
	
  

EU	
  migra)on	
  and	
  welfare	
  benefits:	
  	
  
Is	
  unrestricted	
  labour	
  immigra)on	
  compa)ble	
  	
  	
  

with	
  an	
  inclusive	
  welfare	
  state?	
  	
  	
  
	
  

Mar%n	
  Ruhs	
  
University	
  of	
  Oxford	
  

mar%n.ruhs@conted.ox.ac.uk	
  	
  
	
  



Can’t	
  have	
  both?	
  	
  

“…it	
  is	
  one	
  thing	
  to	
  have	
  free	
  immigra%on	
  to	
  jobs,	
  it	
  is	
  another	
  
thing	
  to	
  have	
  free	
  immigra%on	
  to	
  welfare,	
  and	
  you	
  cannot	
  have	
  
both.	
  If	
  you	
  have	
  a	
  welfare	
  state,	
  if	
  you	
  have	
  a	
  state	
  in	
  which	
  
every	
  resident	
  is	
  promised	
  a	
  certain	
  minimum	
  level	
  of	
  income	
  or	
  
a	
  minimum	
  level	
  of	
  subsistence	
  regardless	
  of	
  whether	
  he	
  works	
  
or	
  not,	
  produces	
  it	
  or	
  not,	
  well	
  then	
  it	
  really	
  is	
  an	
  impossible	
  
thing.”	
  (Milton	
  Friedman	
  1978)	
  	
  
	
  
“	
  …the	
  rela%vely	
  free	
  movement	
  of	
  labor	
  across	
  na%onal	
  	
  
fron%ers	
  exposes	
  the	
  tension	
  	
  between	
  	
  closed	
  	
  welfare	
  	
  states	
  	
  
and	
  open	
  economies	
  	
  and	
  that,	
  	
  ul%mately,	
  	
  na%onal	
  	
  welfare	
  	
  
states	
  	
  cannot	
  	
  coexist	
  	
  with	
  	
  the	
  	
  free	
  	
  movement	
  	
  of	
  
labor.”	
  (Gary	
  Freeman	
  1986)	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  
	
  



Key	
  features	
  of	
  labour	
  immigra%on	
  policies	
  
in	
  high-­‐income	
  countries	
  (Ruhs	
  2013)	
  

	
  
•  Greater	
  openness	
  toward	
  skilled	
  migrant	
  
workers	
  	
  

•  More	
  rights	
  under	
  skilled	
  labour	
  immigra%on	
  
programmes	
  

•  Trade-­‐offs	
  between	
  openness	
  and	
  some	
  rights	
  
(esp.	
  social	
  rights)	
  	
  	
  

	
  
	
  

	
  	
  
	
  

	
  



Free	
  Movement	
  in	
  Europe:	
  	
  
Unrestricted	
  labour	
  immigra%on	
  and	
  

equal	
  access	
  to	
  the	
  welfare	
  state	
  (for	
  “workers”)	
  	
  



The	
  changing	
  poli%cs	
  of	
  free	
  movement	
  …	
  



Argument:	
  
	
  

• Flexibility	
  of	
  labour	
  markets	
  affects	
  scale	
  of	
  
labour	
  immigra%on	
  (e.g.	
  UK-­‐Sweden	
  

comparison)	
  	
  
	
  

• Nature	
  of	
  welfare	
  state	
  shapes	
  fiscal	
  effects	
  of	
  
immigra%on	
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Notes:	
  ”Employment	
  protec%on”	
  refers	
  to	
  OECD	
  data	
  on	
  “Protec%on	
  of	
  permanent	
  workers	
  against	
  
individual	
  dismissal”	
  (EPRC).	
  A	
  higher	
  protec%on	
  score	
  implies	
  less	
  labour	
  market	
  flexibility;	
  “Social	
  
contribu%ons”	
  are	
  based	
  on	
  OECD	
  data	
  on	
  “actual	
  social	
  contribu%ons”.	
  “Social	
  expenditure”	
  includes	
  
public	
  and	
  private	
  mandatory	
  social	
  expenditure.	
  A	
  higher	
  share	
  of	
  social	
  contribu%ons	
  in	
  social	
  
expenditure	
  indicates	
  a	
  more	
  contributory	
  welfare	
  system.	
  	
  	
  	
  
Source:	
  Ruhs	
  2015	
  

Figure	
  2:	
  Employment	
  protec%on	
  and	
  social	
  spending	
  through	
  social	
  contribu%ons	
  in	
  
selected	
  EU15	
  countries	
  and	
  the	
  United	
  States,	
  average	
  for	
  2004-­‐2011	
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When	
  should	
  immigrants	
  obtain	
  rights	
  to	
  social	
  benefits/services?	
  
“Immediately	
  upon	
  arrival”	
  or	
  “aher	
  one	
  year	
  (whether	
  or	
  not	
  
have	
  worked)”	
  	
  

Source:	
  European	
  Social	
  Survey	
  2008	
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Implications for domestic policy debates:  
Does “it” matter, and why?  

Key factors: 
• Determinants and processes of policy-making (interests, 
institutions, ideas, costs/benefits, role of public opinion etc.) 
• Generosity of the welfare state 
• Fiscal and other economic impacts of immigration 
• National policy debates and implications for citizens 
• Inter-relationship between policies on migration, trade , 
investment etc. (i.e. “policy package”?) 
• “National effects” or “collective effects” (UK vs Ireland?) 

 



11 

Policy options   
 

Policy responses to Britain’s situation (not mutually exclusive):  
–  restrict EU immigration 
–  restrict EU migrants’ access to welfare state  
– make Britain’s labor markets less flexible 
– make Britain’s welfare state more contributory (and/or 

reduce “generosity”)   
 

Key Q: In whose interests? EU as a whole vs national interests? 
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 Restricting EU workers’ access to in-work benefits?    
“No” because : 
•  “Not legal/feasible” – debatable (to a degree) 
•  “Welfare benefits not major pull factor” – I agree 
•  “not much money”– perhaps, subjective (to a degree)  
“Yes” because:  
•  Institutional differences (esp. labour markets and welfare 

states) associated with cross-country  differences in: 
–  Scale of labour immigration (labour market flexibility)   
–  Net fiscal costs of labour immigration (nature of welfare state) 
–  social norms about basis of welfare redistribution 
–  Implementation of “contributory principle” for newcomers; perceived 

“fairness” è public support 

•  EU ms not all equally “European” (or just the UK?) 
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