s, leaving 
its migration legislation ill-prepared for this new reality 
(Baldwin-Edwards & Kraler, 2009). In such contexts, 
regularization programs become a short-term solution 
that allows Spanish governments to address the sudden 
increase in undocumented immigrants.

Under these circumstances, Spain implemented its 
first regularization program in 1985, benefiting almost 
44,000 undocumented migrants of different nationalities. 
Although significant at the time, this was small compared 
to the decade average of 307,000 beneficiaries over the 
sample period. In the 1990s, Spain introduced two further 
regularization programs; notably, the 1991 program 
exceeded the decade’s average size. Together, these 
two programs benefited 130,000 persons, about three 
times the number regularized in the 1980s. The 2000s 
marked the high point of Spanish regularization policy. 
Between 2000 and 2005, Spain implemented four 
programs in six years, three of which exceeded the 

median size of the decade. In total, these programs 
regularized 978,000 individuals.

A potential explanation for the increasing number 
of beneficiaries could be based on the pull effect of 
previous regularization programs, suggesting that these 
programs exacerbate rather than resolve the problem. 
However, Spain’s rising immigrant population cannot be 
fully attributed to previous regularizations. Other powerful 
drivers, such as income differences between origin 
and destination countries, and the growth of migrant 
networks, which cannot be attributed to regularization 
programs, are also in place. It is beyond the scope of the 
paper to explain the rise in undocumented immigrants, 
which has already been explored by Finotelli and Arango 
(2011), Orrenius and Zavodny (2003), Wong and Kosnac 
(2017), Larramona and Sansó-Navarro (2016), Wehinger 
(2014), and Elguezabal and Martínez-Zarzoso (2024). In 
particular, Larramona and Sansó-Navarro (2016) focus 
on the Spanish regularization of 2005 and do not find 
a pull effect.

A salient feature of Spanish regularization programs 
is the relatively short eligibility requirement for prior 
residence. All Spanish programs implemented before 

TABLE 2

SPANISH REGULARIZATION PROGRAMS

Origin Year Beneficiaries Type Announced Months to apply Months required

All 1985 43,815 General 24.07.1985 2 1

All 1991 109,135 General 15.05.1991 6 1

All 1996 21,300 General 02.02.1996 4 4

All 2000 188,200 General 01.06.1999 4 10

Ecuador 2001 24,000 General 23.01.2001 5 1

All 2001 217,000 General — 2 4

All 2005 548,700 General 08.08.2004 3 6

All 2006 210,000 Mechanism — — 24

All 2024 900,000 Mechanism 19.11.2024 — 24

SOURCES: RegMig dataset, authors’ elaboration.
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2006 required fewer months of undocumented residence 
(4 on average) than the sample average of 24.9 months 
across all countries. Since this requisite was relatively 
easy to satisfy, prospective migrants may have 
anticipated future regularizations and expected that 
eligibility thresholds would be relatively low. As a result, 
the potential deterrent effect of residence requirements 
was only weakly exploited in the Spanish case. Instead, 
policymakers appear to have prioritized achieving an 
immediate reduction in the stock of undocumented 
migrants over mitigating possible pull effects. For 
example, the large-scale regularization implemented in 
2000 combined a short application window (four months) 
with a minimum residence requirement of ten months, a 
design that may partly explain the subsequent adoption 
of two additional programs in 2001, which imposed even 
shorter residence thresholds—of one and four months, 
respectively.

The “Arraigo” law of 2006 integrated the principles 
of the previous seven regularization programs into 
permanent legislation. This mechanism created a 
stable legal channel through which undocumented 
immigrants could permanently regularize their status. 
It lasted for 18 years, until a reform was adopted in 2024, 
which broadened the criteria for establishing when a 
potential beneficiary has Spanish roots, or is integrated 
into Spanish society, and thus expanded access to 
the mechanism. As a result of this institutionalized 
pathway, Spain no longer needs to implement ad hoc 
regularization programs.

Overall, Spain illustrates how rapid economic growth 
reduced native emigration while simultaneously attracting 
large inflows of foreign workers—yet without an adequate 
legal framework to manage this transition. As a result, 
Spain implemented seven major regularization programs 
before eventually developing a more coherent system to 
govern immigration. These phases offer valuable insight 
into why and when regularization programs become 
necessary, as well as how a period of intensive reliance 
on such programs can ultimately be brought to an end 
once a stable regulatory framework is in place.

6.	 Conclusions

Understanding the consequences of regularization 
programs requires extensive and reliable information. 
RegMig contributes to this effort by systematically 
documenting the design and evolution of regularization 
policies across OECD countries. In this paper, 
RegMig is primarily used to provide policymakers and 
researchers with a comprehensive descriptive overview 
of regularization programs and their key characteristics 
over time. Spain serves as a case study to illustrate 
how these policies operate in practice and how their 
design has evolved in response to changing migration 
dynamics.

Between 1945 and 2024, current OECD members 
implemented 159 regularization programs across 30 of the 
38 countries. While some countries introduced only one 
program, others—most notably the United States—relied 
on regularizations repeatedly, implementing 29 general 
programs and one humanitarian initiative. Overall, 
general regularizations (137 programs) have been 
far more prevalent than humanitarian regularizations 
(22 programs). The 1990s and 2000s represented the 
peak period for these policies, accounting for 61 percent 
of all programs implemented. Importantly, regularization 
activity has remained strong over the past 15 years, with 
an average of 2.2 programs per year, exceeding the 
long-run average and underscoring that regularization 
continues to be a central instrument of migration policy.

Regularization programs are most commonly adopted 
in countries with sizable undocumented migrant 
populations. On average, each program benefited 
approximately 124,000 individuals. While program 
size remained relatively stable between the 1990s and 
2010s—at around 90,000 beneficiaries per program—the 
average number of beneficiaries increased sharply in 
the last five years, reaching 360,000, reflecting the scale 
of recent policy interventions.

In terms of eligibil ity design, 59 percent of 
regularization programs were nationality-neutral, while 
41 percent targeted one or more specific nationalities, 
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indicating that both universal and nationality-specific 
approaches are widely used by policymakers. In the 
current decade alone, ten programs have targeted 
specific nationalities, compared with eight that did not. 
On average, programs feature an application window 
of 13.8 months and require approximately 29 months of 
prior irregular residence, highlighting the considerable 
heterogeneity in design choices across countries and 
over time.

Despite its contributions, RegMig has several limitations. 
It does not capture the full set of characteristics for all 
programs, and does not always specify the nationalities 
of beneficiaries. The dataset compiles sources that 
may apply differing definitions, and beneficiary counts 
sometimes refer to individuals, while in other cases, they 
refer to families. As with any manually assembled dataset, 
there is also scope for human error in interpretation, 
transcription, or classification.

Notwithstanding these limitations, RegMig represents 
a valuable and near-exhaustive source of information 
on regularization programs in OECD countries. It 
systematizes key policy features, can be readily 
integrated into statistical software for empirical analysis, 
and offers a historical perspective on the evolution 
of regularization as a policy instrument. Given that 
regularization programs have been part of migration 
policy for over eight decades and are unlikely to disappear 
in an era of sustained global mobility, understanding how 
they are designed and implemented remains essential. 
By documenting their scope, evolution, and defining 
characteristics, this paper provides a foundation for 
future empirical research and informed policy design.
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