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Introduction

Introduction

1.1

Welfare systems in the context of free mobility

Free mobility of labour has been acknowledged as one of the fundamental
freedoms of the common market established by the European Union (EU)
(Koikkalainen, 2011). To enable such interstate mobility, the Treaty on the
Functioning of the European Union in principle guarantees equal treatment of EU
citizens across member states – including access to their welfare systems.1
Although initially limited to workers, in the 1990s the right to move was extended
to various categories of economically inactive persons (Mantu & Minderhoud,
2016). Next to this legal expansion, since 2004 the EU grew rather rapidly in size
as it moved from 15 to 28 member states.2 Following these changes, intraEuropean migration increased over the past decades (Castles, De Haas, & Miller,
2014; Eurostat, 2011; Recchi, 2005, 2008), and today intra-European migration
makes up a significant share of the migration flows to and from EU member states
(Van Mol & De Valk, 2016).
The extension of movement rights and the equal treatment principle from
workers to EU citizens raised concerns about the impact of EU migration on
national welfare systems and fuelled a discourse on ‘welfare migration’ or ‘welfare
tourism’ in many EU countries. The relationship between free movement of people
and welfare systems is also critically discussed in the scientific literature
(Freeman, 1986; Legrain, 2008; Martinsen & Pons Rotger, 2017; Ruhs, 2015).
According to this literature, under a free migration regime, nation states have
little capacity to respond to and control welfare-motivated migration (Martinsen
& Werner, 2018). In result, policy makers may feel the need to reform their welfare
systems to limit a ‘magnet effect’ of welfare, opening a race to the bottom (Greve,
2014; Sinn, 2002). However, knowledge on whether EU migrants actually take
welfare systems into account when deciding whether and where to move is limited.

Article 45, Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU). Although also often referred to as
‘mobility’ in EU policy discourse, in this thesis I mainly use the terminology ‘EU migration’ to acknowledge
the specific dynamics of a move across national borders.
2 In 2004, Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, Poland, Slovenia and
Slovakia joined. Bulgaria and Romania became EU member states in 2007; Croatia in 2013.
1
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With this thesis, I therefore aim to contribute to the scientific and political debates
by addressing the question:
How and to what extent are intra-European migration decisions influenced by
welfare systems in both origin and destination countries?
As I will argue below, previous literature on the subject is limited in its theoretical
argument, as well as by the analytical approach typically employed. Specific
features of migration and the organization of welfare in Europe further signal the
need for a more tailored way of investigating the role of welfare systems in
migration decisions for this particular context. Combining different analytical
approaches as well as theoretical frameworks I therefore aim to provide a more
comprehensive view on this relation.
1.2

1.2.1

Theory

Welfare as a pull-factor

Welfare states can be described as the total sum of social insurance, welfare
benefits, social investment and public services provided by governments to citizens
(Legrain, 2008). Together with informal welfare providers, these arrangements
form the welfare system of a country. Central to the scientific literature on welfare
systems and migration is the ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’, which expects migrants
to cluster in destinations with the most generous welfare provisions (Giulietti,
2014). Borjas (1999) was one of the first scholars to speak of ‘welfare magnets’ in
the context of international migration. The author mentioned three ways for a
welfare magnet effect to come about. First, welfare benefits may attract migrants
who otherwise would not have moved. Second, the safety net of the welfare system
may discourage ‘failing’ migrants to return to their home country. Third, interstate
differences in terms of welfare benefits may affect the residential choices of
international migrants and place a heavy fiscal burden on relatively generous
states. However, in his theoretical argument, Borjas mainly elaborated on the
third mechanism to explain a clustering of migrants in generous welfare states.
The hypothesis is motivated from an economic framework which perceives
individuals as rational actors who aim to maximize their life-long utility. First,
16
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welfare state arrangements are assumed to enter cost-benefit calculations on
migration as an alternative form of income. A second assumption is that the costs
of choosing the ‘right’, i.e. the most generous state are low once people have
accepted the costs of migration (Borjas, 1999). This reasoning suggests that
welfare systems become important after the initial decision to migrate (contrasting
the first mechanism), yet before settlement (contrasting the second mechanism).
Furthermore, the framework expects generous welfare state arrangements to
attract particularly those individuals most likely to benefit from them.
With the removal of many legal barriers within the EU, it has become easier
for EU citizens to move between member states and make use of welfare state
arrangements while living abroad. Regulations of the EU aim to safeguard the
social rights of mobile EU citizens, but do not harmonize or replace national
welfare systems. Applying the welfare magnet hypothesis to the EU, welfaremotivated migration could therefore be expected towards countries with the most
generous welfare systems (Razin & Wahba, 2015).

1.2.2

European ‘welfare magnets’?

Across Europe, considerable variation exists in the way countries have structured
their welfare state arrangements (e.g., De Beer, Wildeboer Schut, & Vrooman,
2001). In an attempt to summarize the main differences, Esping-Andersen (1990)
distinguished between three types of welfare regimes: the liberal, the corporatist
and the social-democratic regime type. The liberal regime is characterized by
minimum social assistance, only covering the basic needs. Benefits are meanstested and only provided to those who are incapable of working. Within Europe,
the United Kingdom (UK) approximates this type of welfare regime most closely.
The corporatist regime links social insurance to individuals’ employment history,
wage and paid premiums. Family is placed at the centre of welfare provision.
France, Belgium and Germany approximate the corporatist welfare regime. In the
social-democratic regime, generous social benefits are provided to all. The
generous universal benefits are paid for through high general taxation.
Scandinavian countries best represent the social-democratic welfare regime.

17
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Next to these three ‘worlds of welfare’, the southern European countries are
sometimes distinguished as a fourth type of welfare regime. Southern European
welfare systems are characterized by a rudimentary nature of many social
provisions, while simultaneously having generous pensions (Fenger, 2007; Gal,
2010). According to the clustering of Fenger (2007), the post-communist countries
should be classified as a separate welfare regime as well. After the collapse of
communism, many eastern European countries began their transition towards
‘western-type’ welfare regimes, although hampered by economic and political
instability. Eastern European welfare systems have high take-up rates of social
security, yet relatively low benefit levels (Aidukaite, 2009).
According to the social policy literature, the generosity of welfare state
arrangements depends on the one hand on the level of benefits, and on the other
hand on the eligibility criteria that regulate access to them (Clasen & Clegg, 2006;
Martinsen & Werner, 2018). Universal benefits are typically understood to be the
most generous type as they are available to everyone within the category of
support, regardless of income or employment status (Anttonen, 2002). Insurance
benefits on the other hand depend on the individual’s employment history and
income, whereas social assistance can be seen as a safety net for only the very
poor. The social policy literature further reveals that European countries prioritize
different areas of welfare support (Kuitto, 2011; Scruggs & Allan, 2006). Rather
than using broad organizational differences as summarized in the welfare regime
typology, it is therefore important to differentiate between welfare domains when
determining which country has the most generous welfare state arrangements.

1.2.3

Categories of support

The role of welfare systems in migration decisions can be expected to depend on
how individuals are affected by them (Jackson, Ortmeyer, & Quinn, 2013;
Schulzek, 2012). When studying this relation, it therefore appears important to
consider who can expect the highest returns from a generous welfare system. In
the literature this notion is often translated by looking at individuals who expect
the lowest returns from the labour market (Josifidis, Supic, Pucar, & Srdic, 2014).
However, European welfare systems do not just redistribute between income
18
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groups through social assistance, but also between individuals in different phases
of life through social insurance and universal benefits (De Graaf & Maier, 2017).
In fact, many welfare state arrangements are targeted at people in specific phases
of life. Gaining access to welfare state arrangements in turn often marks a
transition in the life course, such as the passage from work to unemployment, from
being single to setting up a family, from work to retirement, and so on. Whether
someone is a net receiver or net contributor to the welfare system therefore does
not just vary between individuals, but also over the life course.

1.2.4

Introducing the life course approach

For a long time, migration research has been characterized by a focus on the
working life, as traditional migration flows consisted mainly of labour migrants.
Yet this approach does not do justice to the current context of free movement of
persons within the EU, which also encompasses people outside the working ages
such as retirees or families moving with children (Koikkalainen, 2011).
Furthermore, the flexible nature of intra-European mobility patterns is at odds
with the conceptualization of migration as a once in a lifetime, life-long decision
(Carling & Collins, 2018; Engbersen & Snel, 2013; Van Hear, Bakewell, & Long,
2018). King (2002) argued that to fully understand contemporary European
migration, a double embeddedness of migration should be recognized: At the macro
scale, the study of migration must be embedded in the societies and social
processes of both the places of origin and destination, and at the individual scale,
migration must be embedded in a migrant’s life course.
The life course approach provides a suitable framework to account for this
‘double embeddedness’, as it deals with the complex interplay of structure and
agency over time. The life course approach is built around five heuristic principles
(Elder, 1995; Levy & Buhlmann, 2016): life-span development, agency, time and
place, timing and linked lives. The first principle, life-span development, explains
that life must be viewed as a cumulative process, and therefore should be studied
as a whole. The principle of agency acknowledges the possibility of individuals to,
at least in part, select which paths they follow. The principle of time and space
states that life courses are located historically as well as spatially, and as such
19
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cannot be understood without taking into account the social context in which they
take place. The timing principle acknowledges that life courses, as any other
process, are chronological in time. Previous events are hereby expected to have an
effect on subsequent developments. Finally, the principle of linked lives
articulates that networks of shared relationships will have an influence on an
individual’s life course.
The economic framework of the welfare magnet hypothesis assumes
migrants to ‘choose’ the destination where their expected life-time returns from
the welfare system are the highest. In contrast, the life course approach connects
structure and agency in a more dynamic way and stresses that the personal impact
of macro-level factors depends on where individuals are in their lives. This seems
particularly relevant when investigating the influence of welfare systems on intraEuropean migration decisions. As becomes clear from the social policy literature,
European welfare systems are largely organized along the lines of the life course.
The migration literature further signals that contemporary intra-European
migration no longer represents a life-long decision, and that migration decisions
are made in various life stages. The impact of welfare state arrangements on intraEuropean migration decisions in turn can be expected to differ for individuals in
different stages of their lives.

1.2.5

Beyond the welfare magnet hypothesis

Although Borjas mentioned three mechanisms for welfare to influence migration
decisions, his purely economic framework only explains an attracting impact of
welfare in the destination country. Furthermore, the potentially important role of
the welfare system in the country of origin as a retaining factor is largely ignored.
Insights from the migration literature help to provide a theoretical background to
these additional mechanisms.
First, in the migration literature, the idea of migration as a rational choice
to maximize income has been challenged. An alternative framework has been
proposed which argues that migration is better understood as a strategy to spread
income risks within families, and to overcome situations of relative deprivation
(De Haas, 2010; Stark & Taylor, 1991). From this perspective it can be expected
20
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that people are less motivated to migrate when the welfare system in the country
of residence provides social security in the form of income support, good public
schooling, healthcare and housing (Massey, 1998). The welfare system may
therefore discourage people to leave their origin country in the first place, or to remigrate after initial migration. Second, migration theories acknowledge that
migration is not always an option for people who find themselves in situations of
vulnerability (Carling, 2002; Lafleur & Stanek, 2017b). Individuals who are
reliant on welfare state arrangements likely are less resourceful, and therefore
less capable to move internationally. Finally, moving to another country is
associated with risks and uncertainty (Czaika, 2015). This explains why many
people do not migrate, despite promising prospects and opportunities abroad.
Rather than an alternative to paid labour, welfare state arrangements may be
important to migrants as they protect against risks of income loss. This way,
welfare systems may facilitate people to move across borders who otherwise would
have stayed, without welfare being their main motivation for migration.
1.3

Empirical background

The welfare magnet hypothesis as formulated and tested by Borjas evolved from
a research tradition that studied the impact of a specific welfare arrangement –
Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) – on interstate mobility in the
United States (Kaestner, Kaushal, & Van Ryzin, 2003; Levine & Zimmerman,
1999; Meyer, 1998; Moffitt, 1992; Walker, 1994). A popular approach in this
literature has been to compare the migration behaviour of the welfare-prone
group, single mothers, to the migration behaviour of groups that are less likely to
receive AFDC benefits (McKinnish, 2007). In his empirical analysis, Borjas indeed
found that immigrants to the United States in the demographic group most likely
to receive AFDC benefits – namely, female-headed households with children under
18 years of age – were more heavily clustered in states with the highest AFDC
benefits than the migrants who were not eligible for these welfare benefits, or than
natives.
The study by Borjas has inspired various scholars to test the relationship
between welfare and international migration for a broader set of destination
21
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countries. Generic welfare spending was often used in these studies as an indicator
of welfare generosity, and related to the size of migration flows to test whether
larger flows could be observed towards countries with the highest social
expenditure. Empirical evidence on this relationship has been rather mixed. Some
researchers documented the existence of a welfare magnet effect, albeit the
economic impact was often moderate (Beine, Docquier, & Ozden, 2011; De Giorgi
& Pellizzari, 2009) or varied with other macro-level circumstances in the
destination country like unemployment rates (Warin & Svaton, 2008). Others
found no evidence that generous welfare systems attracted migrants (Giulietti,
Guzi, Kahanec, & Zimmermann, 2013; Pedersen, Pytlikova, & Smith, 2008;
Skupnik, 2014). Structural constraints to migration (Pedersen et al., 2008) or
welfare access (Beine et al., 2011) have been mentioned ad hoc as possible
explanations for unexpected findings. This highlights the importance of studying
the impact of welfare systems on migration decisions in the absence of restrictive
migration policies, as is the case for the EU (Razin & Wahba, 2011). Yet so far only
few studies specifically focused on free migration within the EU as opposed to more
restricted migration into Europe (for exceptions, see Giulietti et al., 2013; Razin &
Wahba, 2015; Skupnik, 2014).
Whereas studies on the American context investigated the link between the
height of a specific benefit and the migration behaviour of the target group, studies
including multiple destination countries typically used a less targeted approach.
By investigating the size of migration flows, these studies implicitly assumed that
welfare is equally important to all migrants. However, welfare state arrangements
can be expected to particularly influence locational choices as far as individuals or
families anticipate making use of them. The few studies that recognized this for
the European context focused on low-skilled migrants (e.g., Razin & Wahba, 2015)
or asylum seekers (Schulzek, 2012). However, migrants’ life course characteristics
have not been systematically included in previous research, although they are
important indicators of individuals’ welfare rights in European welfare systems.
Furthermore, the impact of the welfare system on migration decisions may differ
between welfare domains (Jackson et al., 2013). Finally, because of the dominant
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welfare magnet hypothesis, alternative ways for welfare systems to influence
migration decisions remained rather unexplored in previous research.
1.4

Contributions of the thesis

With this thesis, I aim to contribute to the literature in multiple ways. First, the
thesis focuses specifically on the relationship between welfare systems and
migration within Europe. Empirical evidence on welfare migration initially came
from studies that looked at movements within the single welfare system of the
United States. More recently, analyses have been conducted for a wider set of
destinations, yet policies that regulate migration to these countries may have
affected their results. In contrast, international moves within the EU are not
bound by restrictive migration regimes, while substantial differences in national
welfare systems can be observed across member states. The EU therefore appears
an ideal laboratory to study the influence of welfare systems on migration
decisions.
Second, the life course is introduced to the debate on welfare systems and
migration. Within Europe, life course characteristics are an important indicator of
individuals’ welfare rights and needs. In turn, the impact of welfare systems on
migration decisions can be expected to vary for individuals in different stages of
their lives. Whereas previous models on migration are rather static in nature, the
life course approach provides the tools to connect a macro-level factor like the
welfare system to migration decisions at the individual level in a dynamic way.
Third, in this thesis I move beyond the ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’ that has
been dominating the literature on the subject. For this I complement the largely
economic explanations that have been used so far with insights from the migration
literature. Besides an attracting impact of the welfare system in the destination
country, I consider the possibilities of welfare state arrangements discouraging
(re-)migration, or facilitating migration through protecting against risks.
Fourth, throughout the research I pay attention to welfare state
arrangements in both destination and origin countries. Because of its focus on the
welfare system in the destination country as a pull factor, the literature is
characterized by a ‘receiving country bias’. In the thesis I aim to address this
23
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limitation and consider the role of generous welfare state arrangements in the
origin country as a retaining factor.
Finally, I aim to provide a more comprehensive view on the studied relation
by combining different analytical approaches. While a macro-perspective is
suitable to identify patterns, trends and correlations between migration and
characteristics of welfare systems, a micro-perspective is crucial to uncover the
mechanisms explaining these patterns. In the thesis I therefore use innovative
analysis of existing macro-level data as well as micro-level data collected for the
purpose of this study.
The analytical part of the thesis starts from a macro-perspective of flows to
investigate to what extent welfare systems affect mobility patterns in Europe
(Chapter 2 & 3). In these analyses, life-course characteristics of migrants are
linked to welfare state arrangements through the meso-level of policies. In the
second part of the thesis (Chapter 4 & 5) a micro-perspective is adopted to study
how welfare state arrangements in origin and destination countries are perceived
by individuals, and in turn can shape migration aspirations and decisions.
Together these theoretical insights and analytical approaches aim to provide a
more complete understanding of whether and how welfare systems can influence
migration decisions.
1.5

Research context

In Chapter 2, 4 and 5, the Netherlands is used as a case study. Although most EU
member states produce annual statistics on immigration and emigration,
information is often not fully available and comparable across countries and time
(Raymer, Wiśniowski, Forster, Smith, & Bijak, 2013). By focusing on this single
country, consistent, detailed and recent data on migration from the Population
Register are available. Furthermore, as I expect that migration decisions are
shaped by the situation in both the country of origin and destination, keeping one
of these contexts constant in part of the analyses enables to disentangle their
effects. In Chapter 2 and 4, the Netherlands is considered as the receiving context,
and in Chapter 5 as the country of origin. In Chapter 3, the Netherlands is
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included in the analyses together with 24 other European origin and destination
countries.
The Netherlands provides an interesting context to study the relationship
between intra-European migration and welfare state arrangements. In the
typology of Esping-Andersen the Netherlands is often characterized as a ‘hybrid’
welfare regime, roughly half-way between the social-democratic and the
corporatist type (De Beer et al., 2001; Kammer, Niehues, & Peichl, 2012). The
country is characterized by generous redistributive benefits that are typical for
the socio-democratic regime; however, benefits are largely financed by social
insurance contributions as in the corporatist regime. The Netherlands further
forms a relevant case as for many years the country has been characterized by
considerable European immigration and emigration. Next to longstanding
migration between the Netherlands and (neighbouring) countries such as
Belgium, Germany and the UK, the most recent enlargements of the EU increased
migration flows to and from the new member states (Van Mol & De Valk, 2016).
While migration originating from the main non-western countries to the
Netherlands decreased over the last decades, migration from other EU member
states has increased (De Valk, Noam, Bosch, & Beets, 2009). In fact, EU citizens
nowadays make up the largest share of migrants to and from the Netherlands (see
Figure 1-1 & Figure 1-2).

Immigration
EU (NL not included)

rest of Europe (non-EU)

Africa

America

Asia

Oceania

200.000
180.000
160.000
140.000
120.000
100.000
80.000
60.000
40.000
20.000
0
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

Figure 1-1 The Netherlands, 2000-2016: immigration by region of origin (country of birth)
in absolute numbers
Source: Statistics Netherlands’ Statline Database (2017)
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Emigration
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Figure 1-2 The Netherlands, 2000-2016: emigration by region of origin (country of birth) in
absolute numbers
Source: Statistics Netherlands’ Statline Database (2017)

The first part of the research (Chapter 2 & 3) focuses on intra-European migration
over the period in which concerns of welfare migration in Europe took shape, that
is, the years leading up to and following the EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007.
For the two final studies (Chapter 4 & 5), two new data sets are used that I
collected in the Netherlands for the purpose of this research in 2016 and 2017.
1.6

1.6.1

Data

Secondary macro-level data

The first study (Chapter 2) relies on aggregated register-based social statistics
from Statistics Netherlands. These data are partly derived through the online
database Statline (Statistics Netherlands, 2017), and partly from the research
report ‘Migrantenmonitor’ (Statistics Netherlands, 2013, 2015), which captures
migrants’ labour market status from 2007 onwards. Data of Statistics Netherlands
include all persons registered in the Dutch Population Register. European citizens
are obliged to register in the Netherlands when their expected stay exceeds a
minimum of three months (Gijsberts & Lubbers, 2013).
In the second study (Chapter 3), bilateral migration flow data obtained from
the Integrated Modelling of European Migration (IMEM) database are analysed.
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This database contains the posterior distribution of harmonized migration flows
among 31 EU and European Fair Trade Association (EFTA) countries and the rest
of the world between 2002 and 2008. The posterior distribution has been created
by combining available data on migration, covariate information and expert
knowledge within a statistical model (see Raymer et al., 2013). To my knowledge,
IMEM is the only database providing complete information on bilateral migration
flows between European countries together with information on the age
composition of these flows. Migration flow data between 25 European countries
are included in the study for the years 2003-2008. The data are enriched with
country level indicators like distance, migrant networks, unemployment rates and
social expenditure retrieved from databases of the Centre d'Etudes Prospectives
et d'Informations Internationales (CEPII)3, Migration Modelling for Statistical
Analyses (MIMOSA)4, Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD)5 and World Bank6.

1.6.2

Primary micro-level data

The third and fourth study draw on two data collections carried out within the
broader MobileWelfare project in which this thesis is embedded. The
MobileWelfare project is a mixed-methods research project, designed to better
understand the role of welfare systems in destination and origin countries for
migration patterns within and towards Europe.7 Four partner institutions in
Poland, Portugal, the Netherlands and the UK collaborated in the project, together
with two affiliated partner institutions in Spain and Turkey. As a member of the
Dutch research team, I played an active role in both data collections for the
Netherlands. Although data were collected at multiple sites, for the purpose of this
research I rely on the Dutch fieldwork.

CEPII. (2011). GeoDist Database and CEPII. (2014). Language Database, both retrieved from
http://www.cepii.fr.
4 MIMOSA. (2008). Migration Modelling for Statistical Analyses, retrieved from http://mimosa.cytise.be
5 OECD. (2016). OECD Social Expenditure Database (SOCX), retrieved from http://stats.oecd.org
6
World Bank. (2017). World Development Indicators from world Bank, retrieved from
http://data.worldbank.org.
7 The MobileWelfare project is supported by NORFACE Grant 462-14-150.
3
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The third study (Chapter 4) uses material from qualitative interviews with
European migrants in the Netherlands.8 The interviews mainly consisted of openended questions following a cross-national comparative interview guide, and
covered topics like the respondent’s situation in the country of origin prior to
migration, decisions to migrate or to stay, and perceptions of and experiences with
national welfare systems. The 36 EU citizens in the sample were born in Poland,
Spain and the United Kingdom, and resided in the Netherlands at the time of the
interview.
Data of the fourth study (Chapter 5) were collected by means of a factorial
survey targeted at master students. In a factorial survey, an experimental design
is combined with survey questions. In the experimental part, respondents
indicated for several descriptions of hypothetical destination countries (i.e.,
vignettes) to what extent they would be willing to migrate there after graduation
for a maximum of one year, and more than three years. The vignettes were varied
on a restricted number of dimensions in an experimental manner and were
randomly assigned to the respondents. The survey included questions on
background characteristics like age and partnership status, as well as scales on
self-efficacy and risk aversion to measure these aspects of the respondent’s
personality. Data were collected at nine Dutch universities by means of a PaperAnd-Pencil-Interview (PAPI).9 The sample included over 300 Dutch master
students.
1.7

Outline of the thesis

The analytical part of this thesis consists of four empirical chapters. Chapter 2
focuses on migrants from two origin countries that joined the EU in 2004 and 2007:
Poland and Bulgaria. The aim of this study is to investigate whether and how
migration patterns and welfare uptake of these groups changed after the EU
Within the broader MobileWelfare project, in-depth interviews were conducted in seven European countries:
Norway, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Turkey and the United Kingdom. Respondents were
European and non-European migrants residing in each of the seven countries, as well as individuals who
never moved.
9 Erasmus University Rotterdam, Maastricht University, Radboud University, Technical University Delft,
Tilburg University, University of Amsterdam, University of Groningen, Utrecht University, Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam (VU).
8
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enlargements, using the Netherlands as a case study. To this end, figures on
migration patterns and welfare usage of Polish and Bulgarian migrants are
related to eligibility criteria that regulate welfare access in the Netherlands.
Chapter 3 broadens the scope of the research and addresses the question
whether government spending on welfare state arrangements influenced
migration decisions by age between 25 European countries. Within intraEuropean migration flow data, individuals are grouped in five age categories
representing different life phases. Using a conditional logit model, the hypothesis
is tested that social expenditure on family, unemployment and old-age benefits
particularly affects locational choices of migrants within the age groups covered
by the respective programs.
From this macro-perspective, Chapter 4 shifts towards a micro-perspective
to gain insights into how a structural factor like the welfare system can influence
individual migration decisions. To account for varying impacts of the welfare
system across different life stages, an innovative conceptual model is proposed
which combines insights from migration theories with principles of the life course
approach. Qualitative interview data of European migrants in the Netherlands
are used to empirically underpin the model.
Chapter 5 aims to disentangle three ways for characteristics of the welfare
system to affect migration intentions: attracting, discouraging or facilitating
through protecting against risks. To this end, experimental data of Dutch master
students are analysed. It is investigated whether these impacts vary under
different economic circumstances in the destination country, and for individuals
with different psychological profiles.
Chapter 6 summarizes the main findings of each of the four empirical
chapters and discusses how the studies together answer the overarching research
question. In this final chapter I further elaborate on the scientific and societal
implications of my findings and propose avenues for future research.
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Chapter 2
A Case Study of the Netherlands

Over the past decades, political concerns have grown that open borders and
extended welfare rights of mobile EU citizens will place a burden on the more
generous European welfare states. It remains however unclear whether in the
context of free mobility within the EU, this ‘welfare migration’ is actually of
importance and if so for whom and how. In this study we analyse recent migration
flows and welfare uptake of Polish and Bulgarian migrants to the Netherlands,
using full population data of Statistics Netherlands. We subsequently relate these
mobility patterns to migrant-specific and national eligibility criteria that regulate
welfare access in the Netherlands. Our findings do not support the idea that the
abolishment of border restrictions increased pressure on the Dutch welfare
system. Using insights from this case study, we discuss avenues for future
research on the link between welfare and migration in the context of the EU.

Currently invited for a revise and resubmission: De Jong, P.W., Van Mol, C., & De
Valk, H.A.G. (2018). The Link between Welfare and Migration in the Context of
the European Union: A Case Study of the Netherlands.

A Case Study of the Netherlands

2.1

Introduction

With central and eastern European countries joining the European Union (EU) in
2004 and 2007, it also became easier for people from these countries to move to
north-western European member states with a more developed welfare system. In
the light of this development, recent EU enlargements have been met with
increased political concerns about welfare migration (De Giorgi & Pellizzari, 2009;
Kvist, 2004). For example, in 2013, the interior ministers of Austria, Germany, the
Netherlands and the United Kingdom (UK) wrote a joined letter to the European
Commission asking for measures that would curb the “abuse” of the right to free
movement and reduce “excessive strain on the social systems in the receiving
societies”.10 Restricting migration and banning EU migrants from welfare benefits
was also one of the highest priorities surrounding the Brexit referendum
(Blauberger & Schmidt, 2017; Kahanec & Pytlikova, 2017). Furthermore, the
terminology of “abuse” and “benefit tourism”, which is regularly used in the public
and political discourse, suggests that EU citizens are believed to move to other EU
countries for the primary purpose of accessing benefits rather than working and
contributing (Lafleur & Stanek, 2017a). These examples illustrate the political
tension between the right to freedom of movement of all EU citizens and the social
rights intra-EU migrants are granted in the host country.
Public and political concerns about national welfare systems in the context
of free intra-EU mobility resonate with a broader scholarly claim that welfare
systems are intrinsically based on a principle of closure, and that more inclusive
and generous welfare systems are unsustainable in open economies of free
movement (Ferrera, 2005; Freeman, 1986; Nannestad, 2007). In the absence of
border restrictions, national governments would have limited means to protect
their welfare system against external pressures, particularly in countries where
barriers to access the labour market or welfare system already are low (Martinsen
& Werner, 2018; Ruhs, 2015). Structural features regulating the welfare system
Letter from Johanna Mikl-Leitner (Minister of the Interior, Austria), Hans Peter Friedrich (Minister of the
Interior, Germany), Fred Teeven (Minister for Immigration, Netherlands) and Theresa May (Home Secretary,
UK) to the EU Council Presidency and to Commissioners Viviane Reding, Cecilia Malmström and László
Andor.
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and labour market of a country in turn have been used to explain national policy
responses to free mobility (Roos, 2016; Ruhs & Palme, 2018).
Experiencing a substantial inflow of EU migrants from the new member
states since 2004, the UK has been one of the strongest advocates for restricting
mobile EU citizens’ access to the welfare system. This call for policy change has
been resonated in other countries including Germany, the Netherlands and
Denmark. In the scientific literature, the link between migration and welfare has
been made as well. Recent studies for example related increased intra-European
migration in the enlarged EU to reduced public support for the welfare state in
general (Cappelen & Peters, 2018a) or equal welfare rights for migrants (Cappelen
& Peters, 2018b). Such developments are not only contrasting with the aims of the
European Commission; excluding EU migrants from the welfare system may
reduce their motivation to contribute to it by paying taxes in the receiving country
(Cappelen & Muriaas, 2018; Koettl, Holzmann, & Scarpetta, 2006) and likely
worsens their socio-economic integration (Mantu & Minderhoud, 2016). Yet
empirical evidence on whether the abolishment of border restrictions indeed
increased pressures on generous welfare systems across Europe is still rather
scarce.
As Roos (2016) indicates, a demand for more restrictive measures may be
based on actual or perceived welfare access of EU citizens and should not be
misinterpreted as evidence for welfare migration. Furthermore, whereas previous
research has looked at the interplay between welfare systems and labour markets
to explain national policy responses to free movement (e.g., Ruhs & Palme, 2018),
studies investigating the role of the welfare system in migration decisions often
considered generous welfare systems as independent ‘magnets’. An exception is a
recent study by Martinsen and Werner (2018), which examined EU citizens’ takeup rate of contributory and non-contributory benefits in Germany and Denmark
over the years after the EU enlargements. In their study, EU migrants’ take-up
rate of non-contributory social assistance was higher than the take-up rate of
contributory unemployment insurance for Germany, while the opposite pattern
was found for Denmark. The authors argued that the dualized labour market of
Germany likely resulted in higher shares of EU migrants relying on non34
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contributory (in-work) benefits, whereas EU migrants in Denmark seemed better
integrated into the core of the labour market and welfare system. However, their
analyses focused on all EU migrants without distinguishing between their
countries of origin. In result, the findings cannot be directly linked to changes in
migration patterns and migrant populations from the central and eastern
European member states after EU-accession, nor to restrictions on the labour
market that have been in place for such migrants over the studied period.
In this study, we therefore take a closer look at migrant-specific and
national eligibility criteria regulating EU migrants’ access to the welfare system
after migration. We subsequently relate these criteria to migration patterns and
migrants’ welfare uptake after the EU enlargements using the Netherlands as a
case study. As one of the countries raising concerns about welfare tourism
following the EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007, the Netherlands presents a
relevant context to study this relation. Furthermore, comprehensive data on
migration flows and migrant populations are available for the Netherlands from
the Dutch population registers. We investigate whether EU migrants from two of
these new member states – Poland and Bulgaria – increasingly relied on the Dutch
welfare system rather than income from paid labour after their origin countries
joined the EU in 2004 and 2007 respectively. As Polish migrants obtained their
status as EU citizens three years before Bulgarian migrants, including both
countries in our analysis enables us to observe characteristics of recent migration
flows and populations from new member states to the Netherlands at different
stages since EU accession. Furthermore, as Poland and Bulgaria were subjected
to transitional measures including limitations in migrants’ labour market access,
Bulgarian and Polish migrants gained access to the Dutch labour market at
different points in time. Thus, a focus on these countries enables us to investigate
the impact of labour market restrictions on migration patterns and welfare access
within a single destination country.
2.2

Welfare and free mobility

The ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’ has been central in the literature on the role of
welfare in migration decisions. Starting from a rational choice framework, the
35
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welfare magnet hypothesis expects migrants to move towards destinations where
they can expect the highest returns from the welfare system (Borjas, 1999). The
hypothesis was originally developed to study interstate mobility and immigrants’
residential choices across the United States (Borjas, 1999; Levine & Zimmerman,
1999; McKinnish, 2007; Meyer, 1998; Moffitt, 1992; Southwick, 1981). Early
studies typically looked at a specific type of welfare, Assistance for Families with
Dependent Children (AFDC), in relation to the migratory behaviour of the group
most likely to receive this benefit, namely single mothers (Kaestner et al., 2003).
Empirical evidence of a higher propensity to move to states with the highest AFDC
benefits has been understood by these studies as support for the welfare magnet
hypothesis. Only more recently, the welfare magnet hypothesis was tested for
international migration and a broader set of destination countries (e.g., Geis,
Uebelmesser, & Werding, 2013; Jackson et al., 2013; Josifidis et al., 2014;
Kurekova, 2013; Palmer & Pytlikova, 2015; Razin & Wahba, 2015). Rather than
looking at a specific benefit, most studies focusing on international migration
investigated whether there is a link between the size of migration flows and the
amount of money destination country governments spent on welfare. Empirical
evidence has been rather mixed: several studies found no evidence that welfare
attracted migrants (e.g., Giulietti et al., 2013; Josifidis et al., 2014; Skupnik, 2014),
whereas others documented the existence of a welfare magnet effect – albeit the
impact was often moderate (e.g., De Giorgi & Pellizzari, 2009; Pedersen et al.,
2008; Razin & Wahba, 2015). Pedersen and colleagues (2008) explained
inconsistent findings on the welfare magnet hypothesis from differences in
migration policies that exist between countries. The authors argued that
opportunities to migrate for welfare abroad depend in the first place on access to
the preferred destination country. After all, restrictive migration regimes might
prevent migrants from entering the countries with the most generous welfare
systems. Welfare can therefore be expected to act as a pull factor in common labour
markets without mobility restrictions, whereas this is not necessarily the case for
countries that restrict entry or access to welfare for migrants (Razin & Wahba,
2015).
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In most countries, a trade-off can be identified between the openness of
borders and migrants’ welfare rights (Faist, 1995; Ruhs, 2013). Yet the EU
constitutes a case of ‘exceptionalism’ in this respect (Ruhs, 2015): freedom of
movement and equal treatment of EU migrants and natives both form
fundamental rights enshrined in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European
Union.11 If welfare is a main driver of migration, and its impact mainly regulated
by border restrictions, one could therefore expect increased welfare migration from
the poorer member states in eastern Europe to the more developed welfare
systems in western Europe after the EU enlargements (De Giorgi & Pellizzari,
2009; Kvist, 2004; Martinsen & Werner, 2018). However, as the early studies on
‘welfare magnets’ in the United States already acknowledged, even in the context
of free mobility, it can be expected that individuals are only interested in generous
welfare state arrangements to the extent they can access them after arrival
(Adserà, Palmer, & Pytliková, 2015). In other words, the link between welfare
systems and intra-EU migration is likely mediated by migrants’ welfare access. In
European welfare systems, EU migrants’ welfare access generally depends on (1)
their length of stay in the host country, (2) the type of benefit and (3) their position
on the labour market (Costello & Hancox, 2014; Ruhs, 2015). In the sections below,
we therefore take a closer look at these three criteria in order to formulate
expectations on EU migrants’ welfare rights after the EU enlargements, using the
Netherlands as a case study.

2.2.1

Length of stay

In contrast to what has been assumed in public debates, EU migrants are not
granted access to the welfare system in the host country from the moment of
arrival (Mantu & Minderhoud, 2016). According to the Free Movement Directive,
EU migrants are not entitled to social assistance or unemployment benefits in the
first three months after arrival.12 After this initial period, the equal treatment
principle applies to EU migrants, including access to the welfare system. However,

11
12

Article 45, Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU).
Article 24(2) of the Free Movement Directive.
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to legally reside in the host member state for more than three months, EU
migrants either have to work in the host member state, or have sufficient
resources for themselves or their family members not to become a burden on the
welfare system.13 Claiming social assistance could be regarded as proof of lack of
self-sufficiency, and in result may lead to losing the right to reside in the host
member state, as well as the right to social benefits (Heindlmaier & Blauberger,
2017; Lafleur & Mescoli, 2018). After residing continuously in the host member
state for five years, EU migrants obtain similar rights as nationals – including
welfare rights – even if they have never worked.14 Following the logic of these
policies and if migrants from the new EU member states moved in search of
welfare abroad, we expect their length of stay in the Netherlands to increase after
these countries joined the EU.

2.2.2 Type of benefit
According to the equal treatment principle, EU migrants and natives are subjected
to similar eligibility criteria for accessing welfare. Yet whereas EU regulations are
largely harmonized across EU member states, considerable variation can be
observed in the way national governments have organized welfare (De Beer et al.,
2001). In an attempt to summarize the main differences, Esping-Andersen (1990)
distinguished between three ideal types of welfare regimes: the liberal, the
corporatist and the social-democratic regime type. The liberal regime mainly
provides means-tested social assistance, provided to those who are incapable of
working or earn below the minimum income. The UK is typically mentioned as a
European example of this type of welfare system. The corporatist regime links
social insurance to individuals’ employment history, wage and paid premiums.
Continental European countries like France, Belgium and Germany approximate
the corporatist welfare regime. In the social-democratic regime, relatively large
shares of universal benefits are provided. The generous benefits are paid for

13
14

Article 7(1) of the Free Movement Directive.
Article 16 to 18 of the Free Movement Directive.
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through high general taxation. The Scandinavian countries are best described by
this type of welfare system.
Residence-based universal or means-tested benefits provide rather easy
access compared to contribution-based social-insurance benefits (Roos, 2016).
Institutional differences between welfare systems – particularly the share of noncontributory benefits – therefore have been used to explain why some member
states feel more vulnerable to intra-EU migration than others (Beaudonnet, 2015;
Martinsen, 2005; Roos, 2016; Ruhs, 2015). In the typology of Esping-Andersen, the
Netherlands can be characterized as a ‘hybrid’ welfare system (De Beer et al.,
2001): the Dutch welfare system provides generous redistributive benefits that are
typical for the socio-democratic regime, but also has an important social insurance
component, like the corporatist regime. As a result, if migrants from the new EU
member states moved to the Netherlands to receive welfare benefits rather than
to work and contribute, we expect their take-up rate of non-contributory social
assistance or universal benefits to be higher than that of social-insurance benefits.

2.2.3 Position on the labour market
A final factor to consider is EU migrants’ position on the labour market, as the
equal treatment principle and national eligibility criteria are at least partly
dependent on EU migrants’ employment history in the host country. This reveals
a certain ambiguity in the argument on welfare migration within the EU, as the
welfare magnet hypothesis originally considered welfare benefits as an alternative
to paid labour (Borjas, 1999). Although inactive individuals have the same rights
as workers to reside in another member state, their residence permits do not
directly translate into social rights. In addition, even for EU migrants who are or
have been active on the labour market, access to most welfare benefits either
depends on long-term residence or paid contributions (exceptions are universal
benefits and in-work benefits (Vandenbroucke, 2016)).
EU migrants’ labour market access is particularly relevant in the context of
the EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007, as EU member states were allowed to
postpone the opening of their labour markets for migrants from the central and
eastern European countries up to a maximum period of seven years (European
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Commission, 2011). Many countries used this opportunity to impose tight
restrictions to labour market access of migrants from the new member states and
opened their labour markets at different stages. Only Ireland, Sweden and the UK
allowed immediate access to EU migrants from the member states that joined in
2004; for the countries that joined in 2007, transitional arrangements were in
place in the UK as well (Kahanec, Pytlikova, & Zimmermann, 2014). Although
transitional measures were originally implemented to protect national labour
markets, they also played an important role in regulating EU migrants’ welfare
access. Kvist (2004) found countries with the least restrictions on labour market
access – in particular the UK – to be the most active in adjusting their social
policies to prevent a ‘welfare magnet’ effect.
In the Netherlands, access to the labour market was restricted for EU
migrants from the eight central and eastern European countries that joined the
EU in 2004 – including Poland – for three years (i.e., until May 2007). Over these
years, EU migrants from the new member states needed a special work permit to
work for an employer in the Netherlands. For the two countries that joined in
2007, Bulgaria and Romania, the transitional arrangements were in effect for the
full seven years (i.e., until January 2014). Between 2007 and 2014, Polish and
Bulgarian migrants thus experienced different access to the Dutch labour market
and related welfare benefits, and as such are interesting groups to investigate the
link between welfare and migration.
2.3

2.3.1

The Netherlands as a case study

Intra-EU migration after the EU enlargements

The EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007 led to significant – and relatively new –
east-west migration flows within Europe (Favell, 2008; Snel, Faber, & Engbersen,
2015). Compared to other European countries, the Netherlands received quite
large numbers of labour migrants from eastern Europe after the enlargements
(Snel et al., 2015). Although Bulgarian and Polish migrants already came to the
Netherlands before joining the EU, their numbers significantly increased after
accession, to such extent that these groups formed the largest European migration
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flows to the Netherlands over the past decades (P. W. De Jong, Van Mol, & De
Valk, 2016). Similar to other European countries (see e.g., Favell & Nebe, 2009)
also in the Netherlands this resulted in concerns about the potential consequences
of these flows, including concerns about welfare migration (Kremer & Schrijvers,
2014). As public debates mainly focused on post-accession migration from the new
EU member states, our study focuses on the two largest of these flows to the
Netherlands: those from Poland and Bulgaria.
Although Polish and Bulgarian migrants are often documented to be mainly
concentrated in more elementary occupations, particularly industry and
production, the construction and agricultural sector for Polish migrants, and
cleaning and catering for Bulgarian migrants (Dagevos, 2011; Gijsberts &
Lubbers, 2013), more recent studies show that there is more heterogeneity (e.g.,
Van Ostaijen & Scholten, 2018). For example, migration flows include low,
medium and highly-skilled migrants (Engbersen, Leerkes, Grabowska-Lusinska,
Snel, & Burgers, 2013; Van Ostaijen, Reeger, & Zelano, 2017), and particularly
recent Polish migrants (arriving between 2013 and 2015) find jobs in the higher
segments of the labour market (Gijsberts, Andriessen, Nicolaas, & Huijnk, 2018).
Considering their access and situation on the Dutch labour market, Bulgarian and
Polish migrants often occupy different positions as well. Whereas Polish migrants
mostly work for an employer (Gijsberts et al., 2018), Bulgarian migrants are more
often self-employed. This is likely the result of the transitional arrangements: selfemployed workers do not need a work permit in the Netherlands if they formally
register in the Netherlands or their home-country. A similar pattern was
previously found among Polish migrants too; of all Polish migrants who came to
the Netherlands before 2007, when the transition period ended, around a quarter
is still self-employed today (Gijsberts et al., 2018).

2.3.2 The Dutch welfare context
In this study, we focus on three main benefits that provide an alternative to income
from paid labour: unemployment benefits, social assistance and old-age pensions.
First, and similar to corporatist welfare regimes, unemployment benefits in the
Netherlands (‘WW’) are based on social insurance contributions tied to the
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employment history of individuals. The level of the unemployment benefit is 75
per cent of the former salary for the first two months, and thereafter 70 per cent
(Rijksoverheid, 2018b). If an individual has been employed for at least 26 weeks
in the last 36 weeks before becoming unemployed, he/she will receive three months
of unemployment benefits. Depending on the number of years an individual has
worked, the duration can be extended to a maximum of 38 months. Neither selfemployed nor unemployed individuals pay contributions for unemployment
benefits in the Netherlands, and as such do not build up rights of this type of
welfare. Second, social assistance in the Netherlands (‘Bijstand’) provides
individuals without sufficient means with a minimum income to cover basic needs.
The amount of the minimum income people receive depends on their family
situation. People living together receive 100 per cent of the net minimum income
(together), single persons receive 70 per cent, and single parents receive 70 per
cent as well as a child budget (Rijksoverheid, 2018a).15 Finally, the state pension
of the Netherlands (‘AOW’) is a universal benefit, which can be received by all
individuals above retirement age, regardless of their employment history and
nationality. For every year that people lived and/or worked in the Netherlands
from the age of 15 onwards they are entitled to two per cent of the public pension
allowance (Verzekeringsbank, 2018). The legal retirement age used to be 65
(although this has been increasing stepwise since 2013), meaning that individuals
who lived and/or worked in the Netherlands since the age of 15 have built up their
full pension by the time they reach retirement age. Dutch pensions are considered
to be fairly generous, and make up a large share of total social expenditure of the
government (OECD, 2016).
2.4

Data

For the purpose of this study, we analysed aggregated full population registerbased social statistics from Statistics Netherlands. The data were partly derived
through the online database Statline (Statistics Netherlands, 2017), and partly

The Dutch government adjusts the minimum income twice a year for it to match the average contractual
wage development in the governmental and market sector. Over the years under study, the gross monthly
amounts varied from 1,154.50 euro in 2001 to 1.578,00 euro in 2015 (Eurostat, 2018).
15

42

A Case Study of the Netherlands

from the research report ‘Migrantenmonitor’, which captures migrants’ labour
market status from 2007 onwards (Statistics Netherlands, 2013, 2015). Statistics
Netherlands derived these statistics from the system of social statistical datasets
(SSD), a system of interlinked and standardized registers and surveys. The SSD
covers a broad range of demographic and socio-economic subjects, including age,
labour force participation, social security and migration. It is the most important
source for official statistics in the Netherlands (Bakker, Van Rooijen, & Van Toor,
2014).
SSD data cover persons registered in the Population Register. European
citizens are obliged to register in the Netherlands when their expected stay in the
Netherlands exceeds a minimum of three months (Gijsberts & Lubbers, 2013). It
has been reported that not all Polish and Bulgarian migrants do register in the
Netherlands (e.g., Van der Heijden, Cruyff, & van Gils, 2013). As migrants need
to register in the Netherlands to gain access to Dutch welfare state arrangements,
the share receiving welfare in the Netherlands within the total migrant
populations studied here is therefore likely to be an overestimation.
2.5

2.5.1

Results

Size and age composition of migration flows

Figure 2-1 describes the migration flows from Poland and Bulgaria to the
Netherlands between 1995 and 2016 in absolute numbers. As can be observed,
there was a direct increase in the immigration rates from both countries after
joining the EU, even though transitional arrangements initially restricted labour
market access for Polish and Bulgarian migrants. Whereas in 2003, 2.234 Polish
migrants entered the Netherlands, this number more than doubled to 5.162 when
Poland joined the EU in 2004. Similarly, the number of Bulgarian migrants
steeply increased from 473 annual entries in 2006 to 4.840 in 2007 when Bulgaria
joined the EU. After the labour market restrictions were abolished for Poland in
2007 and Bulgaria in 2014 we however observed only a small increase in
immigration rates for both countries.
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Figure 2-1 also portrays the age composition of immigrants arriving, as age
is an important indicator of an individual’s welfare needs. People are generally a
net burden on the welfare system when they are in state-financed education, net
contributors when they are working, and once again a burden when they are
retired or require expensive medical services (Legrain, 2008). As Figure 2-1
illustrates, most migrants from Poland and Bulgaria who arrived were in their
early working ages: in the year of EU accession, 53 per cent of the Polish migrants
were between 25 and 45 years old. For Bulgarian migrants, this was 62 per cent.
As these individuals are too young to receive the universal state pension shortly
upon arrival, unemployment benefits and social assistance appear the more
relevant welfare state arrangements for these groups. For both countries, only a
marginal share (not more than two per cent annually) of persons who migrated to
the Netherlands were at ages are above the legal pension age. Although these
older migrants can access the Dutch old-age pension after legally residing in the
Netherlands for more than three months, they are unlikely to have built up Dutch
pension rights before arrival – as these rights are related to years of residence
and/or work in the Netherlands. Therefore, these older migrants are only entitled
to a very small portion of the full state pension.
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Figure 2-1 Size and age composition of immigration flows to the Netherlands 1995-2016,
absolute numbers
Source: Authors’ Calculations based on Statistics Netherlands’ StatLine Database (2017)
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2.5.2 Return and onward migration
Figure 2-2 displays the share of Polish and Bulgarian migrants who moved to the
Netherlands between 2001 and 2014 yet left within the first five years after
arrival. These statistics are based on data from Statistics Netherlands that check
on a yearly basis whether migrants still reside in the Netherlands up to ten years
after registration. For the years 2011 and onwards, information on return and
onward migration rates was included up to the most recent years available.
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Figure 2-2 Share of immigrants leaving the Netherlands within the first five years by year
of arrival, 2001-2014
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Statistics Netherlands’ StatLine database (2017)
Note: For 2011 and onwards, complete data on the first five years after arrival are not
available yet.

As described above, EU migrants’ welfare rights in the Netherlands are all to some
extent related to individuals’ length of stay. If Polish and Bulgarian migrants were
attracted by welfare, we would expect them to stay longer in the Netherlands from
the moment of EU accession. However, our data (Figure 2-2) do not show this. On
average, around one third of the Polish migrants left the Netherlands within the
first two years after arrival. When Poland joined the EU in 2004, this proportion
dropped, to increase again to previous levels in the years to follow. A different
pattern can be observed for Bulgarian migrants. After EU accession in 2007, the
proportion of Bulgarian migrants who left the Netherlands within the first two
years after arrival initially slightly increased from 24 to 26 per cent. Figure 2-2
indicates that particularly the share of those who left within the first year went
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up. In the years to follow, the share of migrants leaving within the first two years
kept rising, to reach percentages above 50 per cent from 2011 onwards. In 2014,
the share of migrants who left after the first year was much lower compared to
previous years, possibly due to the ending of labour market restrictions for
Bulgarian migrants. As more recent data are not available yet, it remains to be
seen how this development has evolved over subsequent years. In any case for our
study years it shows the importance of not just immigration, but also emigration
of the groups and their potential use of welfare state arrangements.

2.5.3 Labour market status
Over the studied years, the vast majority of Polish and Bulgarian migrants in the
Netherlands were of working age (between 85 and 95 per cent). Figure 2-3 shows
the labour market status of the Polish and Bulgarian working age populations in
the Netherlands between 2007 and 2014 as reported by Statistics Netherlands’
Migrantenmonitor (Statistics Netherlands, 2013, 2015). Polish migrants have had
full access to the Dutch labour market since 2007. Within the working age
population, by far the majority of Polish migrants (around 87 per cent) worked, of
whom only a small share (around four per cent) was self-employed. Although the
share of unemployed was still rather substantial, the share of unemployed Poles
receiving welfare benefits remained quite low and ranged from two to four per cent
of the Polish migrant working age population. Since 2012, unemployment benefits
(WW) formed the main type of welfare received by this group, which is related to
their former labour market participation and rights that were accumulated.
Patterns are slightly different for the Bulgarian migrant population in the
Netherlands. Over the studied period, the share of Bulgarian migrants who
worked in the Netherlands ranged from 37 per cent of the working age population
in 2007 to 52 per cent in 2014. Furthermore, of those who worked a relatively large
share was self-employed, reaching up to 60 per cent in 2012. Transitional
arrangements restricting Bulgarian migrants’ access to the Dutch labour market
during the first seven years after EU accession are likely responsible for these
figures. To retain the right to reside in the Netherlands, EU migrants should
either work in the country or have sufficient means to provide for themselves or
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their family members the first years upon arrival. This is reflected in our data
where we observe that, despite an increase in the number of unemployed
Bulgarian migrants, the share of unemployed receiving welfare benefits only
marginally increased from four to six per cent of the working age population. Social
assistance made up the largest share of the received benefits. This too can be
explained by the transitional arrangements: due to restrictions to work for an
employer, few Bulgarian migrants built up work-related insurance benefits over
the transitional phase. With the abolishment of these restrictions at the beginning
of 2014, the share of Bulgarian employees sharply increased from 19 per cent of
the working age population in 2013 to 35 per cent in 2014. In contrast, the number
of self-employed Bulgarians decreased from 24 to 18 per cent. Still, due to the
limited employment history of many of them, Bulgarian migrants’ usage of Dutch
unemployment benefits can be expected to remain low over the coming years.
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Figure 2-3 Labour market status and size of Polish and Bulgarian immigrant groups in
the working ages residing in the Netherlands, 2007-14
Source: Authors’ calculations based on Statistics Netherlands’ Migrantenmonitor (2013;
2015)
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2.6

Discussion

Over the past decade, public and scientific concerns were raised about how open
borders and extended welfare rights of migrants will place a burden on more
generous welfare systems within the enlarged EU (e.g., De Giorgi & Pellizzari,
2009; Greve, 2014). One of the central questions in these debates is to what extent
EU migrants (can) access the welfare system after arrival. Using the Netherlands
as a case study, we investigated changes in migration patterns and welfare uptake
of migrants from Poland and Bulgaria after joining the EU (in 2004 and 2007
respectively), and related them to migrant-specific and national eligibility criteria
to welfare access. Innovatively, we studied these groups within a single welfare
system and labour market, yet under different conditions in terms of labour
market access.
First, as the welfare rights of EU migrants in the host country build up over
time, we investigated whether Polish and Bulgarian migrants’ length of stay in
the Netherlands increased after EU-accession. In contrast to our expectations, the
share of migrants who left the Netherlands within the first years after arrival is
rather high for both groups. About a fifth of the Polish and a third of Bulgarian
immigrants left the Netherlands within the first year. After accession to the EU,
in 2004 for Poland and 2007 for Bulgaria, return rates even increased initially to
stabilize again over the following years. These findings are in line with survey
data in the Netherlands indicating that many European migrants do not reside
for longer periods, but that Bulgarians are even more likely to leave than Poles
(Gijsberts & Lubbers, 2015). This can partially be explained with the relatively
higher levels of intermarriages with Dutch among Polish migrants (Kleinepier, De
Valk, & Van Gaalen, 2015). Kurekova (2013) also suggested that the short-term
nature of migration from the new EU member states is potentially related to the
restricted welfare rights in the destination, which makes many of these migrants
stay more institutionally connected to the welfare regime in their origin country.
Second, we expected that the type of benefit mattered and as such the takeup rate of non-contributory benefits to be higher than that of social-insurance
benefits. Our findings illustrate that the type of welfare used by EU migrants from
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the new member states crucially depends on their access to the labour market in
the destination country. Dutch unemployment benefits are contribution-based,
and therefore can only be accessed after former employment in the Netherlands.
As labour market access was restricted for Bulgarian migrants over the studied
period, this likely explains a higher (but still rather small) usage of social
assistance compared to unemployment benefits for this group. However, in the
absence of restrictions of labour market access, we found unemployment benefits
to become more important than social assistance among unemployed Polish
migrants receiving welfare.
At the same time, it is noteworthy that the two groups may actually capture
very different types of migrants: Polish migrants are by and large in paid
employment whereas the majority of Bulgarians are either self-employed or not
having any income (from employment and benefits). This suggests that the latter
group is much more comprised of those who come to the Netherlands without a
stable employment perspective and therefore are also more likely to return when
not being able to gain any employment perspectives after one year. The economic
situation in Bulgaria (one of the poorest EU member states) may encourage a move
abroad that would in all cases be an improvement in life conditions. The labour
market restrictions that applied for this group until 2014 kept them out of the
formal economy, but may have resulted in more informal economic activities (that
are obviously not captured in our register data) explaining the large share of
migrants among this group who are not in employment but also not receiving
benefits. Polish migrants on the other hand seem to arrive in a context where
employment is already secured. Thus, migrants may not so much think of welfare
in the destination as such but much more compare their situation in the origin
country to that elsewhere. Further research would therefore benefit from a
comprehensive analysis on how decisions to stay, return or move onwards are
shaped via welfare systems at origin and destination. In addition, qualitative data
could shed more light on the ways in which migrants from different origin
countries in the EU consider these decisions.
Although it can be expected that individuals are only interested in generous
welfare state arrangements abroad to the extent they can make use of them
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(Adserà et al., 2014), our results do not necessarily prove that welfare does not
play a role in migration decisions at all. First, it is possible that EU migrants do
consider the welfare system in the destination country, but have limited
information on welfare state arrangements, or are not aware of the eligibility
criteria attached to them. Qualitative studies indeed signal that EU migrants from
the new member states are not always fully or adequately informed about their
welfare rights in the destination country (e.g., Alho & Helander, 2016). Similar
findings are reported for migrants from outside of the EU (third country nationals)
who often also have no or limited knowledge on welfare state arrangements and
related eligibility criteria (Renema, Meuleman, & Lubbers, 2017). Earlier studies
have suggested that this lack of information is related to migrants’ low intentions
to use welfare state arrangements abroad (Cappelen & Muriaas, 2018; Helander,
Holley, & Uuttana, 2016). Alternatively, welfare state arrangements may play a
role in migration decisions, but not in the shape of a ‘work or welfare’ trade-off.
After all, returns from the labour market are likely higher than those from welfare
benefits for active EU migrants, whereas inactive EU migrants are initially not
eligible for welfare in the host country. Rather, welfare benefits could form a
supplement to income from paid labour, for instance through family or housing
benefits, or may be perceived as a safety net to protect against loss of income. This
is in contrast with the welfare magnet hypothesis as formulated and tested for the
United States, where the welfare system mainly provides social assistance for the
very poor (Borjas, 1999), yet fits better with European welfare systems which are
generally more comprehensive and protect against risks over the life cycle by
means of social assistance, universal benefits and social insurance. In turn,
instead of an independent magnet effect, welfare systems may affect migration
decisions together with other factors, such as labour market characteristics. This
alternative mechanism deserves more attention in subsequent studies on the role
of welfare systems on migration decisions.
Overall, our findings on Polish and Bulgarian migrants to the Netherlands
do not support the political and scientific discourse that in absence of border
restrictions, increased intra-EU migration will increase pressure on generous
welfare systems. In fact, levels of welfare-dependency are relatively low for
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migrants from the new member states as compared to natives and migrants from
other EU countries in the Netherlands (Gijsberts & Lubbers, 2013; Jennissen,
2011). These findings are in line with studies that looked at the fiscal impact of
intra-EU migration in the UK (Dustmann, Frattini, & Halls, 2010), Sweden
(Ruist, 2014a) and Denmark (Martinsen & Pons Rotger, 2017), which found EU
migrants to make a net contribution to the welfare system of these host countries.
Our study further explains these outcomes as recent EU migrants typically do not
meet the eligibility criteria of welfare benefits at arrival, and often leave before
gaining full access to the welfare system. To what extent EU migrants can access
welfare after arrival depends on the one hand on the type of benefit, and on the
other hand on migrants’ life course characteristics, length of stay and labour
market status. This reasoning has important implications for future studies
investigating the link between welfare and intra-European migration. First,
within the overarching EU framework, member states are still to a large extent
free to decide how they organize their welfare system (D’Angelo & Kofman, 2017).
This not only contradicts the claim that national welfare systems are directly
accessible in the context of free mobility within the EU; it also stresses the need
for more specific measures of welfare generosity when investigating the welfare
magnet hypothesis. Second, instead of treating migrants as a collective group,
increased variation within intra-European migration flows in terms of personal
characteristics should be acknowledged (Schulzek, 2012). Finally, whereas
previous studies often grouped EU migrants together in their analyses, our
findings illustrate important variation between migrants from different countries
of origin. Thus, future research investigating the link between welfare and intraEuropean migration should not only consider whether people move towards
countries with a generous welfare system, but also who moves and how the
situation at origin, including the welfare system, shapes migration decisions.
.
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The Role of Welfare in Locational Choices

In this study, we first of all investigated the role of welfare states in intraEuropean migration decisions between 25 countries over a six-year period (20032008). Second, distinguishing between three welfare programs (unemployment,
family and old-age benefits) we tested whether social expenditure on each of these
arrangements particularly influenced locational choices of individuals within the
age groups covered by the respective welfare policy. Findings from a conditional
logit model show a positive impact of spending on family benefits on the locational
choices of young adults moving together with children, and of spending on old-age
benefits on the locational choices of individuals close to or above retirement age.
In contrast, a negative impact of unemployment spending was found on locational
choices in general, and those of working-age adults in particular. Our results
highlight the importance of further disentangling the often-used general spending
measure when studying the link between welfare and migration.

Currently invited for a revise and resubmission: De Jong, P.W., Adserà, A., & De
Valk, H.A.G. (2018). The Role of Welfare in Locational Choices: Modelling IntraEuropean Migration Decisions across the Life-Course.

The Role of Welfare in Locational Choices

3.1

Introduction

The welfare state is increasingly mentioned as a determinant of migrants’
locational choices (Ramos & Suriñach, 2017). Central to literature on the role of
the welfare state in migration decisions is the ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’: the
expectation that migrants are attracted by generous welfare state arrangements
(Borjas, 1999). With the freedom of movement and migrant rights currently
figuring high on the political agenda throughout Europe, investigating a potential
link between migration and the welfare state is particularly relevant in this
context. However, the few studies that have tested the welfare magnet hypothesis
in Europe reported mixed results (De Giorgi & Pellizzari, 2009; Giulietti et al.,
2013; Pedersen et al., 2008; Skupnik, 2014; Warin & Svaton, 2008). Inconsistent
findings of previous studies may follow from two defining properties of their
approach. First, most previous research did not distinguish between migration
towards Europe and mobility within Europe. This is unfortunate, as different
migration policies regulate these two forms of migration, and in turn shape
migrants’ opportunities to access welfare state arrangements. In this study we
therefore specifically focused on intra-European migration. Within the European
Union, mobility of EU-citizens (as well as that of third country nationals who are
long-term residents) is facilitated (EMN, 2004). Meanwhile, large differences can
be observed between European countries in the total amount of money spent on
welfare, as well as the welfare domains they prioritize. By focusing on the role of
the welfare state in locational choices of intra-European migrants we have a
natural laboratory to disentangle the true effect of welfare rather than capturing
migration (entry) policies (Razin & Wahba, 2011).
Second, previous studies on the link between the generosity of the welfare
state and international migration mainly looked at the correlation between the
number of migrants moving to a country and the amount of money spent on the
welfare state by the government in that country (Giulietti et al., 2013; Pedersen
et al., 2008). Yet the welfare magnet hypothesis originally not only addressed
selection across alternative destinations, but also within immigration flows
(Skupnik, 2014). This suggests that destinations with more generous welfare
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states particularly attract migrants benefitting from welfare state arrangements
and discourage those who would be net contributors. Some scholars therefore
reasoned that generous welfare states will particularly attract migrants with
lower levels of education, as they would be most likely to benefit from a generous
welfare state (e.g., Brücker et al., 2002). Despite this acknowledgment of
individual differences in balancing the potential welfare benefit when migrating,
so far, the role of the individual life stage has been largely overlooked. This is
unfortunate, because the relationship between welfare and the individual does
change over the life course: people are generally a net burden on the state while
they are in state-financed education, but net-contributors while they are working,
and once again a burden when they are retired or require expensive medical
services (Legrain, 2008). Furthermore, in European welfare states, access to
specific welfare state arrangements is partly tied to life course characteristics. In
this study we therefore contribute to the literature by investigating the role of
welfare generosity in locational choices of migrants in different stages of their
lives.
We reason that if generous welfare state arrangements especially attract
migrants who are most likely to access them after arrival, the impact of
government spending in different welfare domains should affect migration
decisions differently across the life course. To test this hypothesis, we used
bilateral migration flow data from the Integrated Modelling of European
Migration (IMEM) database, available for the years 2003-2008. We enriched the
migration data with country level indicators retrieved from databases of the
Centre d'Etudes Prospectives et d'Informations Internationales (CEPII),
Migration Modelling for Statistical Analyses (MIMOSA), Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and World Bank. Locational
choices of individuals who decided to migrate between 25 selected European
countries were modelled for the period 2003-2008 using a conditional logit model.
Innovatively, we analysed migrants in five age categories representing different
life phases. By distinguishing between family, unemployment and old-age
benefits, we tested whether the welfare programs had an influence on locational
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choices of intra-European migrants, and whether this influence was stronger for
migrants in the age groups eligible to receive them.
3.2

3.2.1

Theory

The welfare magnet hypothesis in the context of Europe

In 1999, Borjas published his seminal study in which he hypothesized that
immigrants to the United States (US) would cluster in those states where welfare
benefits were the highest. His argument was that, since immigrants already
accepted the costs of migration, it would cost them little extra to choose the ‘right’,
i.e. the most generous state. In his study, Borjas focused on a specific welfare
program: Aid for Families with Dependent Children (AFDC). This way, his work
contributed to a longer research tradition studying the impact of welfare benefits
on interstate mobility in the US (McKinnish, 2007). A popular approach in this
literature has been to look at the migration behaviour of the welfare-prone group,
single mothers, and compare it to the migration behaviour of a group that is less
likely to receive welfare such as married mothers, women without children, or
men. Borjas found that the demographic group most closely linked with the AFDC
program, namely female-headed households with children under 18 years of age –
was clustered in states with higher AFDC benefits. As this clustering was more
pronounced for recent immigrants, Borjas concluded that the theoretical
framework was confirmed: immigrants who had just arrived in the US were more
sensitive to interstate differences in welfare benefits than natives. The expectation
that welfare state arrangements might influence migration decisions became
known in the literature as the ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’.
Interestingly, the welfare magnet hypothesis has not been put to a test
much outside the American context until quite recently. Pedersen, Pytlikova and
Smith (2008) presented one of the first studies analysing international migration
flows into a broader set of OECD countries. They found that welfare generosity –
measured as social expenditure in percentage of the Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) – did not exert a significant role in attracting migrants from 129 countries
of origin between 1990 and 2000. The authors argued that this finding might be
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the result of restrictive migration policies that were in place in many OECD
countries. Other scholars specifically looked at migration into the EU. De Giorgi
and Pellizzari (2009) investigated immigration of individuals in the working ages
from outside the EU into the EU-15 between 1994 and 2001.16 Their analysis
showed that the generosity of welfare did influence migration decisions, albeit the
effect was very small. Warin and Svaton (2008) tested the effect of social
expenditure on migration flows into the EU-15 over the period 1995-2004. The
authors concluded that the labour market outlook in the host country was
comparatively more important than welfare provisions. However, as long as its
effect was not offset by a high unemployment rate in the host country, the level of
social expenditure was found to have a positive impact on migrants' locational
choices. Giulietti and colleagues (2013) in their analyses distinguished between
EU- and non-EU migrants. Their findings indicated that between 1993 and 2008
EU-migrants did not react to the level of spending on unemployment benefits in
19 European host countries. Skupnik (2014) finally looked at the determinants of
changes in the stocks of EU-migrants in the EU-15 over the years 2004-2011, and
concluded that welfare state variables did not affect migration flows when
controlling for temporary political restrictions to the freedom of movement.
As this brief overview illustrates, studies on the relation between the
welfare state and migration for the European context are limited in number, and
their empirical findings are mixed. As several studies did not distinguish between
migration towards Europe and mobility within Europe, different migration
policies regulating these two types of movement likely distort the results (Razin &
Wahba, 2011). Furthermore, these studies generally did not focus on the migration
behaviour of a specific welfare-prone group, but rather compared the total number
of migrants moving to various destinations. In this study we address these gaps
in the literature. First, we investigated bilateral migration flows between
European countries, thus focusing exclusively on mobility within Europe. As part
of the abolishment of borders between European countries, EU-citizens, but also
non-EU citizens with a valid residence permit from one of the Schengen countries
16

EU-15 refers to the 15 member states of the EU prior to EU enlargements since 2004: Austria, Belgium,
Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, Spain,
Sweden and the UK.
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can move freely within the Schengen area (EPRS, 2015). Our study context in this
simulates full freedom of movement and locational choices being not affected by
migration restrictions set by law. Second, we tested whether the influence of
welfare programs on locational choices is stronger for those migrants most likely
to access them. Many European welfare state arrangements are targeted at
individuals in specific phases of their lives (e.g., family allowances, unemployment
benefits, pension systems). This may lead to differential effects of destination
countries’ welfare generosity for migration decisions of people in different life
stages; yet whether this can indeed be observed to our knowledge is so far
unknown. In the current study we therefore contribute to the literature by
investigating the role of welfare state arrangements in intra-European migration
decisions by life stage.

3.2.2 Hypotheses
The welfare state literature posits that European countries have different
spending priorities when it comes to welfare state arrangements across the life
cycle (Kuitto, 2011). Thus, a country could have a generous pension system, while
at the same time providing little support in case of unemployment. We therefore
distinguished three welfare policy areas for which individuals become eligible at
various stages of their lives: family benefits, unemployment benefits and old-age
benefits, and compared the impact of these attributes on locational choices of
migrants in five different age groups (capturing these life stages). We expected
social expenditure on each of these arrangements to particularly influence
locational choices of individuals within the age groups covered by the respective
benefits. Thus, we expected to find a positive impact of: (H1a) spending on family
benefits on the locational choices of young adults moving together with children;
(H1b) spending on unemployment benefits on the locational choices of individuals
in the working ages; (H1c) spending on old-age benefits on the locational choices
of individuals close to or above retirement age. At the same time, our second
hypothesis is that higher expenditure on welfare state arrangements that could
not be accessed by migrants, either due to their life stage or other eligibility
criteria, has no or even a negative impact on locational choices (H2). After all,
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higher social expenditure in these cases implies higher contributions to the
welfare state in the destination country without enjoying the associated benefits
(Geis et al., 2013; Razin & Wahba, 2015). In this sense H1c may be somewhat
ambiguous, as old-age benefits like pensions are typically built up over the
individual’s working life. Individuals who migrate at older ages may therefore not
be eligible for this type of benefit in the destination country, or at least partially
receive their old-age benefits from the origin country. As such the weakest effects
are expected for this age group.

3.2.3 Controls
In the extensive migration literature both economic, geographical, social/historical
and demographic factors are found to be important for migration decisions, and
are thus taken into account in our study (Ramos & Suriñach, 2017). Income
prospects are generally considered as a key driver of migration decisions (e.g.,
Kennan & Walker, 2011). Unemployment rates form another important economic
factor, as the expected income after migration not only depends on the average
wage in the destination country, but also on the likelihood of being employed (e.g.,
Docquier, Peri, & Ruyssen, 2014). Factors that lower the costs of migration, such
as geographical and cultural closeness, are also expected to influence locational
choices (e.g., Beine et al., 2011). In addition, the size of the population in the
destination country is sometimes considered, as a larger population may offer
more connections, more opportunities, and more widely available information that
may serve to reduce the migration costs (e.g., Davies, Greenwood, & Li, 2001).
Migration theories further recognize previous migration flows to the destination
country as an important factor in migration decision-making. Already settled
migrants may function as ‘bridgeheads’, reducing the risks and costs of subsequent
migration and settlement by providing information and support (e.g., Massey,
1998). Finally, migration policies likely affect the migration decision, as they can
constrain people’s individual choices (e.g., Mayda, 2010). As we focused on intraEuropean migration, freedom of movement was ensured between most countries
in our sample through regulations of the European Union or Schengen area.
However, some countries in our sample joined the EU only in 2004, resulting in a
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changed policy context within the period under study. In addition, the 2003
Accession Treaty allowed EU member states to restrict access to the labour market
in the host country for migrants from 8 of the 10 countries that joined the EU in
2004 (Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and
Slovenia, referred to as the EU-8) during a seven-year transitional period
(European Commission, 2011).17 Between 2004 and 2011, EU member states
opened their labour markets to these workers at different stages. Such transitional
restrictions may have directed migration flows towards the countries that
immediately allowed free access to the labour market and were therefore included
in our study.
3.3

3.3.1

Data and Methods

Analytical approach

According to more economic (rational choice) theories, migrants are expected to
select as their destination the country resulting in the highest returns after
accounting for migration costs. As such, locational choices can be seen as the
outcome of a comparison of a set of alternatives (or ‘choice set’), whereby the
probabilities of choosing a particular location depend on the attributes of each
alternative in a predictable way. Some attributes will make an individual more
likely to select an alternative as his or her destination, whereas the opposite may
be the case for other attributes. Discrete choice analysis aims to estimate these
probabilities from the observed choices and characteristics of the alternatives
(Hoffman & Duncan, 1988; McFadden, 2002). In this study we focus on these
locational choices, whereby we disaggregate flows in order to be able to answer our
research questions. The dependent variable represents the chance that an
individual selects a country as his or her destination, and the parameter estimates
represent the impact of attributes of countries in the choice set on this chance.
This way, the focus of the approach differs from studies using gravity models,
which estimate the impact of the attributes on the number of immigrants entering
and aim to explain the size of migration flows (Anas, 1983; De Mello-Sampayo,
17

No such restrictions were in place for two of the new member states, Cyprus and Malta.
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2017; Mishra, Wang, Zhu, Moeckel, & Mahapatra, 2013; Ramos & Suriñach,
2017). Conditional logit models have been used before to analyse micro-level
migration data (e.g., De Giorgi & Pellizzari, 2009) yet can be used also for countryto-country migration flows (Cushing & Poot, 2004; Davies et al., 2001). Using this
type of data, the size of the flows represents the number of individual moves.
Characteristics of the countries in the choice set are subsequently used to explain
the observed moves, whereby the estimated coefficients provide information about
the relative value that individuals place on the various characteristics.

3.3.2 Data
We use bilateral migration flow data from the Integrated Modelling of European
Migration database (IMEM). This database contains the posterior distribution of
the harmonized migration flows between 31 EU and European Fair Trade
Association (EFTA) countries and the rest of the world (the latter discarded here)
between 2002 and 2008. The posterior distribution has been created by combining
available data on migration, covariate information and expert knowledge within a
statistical model.18 To our knowledge, IMEM is the only database providing
complete information on bilateral migration flows covering all European countries
together with information on the age of these migrants. The age composition is an
important feature of the data, since we aimed to investigate whether different
effects can be observed for migrants in different age groups, i.e. life stages.
Unfortunately, the IMEM data do not allow further disentangling individuals by
nationality or country of birth, and thus cover intra-European moves of both
European and non-European citizens. However, for intra-European mobility as
studied here, non-EU citizens with permanent residence enjoy similar rights as
those with EU citizenship. We therefore expect only limited effects on our findings
resulting from this data limitation.
In the analyses, 25 European countries were included: 22 of the 27 countries
that were members of the European Union in 2008 (Austria, Belgium, Czech

For the methodology of producing the harmonized flow tables, see Raymer, Wiśniowski, Forster, Smith, &
Bijak (2013).
18
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Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary,
Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovakia,
Slovenia, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom), and 3 non-EU countries within
the Schengen area (Iceland, Norway and Switzerland). Bilateral migration flows
between these 25 countries were analysed for all years between 2003 and 2008.
For the purpose of this study we supplemented the migration data with country
level indicators found to be relevant by previous migration research, which were
retrieved from databases of the CEPII, MIMOSA, OECD and World Bank. As a
result of missing data on at least one of the indicators, the following countries
(although members of the European Union or Schengen area in 2008) could not be
included in our final analyses: Bulgaria, Cyprus, Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Malta
and Romania.

3.3.3 Variables
Within the IMEM migration data we distinguished five age categories
representing different stages of the life course: (1) children under 15 years of age,
who likely migrated with their family; (2) adolescents and young adults aged 1525, who were either studying or early in their careers; (3) migrants aged 25-40,
who were the most likely to have or start a young family; (4) migrants aged 40-60,
for whom work and family life had likely stabilized; (5) migrants above 60 years of
age, who were close to or above the legal retirement age.
Like most scholars investigating the relation between the welfare state and
migration across Europe, we relied on government spending on social provisions
to measure welfare state generosity, due to the availability, (relative)
comparability and variation of these data across countries and time. However, we
supplemented the aggregated measure of social expenditure with measures of
expenditure in three policy areas: family, unemployment and old-age. Data on
social expenditure for each of the years under study were obtained from the OECD
database (2016) and were expressed as a percentage of the GDP. To account for
issues of reverse causality we used lagged terms, capturing social expenditure one
year before migration.
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In the literature, GDP per capita in each destination is usually treated as
an adequate measure of income prospects of potential migrants (e.g., Beine,
Bertoli, & Moraga, 2016). In our study, annual information on GDP per capita (in
thousands of US dollars) from the World Bank (2017) was included. The
unemployment rate in our study captured the percentage of the total labour force
in the country of destination that was unemployed in the year prior to migration
according to figures of the World Bank (2017). The distance indicator reflected the
absolute distance between the capital cities of two countries in hundreds of
kilometres. The contiguous variable indicated whether two countries had shared
borders (1) or not (0). Both variables came from the GeoDist database of CEPII
(Mayer & Zignago, 2011). The language variable indicated the closeness of two
different native languages along a continuous index ranging from 0 to 1, where
higher values represented greater closeness. The variable was obtained from the
Language database of CEPII, and considered whether countries shared a common
official language, a common native language and the linguistic proximity of two
languages (Melitz & Toubal, 2014). Population size in millions was included as a
proxy for the number of locations and for network and creative opportunities
available at the destination country (World Bank, 2017). Due to missing values for
several origin-destination country pairs, we could not include information on the
size of the specific migrant groups in each of the destination countries. Instead,
we used the percentage of EU born migrants within the population of the
destination country lagged one year as a proxy of the migrant network, retrieved
from the MIMOSA database (MIMOSA, 2008). We further included the lagged
percentage of all migrants in the total population living in the destination country.
The dummy variable restrictions finally indicated whether migrants from a
specific origin country had legal access to the labour market of a destination
country (0), or that restrictions applied to these migrants the whole year (1) for
each of the years under study. In 2003, such restrictions followed from either the
origin or the destination country not being a member of the EU yet. From 2004
onwards, restrictions on the labour market resulted from the transitional
arrangements introduced in some EU member states to temporarily protect their
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labour markets against large influxes of migrants shortly after the EU
enlargement.19

3.3.4 Identification strategy
In our statistical model, an individual migrating from country i faces a choice
among D alternative European countries. For the purpose of this study, we
assumed that the decision to migrate has already been taken, and the only choice
to be made concerns the country of destination.20 The utility of choosing area d for
this individual is


β’

(1)

where Xid is a vector of alternative-specific attributes that will affect individuals’
location choices and id is the error term. Each parameter in vector β corresponds
to an alternative-specific characteristic, for which the impact on location choices
is held constant across alternatives. The individual migrant chooses destination d
if the utility Uid is the highest among all D choices. The statistical model for the
probability of moving from area i to area d can be represented as
d/i

max

(2)

,……

,

Assuming that the random utility components are independent and identically
distributed according to a Weibull distribution (McFadden, 1973), the probability
of an individual migrant from country i choosing destination d can be rewritten as
d/i

1

∑

if i≠j

(3)

Note that our conditional logit model requires estimation using N x D
observations, where N is the total number of individuals moving from all origins
and D the number of alternatives. With 25 origin countries and 24 potential
destination choices (excluding the current country of residence), the log-likelihood
function is
lnL

19
20

∑

∑

N lnP m

1

if i≠j

(4)

Detailed information on the timing of these transitional arrangements is included in the Appendix.
Arguments for this assumption are discussed in section 3.6.
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where Nij is the number of people moving from country i to country j and P(mij =
1) is given by (3).
The identification of the conditional logit model comes from comparing the
same individual faced with different alternative destinations. In result, only
independent variables describing the attributes of the countries (including those
origin-destination specific) can directly enter the model. Characteristics that do
not vary across alternatives, such as characteristics of the origin country, year of
migration, and individual characteristics (like age), fall out of the probability
function described in equation (3). To investigate whether the impact of some of
the alternative-specific characteristics varies with individual characteristics, one
has to include interaction terms between the individual and the country level
variables (Christiadi & Cushing, 2007). To test our hypotheses, we therefore
estimated interaction effects between the dummy variables indicating the age
group of individuals and the social expenditure measures. Comparing the
estimated interaction coefficients allowed us to see whether the effects of spending
on particular welfare state arrangements on the locational choices of migrants
differ between age groups.
3.4

3.4.1

Results

Descriptive statistics

Figure 3-1 describes for each of the 25 countries in the sample the total number of
immigrants coming from the remaining 24 countries by year. Between 2003 and
2008, the number of immigrants was highest for the UK, Germany and France.
Although the numbers clearly differed between the countries in our sample,
bilateral flows were always larger than zero with one exception: the bilateral
migration flows between Slovenia and Estonia in 2003.
Table 3-1 displays the descriptive statistics of the country level variables for
the years between 2003 and 2008 grouped together. Figure 3-2 portrays the
distribution of the levels of social expenditure by country and year. Over the period
under study, variation occurred between countries in both the total level of
government spending on welfare as a share of the GDP and spending on the
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different welfare domains. Of the three welfare domains, differences between
European countries were the largest for old-age programs. Table 3-2 presents the
correlations between the country level variables. Social expenditure appeared
higher in richer countries and those with lower unemployment rates. Total social
spending was clearly strongly and positively correlated to social spending on oldage, indicating that old-age benefits made up a large share within all social
expenditure. The correlations with total social spending were much weaker for
social expenditure on family or unemployment benefits, which both represented a
much smaller share of GDP (see Table 3-2).
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Figure 3-1 Variance in the number of immigrants from the countries in the sample, by
country of destination and year
67

Chapter 3

Table 3-1 Descriptive statistics country-level variables, 2003-2008
Mean

Std. Dev.

Min

Max

2444.08

7526.63

0.00

115065

32.21

19.24

4.03

102.52

7.36

3.67

2.25

19.90

18.86

23.33

0.29

82.53

Distance c

1.06

0.64

0.06

2.89

Common Border

0.28

0.45

0.00

1.00

Language Similarity

0.32

0.21

0.09

0.88

10.51

6.71

1.75

34.27

4.37

5.38

0.61

27.84

20.84

4.25

11.05

28.69

Spending Family (t-1) e

2.21

0.82

0.91

3.79

Spending Unemployment (t-1) e

0.89

0.70

0.00

3.23

Spending Old-Age (t-1)

7.23

2.23

2.21

11.51

Bilateral Migration
GDP per capita (t-1) a
Unemployment rate (t-1)
Population Size b

Migrant Population (t-1) d
EU Migrant Population (t-1) d
Spending Total (t-1) e

a) In thousands of US dollars
b) In millions
c) In thousands of kilometres
d) As a percentage of the destination country’s population
e) As a percentage of GDP

3.4.2 Conditional Logit Models
Migration researchers often have little information about the representativeness
of their parameter estimates over time (Davies et al., 2001). To investigate the
stability of our parameter estimates, we started by estimating the model for the
six consecutive years separately. This way, all parameters were free to vary across
time. Results appeared relatively stable over time and no substantive differences
were observed in the effects of our main variables of interest. For reasons of
simplicity, in this chapter we therefore present results of a pooled model that
covers all years under study (2003-2008) even though locational choices are still
grouped in the model by the year in which they were made (full details of all
models available upon request).
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Table 3-2 Correlations between the independent variables, 2003-2008
1
1. GDP p.c. (t-1)

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

__

2. Unemp. (t-1)

-0.606

__

3. Pop. Size

-0.079

0.258

__

4. Distance

0.247

-0.306

-0.123

__

-0.262

0.134

0.167

-0.646

__

6. Lang. Sim.

0.617

-0.446

0.129

-0.025

0.052

__

7. % Mig. (t-1)

0.488

-0.336

-0.176

-0.008

-0.158

0.448

__

8. % EU Mig.(t-1)

0.636

-0.319

-0.175

-0.080

-0.028

0.448

0.807

__

-0.464

0.320

-0.076

-0.419

0.329

-0.353

-0.265

-0.226

__

10. Spending Tot. (t-1)

0.220

-0.033

0.399

-0.180

-0.022

0.230

-0.112

0.028

-0.054

__

11. Spending Fam. (t-1)

0.551

-0.450

-0.170

0.039

-0.225

0.229

0.135

0.346

-0.116

0.373

__

12. Spending Une. (t-1)

0.113

0.080

0.217

0.064

-0.157

0.223

0.043

0.123

-0.215

0.483

0.027

__

13. Spending Old. (t-1)

-0.260

0.298

0.388

-0.302

0.156

-0.205

-0.255

-0.308

0.197

0.718

-0.151

0.125

5. Com. Border

9. Restrictions

Soc. Exp. Unemployment
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Figure 3-2 Variance in total social expenditure and social expenditure on unemployment, family and old-age benefits: distribution by
country and year
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Table 3-3 presents the parameter estimates of the first four conditional logit
models. In the first model (column 1) we included only the control variables. In
line with what we expected, a positive and significant effect was observed for GDP
per capita in the destination country, indicating it acted as a pull factor.
Furthermore, the effect of the unemployment rate in the destination country one
year before migration was negative and significant, indicating a preference of
migrants for countries where the unemployment rate was lower. The results
indicated that EU migrants were less likely to choose countries with a larger share
of migrants in the population, yet controlling for migration stock they were more
likely to choose countries with larger shares of EU migrants. As expected, the
probability of choosing a certain destination increased when the country was closer
to the origin country, when it concerned a neighbouring country and when its
language was more similar to that of the origin country. Furthermore, migrants
were more likely to select a destination country with a larger population.
Over the years under study, the variable capturing labour market
restrictions yielded a positive effect, indicating that more migrants chose a country
where restrictions were in place. To explain this rather unexpected result, we
looked back at the year-specific analyses where we observed that prior to 2006
migrants were less likely to move to countries where they had limited access to
the labour market. During this phase, only three member states (Ireland, UK and
Sweden) opened their labour markets for EU-8 workers. From 2006 onwards, EU8 migrants gradually gained free access to the labour markets in eight more
member states (Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Italy, the Netherlands,
Luxembourg and France). With the restrictions being abolished in most countries
during this latter phase, since 2006 the variable seemed to capture increased
migration flows from the new member states into the EU-15 in anticipation of
getting access to the labour market over the years under study.
We subsequently included the variable capturing total social expenditure in
the destination country a year before migration (column 2, Table 3-3). The
coefficient was significant and negative, and seemed to indicate that migrants
were less likely to move to countries that spent a larger share within the GDP on
the welfare state.
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Table 3-3 Conditional logit models (2003-2008): estimated coefficients
(1)
GDP p.c. (t-1)

Unemp. (t-1)

Pop. Size

Distance

Com. Border

Lang. Sim.

% Mig. (t-1)

% EU Mig. (t-1)

Restrictions

(2)

(3)

(4)

0.00337***

0.00837***

0.000980***

0.000281

(0.0000406)

(0.0000419)

(-0.00018)

(-0.00018)

-0.0173***

-0.00838***

-0.0354***

-0.0302***

(0.000151)

(0.000149)

(-0.00034)

(-0.00036)

0.0304***

0.0330***

0.0152***

-0.0274***

(0.0000140)

(0.0000151)

(-0.00132)

(-0.00146)

-0.776***

-0.796***

-0.795***

-0.794***

(0.000901)

(0.000893)

(-0.00098)

(-0.00098)

0.458***

0.535***

0.698***

0.698***

(0.000979)

(0.000996)

(-0.00113)

(-0.00113)

0.574***

0.411***

0.372***

0.376***

(0.00231)

(0.00238)

(-0.00262)

(-0.00262)

-0.0477***

-0.0440***

-0.0250***

-0.00928***

(0.000137)

(0.000129)

(-0.00196)

(-0.00201)

0.0283***

0.0170***

0.0378***

0.0208***

(0.000187)

(0.000184)

(-0.00312)

(-0.00314)

0.126***

0.142***

0.313***

0.324***

(0.00118)

(0.00118)

(-0.00136)

(-0.00137)

-0.0488***
(0.000113)

0.00898***

Soc. Exp. Total (t-1)

(0.00083)

Soc. Exp. Family (t-1)

0.328***
(0.00385)

Soc. Exp. Unemp. (t-1)

-0.123***
(0.00334)

Soc. Exp. Old Age (t-1)

Destination FE
pseudo R2

0.00278
(0.00219)
NO
0.1827

NO
0.1861

YES
0.2201

Standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Note: The total size of migration flow size in the sample is 211168704. Restriction
equals 1 if in place.
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The negative impact of total government spending on locational choices is in
contrast with the welfare magnet hypothesis. As the pull effect of GDP per capita
on locational choices increased when taking social expenditure into account,
higher tax rates in (rich) countries with generous welfare systems may explain
this finding. Alternately, our findings could be explained from countries with a
more generous welfare state – for example the Scandinavian countries – often
having a more regulated labour market, which makes it more difficult for migrants
to enter. To capture these potential institutional differences and any other
unobserved characteristics at the country level, destination country fixed effects
(FE) were included in the model in columns (3). Social expenditure in this model
was positively associated with locational choices. The negative coefficient of social
expenditure in column (2) thus appears to be due to omitted country-level
characteristics that affect the level of expenditure.
In a next step (column 4, Table 3-3), we included more specific measures of
social expenditure devoted to family, unemployment and old-age programs. In this
model, expenditure on unemployment benefits had a significant negative effect on
the locational choices of intra-European migrants. Spending on family programs
on the other hand was positively associated with locational choices. No significant
impact was found for old-age expenditures.
In the models presented in Table 3-4, we included interaction terms for each
of the welfare generosity measures with the five age categories, which were our
key variables of interest. The models in Table 3-4 – like those in Table 3-3 columns
3 and 4 – included destination country FE. Table 3-4 presents the estimated
coefficients of the social expenditure measures for the different age groups (other
effects were similar to those reported in Table 3-3). In column (1), a positive impact
of total welfare expenditure on locational choices was found for all but one age
group: adults early in their working lives, who are likely the main net contributors
to sustain the welfare state. Estimates of the second model (column 2) further
indicated that individuals in the early working ages were the least likely to move
to countries with higher spending on unemployment benefits, whereas spending
in this domain had a positive impact on migration behaviour of the oldest
migrants. This finding is net of differences in unemployment levels at destination
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countries, which should automatically inflate the share of that type of expenditure
over GDP. Estimates of column (3) show that migrants in the younger age
categories moved more often towards countries that spent more on social services
for families. This is consistent with the first hypothesis, as those migrants are the
ones most likely to benefit from this type of welfare policy. Conversely, migrants
above 60 years of age were less likely to move to these countries. This in line with
the second hypothesis, as higher expenditure on family benefits is likely only
associated with a higher tax burden for this age group. Also in line with the
hypotheses, the model in column (4) displays a positive impact of social
expenditure on old-age benefits on locational choices of migrants in the oldest two
age categories, yet a negative impact for the other age groups. Chi-Square tests
showed that the coefficients of the interaction terms differed significantly between
age groups for each type of welfare spending.
Table 3-4 Conditional logit models (2003-2008): estimated coefficients of social expenditure
variables by age group
(1)

(2)

(3)

Soc.Exp. Total (t-1) Soc.Exp. Unemp (t-1)

(4)

Soc.Exp. Fam (t-1)

Soc.Exp. Old (t-1)

Under 15

0.0199***
(0.00086)

-0.0444***
(0.00335)

0.421***
(0.00398)

-0.00562**
(0.00212)

Age 16-25

0.0172***
(0.00085)

-0.114***
(0.00328)

0.387***
(0.00391)

-0.0158***
(0.00211)

Age 26-40

-0.00358***
(0.00083)

-0.139***
(0.00317)

0.361***
(0.00384)

-0.0370***
(0.00209)

Age 41-60

0.0135***
(0.00085)

-0.0190***
(0.00326)

0.106***
(0.00391)

0.0282***
(0.0021)

Over 60

0.0406***
(0.00091)

0.124***
(0.00364)

-0.0188***
(0.00425)

0.0939***
(0.00219)

YES
0.2204

YES
0.2209

YES
0.2218

YES
0.2209

Destination FE
pseudo R2

Standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
Note: Each column is a separate model with interactions of specific spending measures
and age groups. All controls in Table 3-3 included. The total migration flow size is
211168704.
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3.5

Robustness checks

A conditional logit model assumes independence from irrelevant alternatives
(IIA), which implies that the probability ratio of individuals choosing between two
alternatives should not depend on the availability or attributes of the other
alternatives. In our empirical specification, the destination set is limited to 25
European countries. Our analysis could therefore be interpreted as part of a more
complex nested structure in which intra-European migration is one part of the
decision tree. In these cases one could consider models which do not rest on the
restrictive IIA assumption such as nested or mixed logit models. Earlier studies
have reported findings from conditional logit models to be qualitatively very
similar to models that relax the IIA assumption (Christiadi & Cushing, 2007;
Dahlberg & Eklöf, 2003; Train, 2003) and the preferred modelling technique thus
depends on the research question (see e.g. Train (2003)). In our study we aim to
understand the individuals’ average preferences (rather than predicting how the
preference for a destination may change depending on the characteristics of other
available destination countries), in which violating IIA is less of an issue and as
such a conditional logit model is chosen (Train, 2003). However, to validate our
findings we follow Hausman and McFadden (1984) who note that if IIA is satisfied,
the estimated coefficients should be stable across choice sets. To check for potential
violations of IIA, we therefore re-estimated our models 25 times, each time
dropping one of the destinations. Overall, coefficients were comparable across
these samples, suggesting that the IIA property was not seriously violated in our
data. We do, however, find that in a few cases depending on the model
specification, the effects of total spending go in the opposite direction than
reported before. This may on the one hand indicate potential endogeneity issues.
At the same time, it seems more likely that this simply points to the fact that the
expenditure measure captures different domains of spending as indicated in our
analyses as well as other unobserved characteristics. This could also explain why
previous studies find mixed results using a rather generic total spending measure
as such. In any case it highlights again that simply taking total expenditure to
study welfare system effects for migration choices seems not very meaningful.
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3.6

Discussion

With this study, we aimed to investigate the role of welfare generosity in locational
choices of migrants moving between European countries in different life stages.
Specifically, we expected higher social expenditure on welfare state arrangements
to have a positive impact on locational choices for individuals within the age
groups covered by the respective programs (H1), yet a non-significant or negative
impact for individuals who are less likely to access these welfare state
arrangements (H2). When controlling for unobserved variation by means of
destination country fixed effects, a positive impact of total social expenditure on
locational choices was found for all age groups except for adults early in their
working lives. This finding seems consistent with our theoretical reasoning, as
these individuals are most likely to be net contributors to the system. We further
estimated the effects of government spending on family, unemployment and oldage benefits separately for migrants in different age groups. Our findings showed
that the impact of social spending in specific welfare domains on locational choices
varied across age groups and were partly in line with our hypotheses.
Consistent with our expectations, young adults moving together with
children appeared to move more often towards countries where the government
spent more on family benefits. Migrants in the older age groups on the other hand
showed the opposite pattern. Younger migrants furthermore were less likely than
migrants above 60 to move towards countries that spent more on welfare support
for the elderly. Not only do these younger migrants not have access to this type of
welfare yet, higher spending on old-age benefits might also indicate fewer
resources devoted to other welfare areas in that country. A positive impact of social
expenditure on old-age was found for locational choices of migrants in the oldest
age groups. In contrast with our hypotheses, spending on unemployment benefits
had a negative effect on locational choices of migrants in the working ages,
whereas the effect was positive for migrants outside the working ages. On the one
hand, this finding might follow from young adults being less likely to be entitled
to generous unemployment benefits due to limited experience on the labour
market. Alternatively, although we controlled for unemployment rates in the
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destination country, higher spending on unemployment might indicate less
stability on the labour market –a factor particularly crucial for migrants at the
beginning of their work career. Although the latter is potentially important, we
are not able to test this with our approach here. However, future studies could
take this further and look more into the signalling effect that spending on
unemployment may have for locational choices of these younger migrants in
particular.
Following the existing European literature on the welfare magnet
hypothesis, in this study we used measures of social expenditure as indicators of
welfare generosity. However, as the findings on unemployment benefits indicate,
social expenditure not necessarily reflects the generosity of welfare state
arrangements, but rather reveals the level of government interference in specific
societal domains. Our results may indicate that such government interference is
evaluated positively by migrants in the working ages when it comes to the family
domain, whereas it is evaluated negatively in the domain of unemployment and
old-age. Yet alternatively, rather than an indicator of generous welfare programs,
higher government spending might be a reaction to certain societal developments,
such as an insecure labour market or an aging population. After all, expenditure
on social benefits is highly dependent on the size of the population in need
(Caminada, Goudswaard, & Van Vliet, 2010). Higher social expenditure on oldage benefits for instance may indicate a relatively old age structure of the
destination country, which could be perceived negatively by migrants in the
different age groups, yet in particular by migrants in the working ages. The
locational choices of migrants subsequently may be explained by these societal
developments rather than by welfare spending as such. Our study clearly showed
that using social expenditure measures, as is commonly done in this field of
research, it is not possible to fully disentangle these effects. By estimating agespecific relations, we revealed the importance of testing the relation between
migration and the welfare state in a more targeted way and paying attention to
varying needs and interests of individuals over the life course. Future research
should address this issue further using more precise indicators of welfare
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generosity, such as social rights (Scruggs, 2007) rather than generic spending
measures.
Furthermore, our study did not include the option of staying for a range of
theoretical and pragmatic reasons. First, we follow the theoretical reasoning of
Borjas (1999), who claims that welfare would attract migrants because the costs
of choosing the ‘right’ country are low once the decision to migrate is made. This
reasoning assumes that a person first decides whether to move, and subsequently
decides where to move. Second, due to data availability, in our study we were not
able to include all possible destination countries that were available to individuals.
This means that individuals who did not move to one of the other countries in our
sample did not necessarily stay in the origin country, but could have moved to
another region of the world. Because of this, it is unclear how the sample of nonmigrants should be defined. Finally, Rivero-Fuentes (2005) compared three types
of conditional choice models using the same data on internal migration in Mexico.
In her study, models treating the probability of out-migration and the choice of
destination as two different processes yielded more reliable results than a model
assuming that the decision to migrate and the choice of destination are made
simultaneously. For these reasons, our sample was restricted to individuals who
migrated between the 25 selected European countries. However, one could also
argue that the decision regarding whether to move should not be separated from
the decision regarding where to move (Davies et al., 2001). Future studies could
therefore expand on our work and consider also stayers in the analyses. This could
answer complementary research questions but would also call for a different
design, data requirements and analytical approach.
Finally, in this study we distinguished migrants in different age groups as
an indicator of their opportunities to access family, unemployment and old-age
benefits as life stage is a necessary, yet not always sufficient condition for welfare
access (Clasen & Clegg, 2006). Family allowances often are a universal benefit
available to families with under-aged children, whereas unemployment benefits
largely depend on paid contributions. Some old-age benefits, like pensions, further
are typically built up in the country of residence over time. Migrants who move in
the life stages addressed by these different welfare state arrangements are
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therefore not necessarily able to access them in the destination country directly
upon arrival. Nevertheless, these migrants are still most likely to benefit from
generous arrangements compared to those who do not meet this first categorical
requirement.
By distinguishing between three different social domains and estimating
effects for individuals in five age categories separately, we showed that the effects
of government spending on welfare state arrangements varied for migrants across
the life course. This finding may explain the so far diverse findings on the link
between welfare spending and migration in previous studies and thus suggest the
key missing link in earlier work. Furthermore, a generic measure as welfare
spending was found to be rather uninformative because it captures many different
aspects of welfare. Only when disentangling this measure in its different parts we
are able to understand the true processes behind them and as such our findings
help explain why previous studies often found little support for the welfare magnet
hypothesis. Finally, we can conclude that the impact of welfare state
arrangements on locational choices depends on how migrants are affected by them
after settlement. Future studies should elaborate on this insight and investigate
which aspects of the welfare state are most relevant to migrants in different
phases of life.
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Chapter 4
The Missing Life Course Link

The welfare state is often perceived as one of the key factors influencing migration
decisions. Yet traditional international migration theories are rather static in
nature as a result of ignoring the dynamic aspect of the individual life course. In
this study, we propose an innovative conceptual model which fruitfully combines
insights from migration theories with principles of the life course approach. Using
qualitative interview data from 36 European citizens born in Poland, Spain and
the United Kingdom (UK) and residing in the Netherlands, we investigate how
welfare systems are perceived and experienced at the individual level, and how
such perceptions, knowledge and practices may enter migration decisions. Our
study empirically underpins the main premise of the theoretical model that
migration decisions and the factors shaping them should be explained as
connected through the life course. The proposed conceptual model is suitable to
explain the influence of the welfare system on migration decisions, but also that
of other structural factors.

Currently under review: De Jong, P.W., & De Valk, H.A.G. (2018). Intra-European
Migration Decisions and the Welfare State: the Missing Life Course Link.

The Missing Life Course Link

4.1

Introduction

The way in which migration is conceptualized and theorized is largely shaped by
dominant historical international migration flows, including nineteenth-century
settler migration from Europe to America, post-war guest-workers from the
Mediterranean to northwest Europe, and post-World Wars refugees (King, 2002).
As a result, international migration theories have had a predominantly economic
character and tended to exclusively focus on young male migrants. Yet this no
longer fits international migration today, as new mobility strategies are deployed
to achieve economic and non-economic objectives, and include young and old
migrants, as well as men and women (Castles et al., 2014). It is increasingly
acknowledged that besides responses to emergencies and crises, international
migration is often a pro-active, deliberate decision to improve livelihoods and
achieve personal goals. Migration cannot be sufficiently explained from income
differences alone, and factors such as income risks, access to labour markets and
social security (welfare) are increasingly recognized as other important
determinants.
Another key characteristic of migration theories so far, is that they largely
approached international migration as a one time and long-term (possibly even
life-long) decision. Potential migrants could therefore be expected to not just
consider factors relevant to them at the moment of migration, but also those to
become important later in life. Yet since the late 1980s and early 1990s, migration
scholars have observed substantial changes in international migration patterns
within Europe (Engbersen & Snel, 2013; Favell, 2008; King, 2002). With the
enlargements of the European Union (EU), intra-European migration strongly
increased. This ‘new migration’ generally has a more diverse and flexible character
than the ‘old migration’ observed over the first post-war decades. Many mobile EU
citizens nowadays are abroad for only a short period of time, responding quickly
to changing conditions in the destination country. In addition, more and more
people migrate at different stages in their lives as a result of onward or circular
migration. Especially in the context of international mobility within the EU this
becomes pertinent due to the freedom of movement.
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implications for theoretical explanations on migration decisions in this context.
First, theories that treat international migration as a once in a lifetime, life-long
decision seem less suitable to explain the more flexible migration patterns
observed today (Carling & Collins, 2018; Collins, 2018). Second, because of their
understanding of migration as a single action rather than a process and their
largely economic nature, traditional international migration theories do not
explicitly address differences in the impact of macro-level factors on individuals’
migration decisions over time (De Haas, 2010; Van Hear et al., 2018). To enhance
our understanding of contemporary migration patterns, the connection between
macro-level factors and individual migration decision-making should therefore be
studied in a more dynamic way. Yet so far, this perspective covering the life course
has not been integrated in conceptual models on international migration.
With this study we aim to address this gap. We propose a conceptual model
for understanding contemporary intra-European migration in which we integrate
and expand international migration theories with principles from the life course
approach. In the dynamic model we propose, the life course principles of timing,
life-span development, and time and space explain how the interaction of structure
and agency can be expected to vary over time. The conceptual model aims to
explain the influence of structural factors on migration decisions, particularly
where the impact of these factors on individuals’ lives can be expected to vary over
different life phases.
To empirically underpin the model, we investigate how the welfare system
is perceived and experienced at the individual level, and how such perceptions,
knowledge and practices may enter migration decisions. So far, theoretical
reasoning on the welfare system in intra-European migration decisions has mainly
evolved around the rather one-sided ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’ (Giulietti, 2014)
without considering life course variation in individuals’ welfare needs and rights
across European welfare systems. Using data from in-depth qualitative interviews
with 36 European migrants living in the Netherlands, we show how our model
makes an essential contribution to the literature and for understanding the role
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of the welfare system (as a macro-level factor) in intra-European migration
decisions.
4.2

Theory

Migration theories on the role of macro-level circumstances in individual
migration decisions can be roughly grouped within two main paradigms:
‘functionalist’ and ‘historical-structural’ theories (Castles et al., 2014). Migration
theories within the functionalist tradition largely see migrants as rational actors,
who decide to move on the basis of a cost-benefit calculation. The push-pull model
(Lee, 1966), but also human capital theories (e.g., Stark & Taylor, 1991) and neoclassical models (e.g., Borjas, 1989) fit within this paradigm. Historical-structural
theories on the other hand emphasize how social, economic, cultural and political
structures constrain and direct the behaviour of individuals, and help explain why
real-life migration patterns often deviate from neoclassical predictions. Both
functionalist and historical-structural perspectives can be criticized for being too
one-sided to understand adequately the complexity of international migration (De
Haas, 2010). Where functionalist approaches largely neglect historical causes of
movements and assume perfect knowledge of potential migrants, historicalstructural approaches mainly focus on political and economic structures and pay
little attention to individual preferences. More holistic migration models, like the
ability/aspiration model of Carling (2002) and the migration model of De Haas
(2010) therefore have proposed a combination of structure and agency to
understand international migration decision-making and the resulting flows.
The general theoretical frameworks on international migration have been
used to derive specific hypotheses regarding the role of the welfare system in
migration decisions. Most prominent in the literature on this subject is the ‘welfare
magnet hypothesis’, which expects migrants to move towards the destinations
where they can enjoy the most generous benefits (Borjas, 1999; Giulietti, 2014).
The reasoning behind this is rather economic and mostly in line with functionalist
theories: welfare states are expected to be valued for their potential to increase
household income, and to reduce costs of migration in the shape of risks. A
generous welfare system in the destination country is therefore expected to
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increase the returns of migration, this way affecting the direction and size of
migration flows. The structural perspective however argues that migrants are
limited in their decision on where to go due to restrictive migration policies
(Giulietti & Wahba, 2012; Razin & Sadka, 2000).

4.2.1

Migration and the welfare system in the context of Europe

Within the EU, many legal barriers to migrate between member states have been
abolished. Over the past decades, the EU has engaged actively in promoting free
movement of EU citizens between its member states and establishing a legal
framework to facilitate such movement (European Commission, 2015).
Meanwhile, considerable variation exists in the way EU member states have
organized their welfare state arrangements (Kuitto, 2011; Scruggs & Allan, 2006).
In the absence of barriers to migration, one could therefore expect the differences
in welfare systems across Europe to have a particularly strong influence on intraEU migration. Empirical findings of studies testing the relationship between
migration and the welfare system however have been rather mixed. Several
studies found no evidence that generous welfare states attract immigrants
(Giulietti et al., 2013; Skupnik, 2014), whereas others documented the existence
of a welfare magnet effect – albeit the economic impact was moderate (De Giorgi
& Pellizzari, 2009; Warin & Svaton, 2008). These mixed findings from previous
studies suggest that the role of the welfare state in intra-European migration
decisions might be more complex than has been theorized so far.
The migration models of Carling (2002) and De Haas (2011) allow for
interpersonal differences in migration decisions by acknowledging that macrolevel factors may not affect aspirations and abilities for all individuals equally.
However, related to the role of the welfare system in shaping intra-European
migration decisions, one could also expect intra-personal differences. Within
Europe, access to the welfare state is largely tied to life course events, such as the
passage from initial education to work, from work to unemployment, from being
single to setting up a family, from work to retirement, and so on (De Graaf &
Maier, 2017). As individuals’ welfare rights and needs change over the life course,
the role of welfare state arrangements in migration decisions may vary depending
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on the moment of migration within a person’s life. Yet the life course has neither
been systematically included in theoretical explanations on the relation between
welfare systems and migration, nor in models on international migration decisions
in general. In result, shifting impacts of macro-level factors on migration decisions
of a single individual are not explained from these frameworks. In this study, we
therefore claim that it is much needed to better integrate expectations derived
from international migration theories with principles from the life course
approach. Like previous models on international migration, the life course
approach focuses on how people formulate and pursue their life goals (agency), and
how they may be enabled or constrained by structural opportunities and
limitations in their lives (structure). However, the life course approach has an
additional leading concept: it focuses on the complex interplay of structure and
agency over time (Cooke & Gazso, 2009). As such, this framework is highly
relevant to study the role of welfare systems in current intra-European migration
decisions, precisely adding where previous international migration models fall
short.

4.2.2 Introducing the life course approach
The life course approach is built around five heuristic principles: life-span
development, agency, time and place, timing and linked lives (Elder, 1995; Levy
& Buhlmann, 2016). Each of the five principles is underpinned by a more general
notion that individual lives are embedded within webs that stretch across time
and space (Bailey, 2009). International migration research seems to increasingly
acknowledge the importance of this notion. King (2002) for instance argued that,
to fully understand contemporary European migration, a double embeddedness of
migration should be recognized. At the macro scale, the study of migration must
be embedded in the societies and social processes of both the places of origin and
destination, and at the individual scale, migration must be embedded in a
migrant’s life course. More recently, Collins (2018) described migration as ‘an
ongoing process where past, present and future are folded together in the emergence
of migrant lives’. However, despite its relevance to our understanding of new
migration patterns observed today, the life course approach has not been included
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to its full potential in international migration studies yet (Findlay, McCollum,
Coulter, & Gayle, 2015; Wingens, De Valk, Windzio, & Aybek, 2011).

4.2.3 Towards a dynamic model of migration
Compared to the literature on international migration, literature on residential
mobility has drawn more actively on the life course approach to explain the
relation between the likelihood of moving and other life course events, as well as
the implications of these events for the preferred residential environments (Clark
& Withers, 2007; Coulter, Van Ham, & Findlay, 2016; Geist & McManus, 2008;
Mulder & Hooimeijer, 1999). At the micro-level, the principles of agency and
linked lives are used to explain how individuals’ mobility decisions are configured
by preferences, personal ties and exchanges with other people in their social
networks (Dykstra & van Wissen, 1999). The principles of timing, life-span
development and time and space stress the dynamics that bind individual lives to
structural conditions (Coulter et al., 2016). Thus, where expectations on the role
of macro-level factors derived from traditional international migration theories
are rather static in nature (see Figure 4-1), this is challenged by the life course
approach.
4.3

Conceptual model

Figure 4-2 visualizes our conceptual model on contemporary intra-European
migration decisions in which we integrate and add on insights from the discussed
theories. As in the ability/aspiration model of Carling (2002) and the migration
model of De Haas (2010), macro-level characteristics of the country of residence
and possible destination countries are evaluated in the light of personal needs and
dreams. The outcome of this comparison might either be to stay or to go, and does
not only depend on one’s aspirations, but also on opportunities to choose the ideal
alternative. Innovatively, points A, B and C in the model represent multiple
decision points, to illustrate the ongoing nature of contemporary intra-European
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macro-level circumstances
migration decision-making

individual’s aspirations & capabilities
Figure 4-1 Schematic representation of traditional migration models

changing contexts
migration decision-making

A

B

C

…

individual’s life course
Figure 4-2 The dynamic model of intra-European migration

migration decisions. Furthermore, the model acknowledges that each decision is
made at a different point in the individual’s life, and possibly under different
macro-level circumstances.
In the dynamic model, the principles of the life course approach can be used
to explain how the interaction of structure and agency may vary over time. First,
the life-span development principle argues that life must be viewed as a
cumulative process. Thus, the decision on whether or not to migrate at decision
point C will depend on earlier evaluations of macro-level circumstances at decision
points A and B. Migration decisions in turn should be studied as embedded in the
individual’s life course, and as shaped by previous experiences and practices.
Second, the timing principle explains that the personal impact of structural factors
depends on where individuals are in their lives. The role of macro-level
circumstances in decisions on whether or not to migrate may therefore vary
between decision points A, B and C. Third, the principle of time and place explains
that life courses are located historically as well as spatially. In effect, migration
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decisions cannot be understood without taking into account the social context in
which they take place. Societal changes over time may result in decisions A, B and
C being made under different macro-level circumstances. Furthermore, for
someone migrating at decision point A, subsequent decisions to stay or to remigrate at decision points B and C will be made in a new environment.
The conceptual model can be used to advance our understanding of the role
of structural factors in contemporary intra-European migration decisions,
particularly when the impact of these factors can be expected to vary over the life
course –as is the case for the welfare system. Our theoretical arguments will be
illustrated by means of qualitative interview data to show the application of the
model for studying the role of the welfare system in intra-European migration
decisions.
4.4

4.4.1

Data and Methods

Data

For the empirical part of this study, we draw on the qualitative data collection
that we carried out within the MobileWelfare project. The MobileWelfare project
is a mixed-methods research project, designed to better understand the role of
welfare systems in destination and origin countries for migration patterns within
and towards Europe. For the qualitative part of the project, interviews were
conducted in seven European countries: Norway, the Netherlands, Poland,
Portugal, Spain, Turkey and the United Kingdom. In this study we focus on the
data collected among European migrants living in the Netherlands at the time of
the interview.
The qualitative interviews served two main objectives: (1) To better
understand the key factors shaping migration aspirations and decisions, especially
factors related to welfare provisions; (2) To gain insight into how access to welfare
benefits and transferability are perceived and put into practice by migrants. The
interviews mainly consisted of open-ended questions following a cross-national
comparative interview guide that covered topics such as the respondent’s situation
at the country of origin prior to migration, the decision to migrate, organization of
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the move abroad, knowledge on and experiences with the welfare system in the
origin and destination country and aspirations or plans for the future. Four
domains of welfare state arrangements received special attention: child care and
(primary and secondary) education, health care, work and old age.
The 36 migrants in our sample were EU citizens born in Poland, Spain and
the United Kingdom (UK), residing in the Netherlands at the time of the
interview. An overview of the composition of the sample used for this study is
presented in Table 4-1. Based on different life course traits, three main profiles of
respondents were defined. Hereby the life stage and family situation were leading,
whereas the age limit served more as an indicative criterion. The first profile,
‘early working-life’, concerned individuals in the early working ages who may be
single or dating a partner but have not settled to start a family yet. The second
profile, ‘(planned) parenthood’, included individuals with dependent children
(either in a relationship or single) and individuals living with a partner and
thinking of family formation. The third profile, ‘(approaching) retirement’, finally
was targeted at migrants in older ages, who may or may not be retired yet. Because
of the qualitative nature of the project, the aim of the researchers was not to
construct nationally representative samples, but instead to diversify. Participants
in the project were recruited through various channels (e.g. embassies, migrant
organizations, online blogs, forums and Facebook pages, restaurants, shops,
personal contacts). As the literature on migration and welfare often expects
welfare to be more important to the lower-educated, it was deemed important to
include migrants with diverse educational attainments. Different needs of men
and women could further result in different experiences and attitudes related to
welfare. Level of education and gender were therefore purposefully diversified,
resulting in equal numbers of men and women, and individuals with varying
educational backgrounds across the origin countries and within each profile. Data
collection largely took place in the latter half of 2016. Most participants were living
in the ‘Randstad’ region: the four largest cities of the Netherlands and their
surroundings. A small number of interviews was conducted with people in
medium-sized cities and rural areas outside the Randstad region. All interviews
were conducted by local fieldworkers in English, Dutch or Spanish. The interviews
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lasted on average around 60 minutes. In most cases, respondents were interviewed
face-to-face while a few (n=7) by Skype.
In the interviews, respondents reflected retrospectively on their previous
migration decisions. To limit retrospective biases, the fieldworkers always first
asked respondents to describe their situation prior to migration. Only after setting
the stage, respondents were asked about their decision to migrate. Furthermore,
the sample contained several recent migrants who moved to the Netherlands
within the past year, and whose migration experience was therefore still ‘fresh’.
Respondents were asked about their future plans to stay or to re-migrate as well,
to gain insights into current considerations. Sensitive topics related to welfare
usage were only addressed later on in the interview, in order for trust between the
fieldworker and the respondent to develop first. In general, respondents seemed
comfortable talking about their experiences regarding both migration and the
welfare state. On numerous occasions respondents talked openly about their usage
of governmental support and the events leading up to it.
Table 4-1 Distinguished profiles and composition of the sample

Profile

1

2

3

Age

Life stage

18-

Early

35

working life

25-

(Planned)

54

parenthood

55+

(Approaching)
retirement

Family situation

Origin

N

Spain

4

Poland

4

UK

4

Couples with plans of having children,

Spain

4

or persons with at least one child (up to

Poland

4

16 years) living with partner or not

UK

4

Spain

4

Poland

4

UK

4

No children

Diverse situations

36
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4.4.2 Analytical Approach
From the life course perspective, lives can be seen as biographies made up of a
series of events, transitions and experiences, and shaped by the macro-context
experienced over the life-span (Bailey, 2009; Dykstra & van Wissen, 1999).
Applied to qualitative data, a life course perspective therefore allows one to
interpret the meanings and reasons behind people’s life stories in the light of past
events, socio-historical context, and structural conditions (Cooke & Gazso, 2009).
In the current study, we used this approach to gain insight into the way intraEuropean migration decisions are made. Our attention to immediate experiences
and the meanings attached to them helped ensure a data-driven analysis process.
The interviews were recorded, transcribed and subsequently coded using
the qualitative software package Nvivo. Data analysis proceeded through three
steps. First, all transcripts were read as a whole. This was followed by abstraction
of major themes related to migration experiences and welfare, and identification
of meaning units associated with these themes across the interviews. Finally, the
essence of the particular theme was synthesized into a consistent statement across
interviews, thereby moving from the concrete to a more abstract level of
understanding. The aim of the analysis was to seek recurrent thematic elements
and deviations across the stories told, focusing on the content of the stories rather
than dismantling the stories and analysing the segments.
4.5

Results

When aiming to understand how migration decisions are embedded in the
individual’s life course and how welfare systems might play a role in shaping these
decisions, it is important to structure our findings as located in time (prior to and
after migration) and space (origin or destination country).

4.5.1

Migration decisions

Respondents in our study typically did not describe their migration decisions as
part of a life-long plan, that is, most individuals did not have a clear timeframe in
mind for their stay abroad when making the move. In addition, most respondents
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did not look far into the future when deciding whether and where to move. Guiding
factors in their migration decisions appeared those that were most relevant at the
time of migration, which in turn depended on their life stage and personal
situation in terms of family and work. Various respondents described their
migration decisions early in life as ‘an adventure’, as they felt they had nothing to
lose at that stage. Many of them however stated that their considerations for
future migration decisions would be different, as their personal situation had
changed in the meantime. The timing of migration in the individuals’ life thus
appeared a crucial element for understanding which factors play a role in
migration decisions.
Another important element that came up in the interviews was the frequent
re-evaluation of the options of staying in the destination country, returning to the
origin country or moving somewhere new. Such assessments were often fuelled by
other changes in the life course, such as family formation or contrarily a break-up
or divorce, the search for a job after finishing education, or the ending of a previous
contract. Several individuals described how their plans to stay could alter if
changes in their personal situation would require it. One of our Polish respondents
for instance answered to the question whether he decided upon his length of stay
in the Netherlands prior to migration:
“No, and we still don’t know. So I don’t have plans like, five years and then
coming back or, yeah, I have no idea. I can imagine that I would stay here
‘til the end of my life but I can also imagine that I will come back next year
if it’s, if something happens, I don’t know. Children would be one reason, if
we have children it would be nice to have family closer. Uhm, if parents need
help, I don’t know. If it’s suddenly, there is a flood coming from the sea
[laughs], I don’t know.”
– Polish man profile 1 (‘early working-life’), respondent 15 –
On the other hand, we observed how some life course developments could tie a
person – at least temporarily – to a certain location. A British woman in the
‘(planned) parenthood’ profile for instance described how her pregnancy made her
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realize for the first time that she could not “simply uplift everything and go back
to the UK”. Her strategy to send her children to Dutch day-care, but later on to an
international school illustrates her effort to keep the option of remigration open.
In line with the life-span development principle of the life course approach, such
considerations of respondents show how migration decision-making should be
understood as a continuing negotiation process, embedded in the individual’s life
course.

4.5.2 Influence of welfare before migration
Knowledge
When we asked our respondents about their decision to migrate, their motivations
seldom included explicit references to the welfare state. In fact, respondents were
usually not very informed about welfare state arrangements in the destination
country prior to migration. This unawareness partly appeared to follow from a lack
of interest in these benefits abroad at the time of migration. A Spanish woman,
now almost retired, explained why she did not think about governmental support
in case of loss of income when moving to the Netherlands:
“Well, when I came here I didn’t think about anything. I just thought I’m
going to a new country, I’m meeting new people, I’m getting new experiences.
(…) I got the chance to do something different for nine months, something
fun. And I thought then I come back to Spain. I was 27, so you don’t think
about those problems. Yes, but now I’m more worried than back then.”
– Spanish woman profile 3 (‘(approaching) retirement’), respondent 39 –
Particularly individuals who migrated as young adults before starting a family
rarely considered welfare state arrangements in the Netherlands. As we saw
before, the factors most important in migration decisions were those most relevant
at the time the decision was made. In line with the timing principle, our findings
thus can be explained from the fact that in this phase of life many welfare state
arrangements simply did not concern these individuals yet.
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Perceptions
Whereas the decision to migrate in several cases was driven by dissatisfaction of
respondents with their situation in the origin country prior to their move, in our
interviews the welfare system was never explicitly mentioned as one of these
factors. In fact, respondents often were quite satisfied with the welfare system in
the origin country before migration. Despite their lack of specific information on
social protection in the destination country prior to migration, respondents seemed
confident that European welfare states in general would be of decent standards,
and that they – as EU citizens – would be able to receive support abroad when
needed. In addition, respondents’ flexible attitude towards migration made
returning to the origin country in case of emergencies a feasible option. With
return migration as a back-up plan, or the possibility of accessing welfare state
arrangements in the origin country, the importance of the welfare system in the
destination country appeared less important for these migrants.

Practices
Throughout the interviews we encountered a couple of situations where welfare
state arrangements in the origin country influenced migration decisions. In one of
these cases, a Spanish respondent and his Dutch wife purposefully postponed their
move from Spain to the Netherlands until after their baby was born to obtain
maternity leave under the Spanish system, since the duration was longer there.
Other examples concerned respondents who received unemployment benefits from
the origin country in the first months after their move to the Netherlands. Such
benefits helped them to manage financially in the Netherlands until they found a
job here, and as such may have enabled migration. Finally, the availability of
grants for individuals to study abroad in several cases contributed to the
opportunity of a first move, and typically had an influence on the destinations that
were chosen. Consistent with the principle of time and space, the findings
illustrate the importance of considering the societal context in which migration
decisions are made, i.e. the origin country. This is an important notion for future
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research on the subject, as previous studies so far have mainly focused on the
welfare state in the destination country.

4.5.3 Influence of welfare after migration
Knowledge
Respondents in our sample typically obtained most information on welfare state
arrangements in the Netherlands after arrival, and often only once the need for
some type of support arose. Information was accessed through various sources.
Some respondents gathered the information they needed on their own, mostly on
the internet. Others consulted peers –often fellow migrants–, either within their
personal network or through online forums or Facebook groups. Respondents with
a Dutch partner mostly relied on their partner and his or her Dutch contacts for
help with arrangements in the Netherlands. Several respondents moved to the
Netherlands after finding a job there; these persons were usually informed about
governmental regulations by their new employer. Finally, sometimes respondents
received letters from local authorities which informed them about their rights. A
British widow in the ‘(approaching) retirement’ profile, who moved to the
Netherlands while receiving a survivor’s allowance from the UK for example was
surprised to find out this way that she would soon start receiving a small Dutch
pension, as she had passed the legal retirement age. Combinations of the different
sources of information occurred as well. Importantly, which sources were available
differed between individuals: the channels of a person who moved alone in search
of employment in the Netherlands for instance appeared much more limited than
those of a person who already had social ties or work there.
Which welfare state arrangements respondents had most knowledge of
largely depended on their life stage, and the welfare needs related to it.
Respondents in the ‘early working-life’ and ‘(planned) parenthood’ profiles for
instance often knew little about old-age pensions, and typically did not actively
search for such information as long as retirement still felt far away. Approaching
retirement age or hearing the experiences of people in their network on the other
hand stimulated older respondents to think about their arrangements for old-age.
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Again, in line with the timing principle, such findings indicate how over the life
course different welfare state arrangements become salient and how once this
happens information is more actively sought.

Perceptions
In our data, perceptions of welfare state arrangements in the Netherlands were
largely shaped by direct experiences with these programs of our respondents
themselves, or the people around them. As a result, respondents usually had a
limited image of welfare state arrangements they were not entitled to or never
made use of. Even after migration, respondents sometimes found it difficult to
compare social protection in the origin and destination country, because they only
experienced the specific arrangements (recently) in one of these countries. A
British woman when asked about differences between the health care system of
the UK and the Netherlands, for instance reflected on the question:
“It is hard to answer, because me and my husband have been here for three
years, with our ages, from 25 to 30, it is such as transition in life, there is so
much changing anyway. [If I would have] stayed there, would I still be in the
same situation as I was when I was 25, or would I be exactly where I am now
but just in a different place? Definitely, proved that being in Holland, I
believe the healthcare is better and uhm, but it was, I was not thinking, I am
gonna move to Holland because the healthcare is better.”
– British woman profile 2 (‘(planned) parenthood’), respondent 42 –
Which welfare context individuals are most familiar with –the origin country, the
Netherlands or yet another destination– thus largely depends on where they had
most (recent) experience with welfare. These insights might also explain why our
respondents did not seem to engage much in comparisons of welfare in the origin
and destination country prior to migration. Without experiences in the
Netherlands, the Dutch welfare system could not fully enter their frame of
reference yet. The life course approach addresses such shifting perspectives
through its principle of time and space.
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After migration to the Netherlands, our respondents not necessarily
perceived welfare to be better there than in the origin country. Especially the
Dutch

healthcare

system

was

repeatedly

criticized

in

the

interviews.

Nevertheless, these negative evaluations seldom seemed to have a large impact on
the individual’s overall level of satisfaction with the Netherlands. Respondents
typically could see upsides and downsides of the system in both the origin and
destination country. A British man in the ‘(planned) parenthood’ profile for
instance described the Dutch healthcare system as “outrageously expensive”
compared to the United Kingdom, yet continued by appreciating how waiting
times were much shorter in the Netherlands. The interviews further showed that
individuals could be very negative about the Dutch organization of governmental
support in one area (e.g., healthcare), while at the same time very positive about
another (e.g., support for children and families).
Finally, some respondents mentioned the governmental system of the
Netherlands as a whole, or their sense of security here, as attractive features of
the country. A Spanish woman in the ‘early working-life’ profile for instance
mentioned how she felt that, in contrast to Spain, “the Dutch government really
cares about citizens”. In such cases, satisfaction with the welfare system in the
Netherlands seemed to affect the overall life satisfaction of individuals after
migration, thereby possibly influencing intentions to stay or to migrate again.

Practices
In the interviews, we observed on several occasions how in some life stages or life
domains welfare dependency after migration could form an actual retaining factor.
Talking about the educational system in the Netherlands, a Spanish mother for
instance argued:
“We thought that it [the Dutch educational system] could have many
advantages. Well, not at the beginning. But when you see how well it works
here, we realized it could be very convenient. Not as much because of how
good education is here but because of the terrible situation of the educational
system in Spain. In Spain education keeps worsening while here it keeps
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being of a good quality. That pulls you down to stay here. In this sense, I can
only see advantages. My daughter will really benefit from this system.”
– Spanish woman profile 2 (‘(planned) parenthood’), respondent 10 –
In another interview, a Polish man in the ‘(approaching) retirement’ profile
explained how returning to Poland had become difficult due to his health
conditions. An accident at the work place in the Netherlands left him dependent
on a wheelchair, therapy and heavy medication, and these needs made him
insecure about his possibilities to live in Poland again. The life-span development
principle acknowledges the importance of such previous experiences and practices
in future decisions.

4.5.4 Variation across skill-level, gender and nationality
As we argued above, which sources of information on social support were available
after migration varied between individuals with different migration histories.
Respondents who moved after finding a job for instance were often assisted with
formal arrangements in the Netherlands by their new employer. As this scenario
occurred more often for individuals with a higher level of education, differences
between high- and low-skilled migrants could be observed in this respect.
However, although these different migration histories also indicated a more fragile
economic position of low-skilled individuals after migration, our data did not
support the idea that welfare state arrangements played a more important role in
their migration decisions compared to high-skilled individuals.
Another individual characteristic that is sometimes associated with
differences in welfare usage is gender. In our study we balanced the number of
men and women in the sample as well as over the different subgroups to make
sure that experiences of both sexes were represented. No clear gender differences
were observed in the experience of the welfare system, migration or the link
between the two. Welfare state arrangements that particularly affected mothers,
such as maternity leave, prenatal care and child care, were for instance evaluated
as important by fathers as well.
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Finally, our sample consisted of respondents from three different origin
countries: Poland, Spain and the UK. Although substantial differences can be
observed in the organization of welfare in each of these countries, the way in which
welfare systems play a role in migration decisions seemed rather consistent over
the three countries. That is, perceptions of the welfare system in the destination
country were mainly shaped after migration, whereby arrangements in the
Netherlands were compared to those experienced in the origin country. How the
Dutch system was evaluated as such depended in part on the origin country of an
individual. Nevertheless, whether and which welfare state arrangements were
important to individuals appeared to vary more over the different life stages than
between countries of origin.
4.6

Migration decisions as embedded in the life course

In line with the proposed conceptual model (see Figure 4-2), our findings illustrate
how the connection between a macro-level factor like the welfare system and intraEuropean migration decisions should be understood in a dynamic way. The
principles of the life course approach provide useful tools to interpret, and in turn
hypothesize on these dynamic connections. First, in line with the life-span
development principle, from the interviews it becomes clear that intra-European
migration decision-making is an ongoing process, which does not stop once a
person has migrated. Furthermore, people’s experiences with certain welfare state
arrangements in either the origin or destination country largely determined their
perceptions of the welfare system. Previous decisions to stay or to go, as well as
one’s broader experiences can therefore be expected to have an important influence
on (subsequent) migration decisions. Second, because welfare state arrangements
in Europe are strongly tied to life course events, we found individuals’ knowledge
and perceptions of the welfare system, as well as its importance to them, to change
over the life course. As intra-European migration decisions were mainly shaped
by those factors relevant to individuals at the time of migration, the role of welfare
state arrangements in migration decisions therefore varied between individuals
migrating in different life stages. These findings fit the timing principle of the life
course approach and can be applied more broadly to explain why macro-level
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conditions may have a different impact on individual migration decisions in
different phases of life. Third, from the principle of time and space we understand
how migration decisions should be located in the broader social context in which
they are made. In our study, a distinction between the context as perceived by
individuals prior to and after migration appeared crucial. Prior to migration,
individuals in our sample typically had limited information on welfare state
arrangements abroad, which does not support the idea of the welfare system
attracting migrants. Rather, the welfare system influenced migration decisions
through the way it was experienced in the country of residence, which could either
be the origin country prior to migration or the destination country after. Our
findings further highlighted that the macro-level circumstances an individual
faces are different before and after migration, and that these changed
circumstances will impact the way subsequent decisions to stay or to re-migrate
are made. Thus, after migration the destination context can be perceived as a new
potential origin context, and the factors stimulating the initial migration decision
might be different from those encouraging further migration or settlement. The
ongoing and dynamic nature of contemporary intra-European migration decisions
– and the macro-level circumstances shaping them – should thus be more
acknowledged, as we aimed to do with the conceptual model we suggest.
4.7

Discussion

In his plea for a new understanding of European migration, King (2002) argued
that a double embeddedness of migration should be recognized: at the macro scale,
the study of migration must be embedded in the societies and social processes of
both the places of origin and destination, and at the individual scale, migration
must be embedded in a migrant’s life course. Although international migration
research increasingly seems to recognize such embeddedness of migration in time
and space, so far the life course has not been integrated in conceptual models on
international migration. This is unfortunate, as the impact of macro-level
circumstances on individual migration decisions may vary over time, particularly
for factors that are intrinsically connected to the life course. In the current study
we therefore combined insights from existing international migration theories
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with insights from the life course approach to advance our understanding of the
role the welfare system might play in intra-European migration decisions.
In our qualitative data, we found little support for a strong and attracting
influence of the welfare system in the destination country on migration decisions
of European citizens prior to migration. Migration decisions were typically shaped
by the factors most relevant to the individual at the time of migration, without
looking too far into the future. Furthermore, information on welfare state
arrangements was mainly sought once the need for some sort of governmental
support arose. The timing of migration thus provides a possible explanation for
our findings: most respondents migrated when they were not reliant on the welfare
state (yet), and therefore did not really consider this in their migration decision.
The principles of life-span development and time and space further shed light on
why welfare systems are rather complex to compare for individuals prior to
migration. From the interviews it became clear that people’s perceptions of the
welfare system are largely shaped by their own experiences, or the experiences of
people in their network (life span development). Related to this, individuals often
had a limited image of the welfare system in the destination country prior to
migration, which made it difficult to compare it to their status quo (time and
space). On the other hand, the interviews indicated three alternative ways in
which the welfare system may influence migration decisions. First, prior to
migration, welfare state arrangements in the origin country may shape or enable
the move abroad by providing a (financial) safety net that protects against risks
associated with migration. Second, after migration, general satisfaction with the
way the government of a destination country organizes its welfare state may
increase individuals’ intentions to stay. Finally, welfare dependency can have a
retaining effect when individuals are uncertain that they can receive the
arrangements they need somewhere else. This may equally apply for those in the
original countries of origin, who decided not to move, as for those who moved once
and for whom the country of destination became de facto the new country of origin.
In our study we per definition only observed the latter for the destination context,
yet possibly such forces occur in the origin context as well. This could mean that
individuals who are dependent on welfare state arrangements are less likely to
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migrate in the first place. These three alternative influences appear more
prevalent in our study than an attracting role of the welfare system in the
destination country prior to migration and deserve further investigation in future
research.
Clear consistencies can be observed in the way we incorporated the life
course approach into the model of international migration with previous literature
on residential mobility (see Coulter et al., 2016). As has been suggested before
(Geist & McManus, 2008), mobility within and across national borders nowadays
may operate to a large extent through similar mechanisms. Nevertheless, our
study also points towards an important difference between residential mobility
and international migration. In contrast to residential mobility, international
migration entails the crossing of national borders. Although these borders
nowadays seem much less rigid than in the past, particularly within the EU, our
interview data illustrated that this change of national contexts still has some
important implications. In the case of international migration, individuals
appeared to have rather limited knowledge and perceptions of the destination
context prior to their move, whereas with internal mobility such knowledge and
perceptions can be expected to be much more complete. This is a crucial difference,
particularly because individuals are likely confronted with much larger changes
in contextual factors in the case of international migration (even when it is within
Europe) compared to internal mobility. In addition, international migration
complicates the gathering of information due to differences in language, customs
and systems in general. These insights not only emphasize that a distinct model
for international migration is still desirable; they also draw our attention to the
importance

of

including

migrants’

(lack

of)

knowledge

of

macro-level

circumstances in the receiving country when investigating the effect of these
factors on international migration decisions.
To conclude, the contributions of our study to the existing literature are
threefold. First, using qualitative interview data, we were able to show the way
perceptions of the welfare system are shaped at the individual level, and in turn
may enter intra-European migration decisions. Second, our findings clearly
illustrate the relevance of locating migration decisions in the individual’s life
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course when studying the role of the welfare system in shaping these decisions.
Our study as such provides an explanation for the mixed empirical findings in
previous studies. Finally, our conceptual model that incorporates principles of the
life course approach provides a valuable framework to explain the way structural
factors can influence migration decisions in the contemporary European migration
context. We add a much needed dynamic element surpassing critiques on the static
nature of previous migration models, and their understanding of migration as a
singular event rather than a process (Carling & Collins, 2018; De Haas, 2010;
King, 2002; Van Hear et al., 2018). As such our model is useful not just to
formulate hypotheses on the role of welfare systems in intra-European migration
decisions, but also of other structural factors, particularly those for which the
impact on individual lives varies over time. Studying migration decision-making
across the life course is much needed to understand what role migration plays in
individual lives at different points in time. Only in this way we will be able to
understand the dynamics of migration flows between countries, not only in Europe
but also elsewhere.
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Welfare and Migration Aspirations

In this study we investigated the impact of welfare state characteristics on
migration aspirations using experimental data from a factorial survey among 300
Dutch master students. We addressed how and to what extent welfare state
characteristics of hypothetical destination countries affect individuals’ migration
aspirations, and whether this impact varies with economic circumstances and
personality traits. Higher costs of healthcare in the destination country and longer
waiting times appeared to lower migration aspirations. Higher levels of
unemployment benefits on the other hand had the potential to raise migration
aspirations, particularly in combination with better job prospects. Finally, higher
unemployment benefits increased migration aspirations of individuals with higher
levels of risk aversion and self-efficacy. These findings indicate that welfare
arrangements affect migration aspirations by reducing risks and offering a
strategy to cope with unforeseen events.

Currently under review: De Jong, P.W., Caarls, K., & De Valk, H.A.G. (2018).
Welfare and Migration Aspirations: Attracting, Discouraging or Facilitating?
Empirical Evidence from a Factorial Survey among Dutch Master Students.

Welfare and Migration Aspirations

5.1

Introduction

Welfare states can offer direct and indirect forms of income, affect quality of life,
widen the range of choices and provide insurance in the case of risks (Kurekova,
2013). It is through these mechanisms that the welfare state can be argued to have
an impact on migration decision-making. Previous research on the subject mainly
expected an attracting effect of the welfare state on migration. Several studies
therefore tested whether a link exists between the number of immigrants moving
towards a country and the amount of money the government of that country
spends on welfare provisions (e.g., Geis et al., 2013; Jackson et al., 2013; Josifidis
et al., 2014; Kurekova, 2013; Palmer & Pytlikova, 2015; Razin & Wahba, 2015).
However, such approach leaves the underlying mechanisms, the different
elements of the welfare state, as well as individual variation in the importance of
welfare state arrangements largely uncovered.
In this study, we take an innovative approach to advance the existing
knowledge on the role of the welfare state in migration decision-making processes
using experimental data from a factorial survey. We address how and to what
extent different dimensions of the welfare state affect migration aspirations.
Furthermore, we acknowledge that welfare state arrangements may not be
equally important for shaping migration aspirations under all circumstances, or
among all individuals. Besides direct influences of welfare state characteristics,
we therefore investigated interactions with economic circumstances and
personality traits. This way, the study sheds light on whether characteristics of
the welfare state have an attracting, discouraging or facilitating impact on
migration aspirations.
A factorial survey combines an experimental design with survey elements
at the individual level. Our study population included over 300 Dutch Master
students in the Netherlands. Respondents were asked to indicate for several
descriptions of hypothetical destination countries (i.e., vignettes) to what extent
they would be willing to migrate there after graduation. Vignettes were randomly
varied on a restricted number of dimensions in an experimental manner. The
period leading up to graduation represents a transitional phase in which
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individuals are likely to make plans for the future (Gordon, Slade, & Schmitt,
1986; Remhof, Gunkel, & Schlaegel, 2014). Master students are therefore
considered an applicable sample for this study. As not all aspects of the welfare
state may be equally relevant to our target group, we focused on the characteristics
of two types of welfare state arrangements: healthcare and unemployment
benefits. As respondents indicated their migration aspirations for both short-term
and long-term moves, we could explore the impact of the temporality of migration
in our research.
Our design has a number of advantages that complement existing
knowledge in at least four ways. First, crude measures of welfare generosity like
social expenditure by the government are often highly correlated with other
characteristics of a country, such as general prosperity (Caminada, Goudswaard,
& Van Vliet, 2010). This makes it hard for studies using these indicators to isolate
the effect of welfare state arrangements on migration decision-making. The
experimental setup of a factorial survey on the other hand allows to disentangle
the effects of factors that are often confounded in reality. At the same time,
respondents still evaluate a number of dimensions simultaneously, which
resembles real-world decision-making processes and forces them to make tradeoffs (Jasso, 2006). Second, rather than assuming full knowledge of potential
migrants on welfare state arrangements in the destination country, in a factorial
survey, researchers have full control over the proposed scenarios as well as the
information respondents have at their disposal. Third, most migration studies
focus on those who actually migrated (Abraham et al., 2010; van Dalen & Henkens,
2012), leaving it unclear to what extent the welfare state influences considerations
on whether or not to migrate. In this study we instead focused on migration
aspirations, describing a person’s conviction that leaving would be better than
staying (Carling & Collins, 2018). This, in combination with the random allocation
of vignettes ensured that our results are independent from respondents’ migration
incentives. Finally, previous studies have found personality traits like risk
intolerance and self-efficacy to play an important role in shaping individual
migration intentions (e.g., Remhof, Gunkel, & Schlaegel, 2014), but they can
equally be expected to influence the role of the welfare state in shaping migration
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aspirations (Heitmueller, 2005). However, in the absence of suitable data, previous
studies have not empirically tested the hypothesis that risk-averse individuals are
more willing to move towards countries with a stronger welfare state (Clark &
Lisowski, 2017). By including well-established scales on self-efficacy and risk
aversion we are among the first to study this in an experimental setting.
5.2

5.2.1

Theoretical framework

Welfare and the aspiration to migrate

Economic theories of international migration typically start from the assumption
that migration decisions are based on a comparison of the economic and social
conditions across different locations (OConnell, 1997). In addition, individuals are
expected to behave rationally, and to maximize their returns (Stark, 1990).
According to this line of reasoning, an individual will migrate when the potential
lifetime economic gains of migration exceed the costs. Previous studies on the
relation between the welfare state and migration often derived their hypotheses
from this economic framework. Welfare state arrangements are treated in these
studies as an alternative form of income affecting the expected returns to
migration. Just like higher wages, generous welfare systems are therefore
expected to attract migrants (e.g., Borjas, 1999). However, generous welfare states
may also impact migration decisions in other ways. First of all, a more extensive
welfare state could make a country less attractive to migrants when associated
with higher costs, for instance through taxes (Geis et al., 2013). Furthermore,
migrants may be less interested in generous welfare state arrangements abroad if
long waiting times for welfare access apply. Such alternative mechanisms so far
have not received much attention in the literature, although they may provide an
explanation for mixed or non-significant effects found in previous studies
investigating the impact of the welfare state on macro-level migration flows
(Giulietti et al., 2013; Pedersen et al., 2008). Thus, different expectations can be
formulated regarding the impact of welfare on the aspiration to migrate. On the
one hand, welfare state arrangements may increase the aspiration to migrate
through a direct beneficial impact on a person’s (economic) situation. On the other
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hand, welfare state arrangements may decrease the aspiration to migrate when
associated with higher costs, or when they cannot be accessed directly by migrants.
In line with these different arguments, the following expectations regarding two
types of welfare state arrangements that were deemed most applicable to our
sample – unemployment benefits and healthcare – are therefore tested in this
study:
H1: Aspirations to migrate will be higher when the level of unemployment benefits
is higher in the destination country than in the origin country.
H2: Aspirations to migrate will be lower when (longer) waiting times for
immigrants to access unemployment benefits in the destination country apply.
H3: Aspirations to migrate will be lower when the personal costs of healthcare are
higher in the destination country than in the origin country.
As healthcare is usually available to migrants directly upon arrival, a hypothesis
on waiting times was formulated for unemployment benefits only.

5.2.2 Welfare as a way to reduce uncertainty
Besides a direct impact, one could also expect the welfare state to affect migration
aspirations indirectly by reducing uncertainty. Prospect theory (Kahneman &
Tversky, 1979) argues that a person’s view of the world is limited by the
information that is available at a given moment, and that decisions therefore may
not be consistent or logical. Furthermore, the theory explains how people think in
terms of gains and losses to their status quo rather than in terms of absolute
wealth. That is, people are generally more willing to accept higher risks to avoid
losses than to secure an equivalent gain (Czaika, 2015). Consequently, their
choices are often not based on the economic, but on the psychological values of
outcomes (Clark & Lisowski, 2017). Such reasoning appears particularly
applicable to migration decisions, as long-term consequences of migration on an
individual’s situation are hard to predict. The notion of loss aversion helps to
understand why many people do not migrate, despite promising prospects and
opportunities abroad (Czaika, 2015). At the same time, this theoretical framework
points towards a potential role of the welfare state in enabling migration, as
protecting residents against life uncertainties is one of the main functions of the
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welfare state. Welfare systems mediate how individuals fare in domestic labour
markets, and can help workers adjust to situations of risk or transition (Kurekova,
2013). In the presence of a generous welfare state abroad, potential migrants may
therefore feel better protected against risks associated with migration. Such
mechanism may be important in general, but can be expected to be stronger under
circumstances of higher perceived risks, or for persons who are less comfortable
entering unfamiliar situations.

Economic uncertainty
First, welfare state arrangements like unemployment benefits possibly become
more important when the economic gains from migration are lower, or less certain.
Welfare state arrangements in these scenarios could act like a buffer,
counteracting the negative impact of higher chances of income loss. Higher costs
of welfare on the other hand may particularly discourage migration in the absence
of high returns from the labour market. We thus expected to find an interaction
effect between indicators of the economic situation – job chances and wage – and
the welfare state arrangements under study:
H4a: Welfare state arrangements (unemployment benefits and healthcare) are
less important for migration aspirations when job chances abroad are higher.
H4b: Welfare state arrangements (unemployment benefits and healthcare) are
less important for migration aspirations when wages abroad are higher.

Personality traits
Second, it can be expected that the strength of the impact of welfare state
arrangements on migration aspirations differs depending on personality. In the
behavioural sciences it is emphasized that migration decision-making is
influenced by individuals' psychological profiles (Williams & Baláž, 2012). Moving
to a different country can give rise to strong feelings of uncertainty, as one has to
adapt to a relatively unfamiliar environment (Remhof et al., 2014; Tharenou,
2008). Psychological traits that are associated with the likelihood that people enter
novel situations, as well as their affective reactions to it, can therefore predict
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individuals’ aspirations to migrate (Boneva & Frieze, 2001). A few recent studies
found risk-averse people to be less likely to migrate (Gibson & McKenzie, 2011;
Jaeger et al., 2010; Van Dalen & Henkens, 2013). Self-efficacy, or the belief that
one can effectively cope with a given situation, on the other hand was found to
relate positively to migration aspirations (Hoppe & Fujishiro, 2015; Van Dalen &
Henkens, 2013). Heitmueller (2005) argued that unemployment benefits will
particularly impact migration decisions for risk-averse individuals, as they reduce
the risk of migration and can act as an insurance devise. The study by Hoppe and
Fujishiro (2015) further showed that persons with low generalized self-efficacy
still managed to take concrete actions for migration when anticipated job benefits
abroad were high. Comparable effects could be expected for self-efficacy and
welfare benefits: favourable aspects of the welfare state (i.e., higher benefit levels)
may result in aspirations to migrate also among those with low self-efficacy,
whereas unfavourable aspects (i.e., higher costs, longer waiting times) may enforce
the expected lower migration aspirations among those with low self-efficacy. From
this line of reasoning, we therefore expected to find an interaction effect between
personality traits – risk-aversion and self-efficacy – and the welfare state
arrangements under study:
H5a: Welfare state arrangements (unemployment benefits and healthcare) are
more important for migration aspirations among more risk-averse persons.
H5b: Welfare state arrangements (unemployment benefits and healthcare) are
less important for migration aspirations among persons with higher generalized
self-efficacy.

5.2.3 Other relevant mechanisms
In previous literature, little attention is paid to the temporality of migration, and
the moderating effect it may have on the way migration decisions are shaped
(Remhof et al., 2014). In this study, we therefore explored whether aspirations
differed depending on short-term moves of maximum one year, and long-term
moves of more than three years. For a number of reasons, the importance of
welfare state arrangements for migration aspirations can be expected to vary with
the anticipated length of stay abroad. First, anticipated benefits of a generous
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welfare state, or contrarily the level of costs, are directly related to the time that
is spent abroad. The positive effect of H1 and the negative effect of H2 may
therefore be stronger when the length of stay increases. Second, long-term plans
are likely associated with more uncertainty compared to short-term plans.
Individuals may therefore be more likely to take the need for welfare state
arrangements like unemployment benefits and healthcare into account when they
expect a longer stay abroad. Finally, combined with a long-term stay, longer
waiting times to access welfare increase the time that individuals live in a country
where they are not protected by the welfare state. Combined with a short stay, on
the other hand, longer waiting times could mean that welfare state arrangements
are not accessible at all, which could equally have an impact on how they are
evaluated by the individual.
We controlled all the analyses for economic and welfare state-related
characteristics of hypothetical destination countries as compared to the situation
in the origin country. Furthermore, previous migration research has mentioned
many additional factors as shaping migration aspirations. The vignette design
allows only for the inclusion of a limited number of dimensions while other aspects
(e.g., distance, common borders, social networks) were deemed unsuitable to
include in the hypothetical scenarios for the purpose of this study, as respondents
could associate them with specific countries. This would subsequently impact the
results in uncontrollable ways. The more neutral dimension effort to learn the
language was therefore chosen as an additional control variable in the vignettes.
This variable is not directly related to economic returns, yet influences the ease of
settlement (Adserà & Pytliková, 2015). Finally, we included control variables
capturing the respondent’s relationship status, gender and age.
5.3

5.3.1

Data and Methods

Factorial survey design

A factorial survey design (for an overview, see Wallander, 2009) has recently been
introduced to residential mobility studies (Abraham, Auspurg, & Hinz, 2010;
Abraham & Nisic, 2012; Baláž, Williams, & Fifeková, 2016; Petzold, 2017). In our
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study we adopted this design to unravel whether welfare state arrangements have
an attracting, discouraging or facilitating influence on individuals’ aspirations to
migrate. Respondents were asked to form judgements about a number of vignettes
– descriptions of hypothetical situations – with various dimensions. The levels of
the dimensions were experimentally varied across the vignettes so that the impact
of these levels on respondents’ judgements could be estimated. To avoid providing
either too much or too little information, a recommended number of six dimensions
was included (Auspurg & Hinz, 2015). Figure 5-1 gives an example of the vignettes
and shows the answer scales employed in this article. Table 5-1 shows the values
of the dimensions wage, job chances, level of unemployment benefits, access to
unemployment benefits, costs of healthcare and effort to learn the language that
were systematically varied across the vignettes.
The Cartesian product of the dimensions and levels resulted in a vignette
universe of 36=729 combinations. Because of this high number, not all possible
vignettes could be presented to our respondents. A D-efficient sample of 54
vignettes (D-efficiency = 93.97) was therefore drawn from the full experimental
design using the modified Federov search algorithm, which helps to find the
optimal solution between perfect orthogonality and balance (see Kuhfeld, Tobias,
& Garratt, 1994). The vignettes were distributed to nine decks containing six
vignettes each, in order to avoid fatigue effects (Auspurg & Hinz, 2015; Sauer,
Auspurg, Hinz, & Liebig, 2011). That is, there were nine questionnaire versions,
and each participant rated six hypothetical destination country profiles.
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Imagine a country where the average wage after tax in jobs of your disciplinary scope
is higher to the Netherlands.
Your chances to find an adequate job here are lower than in the Netherlands.
Unemployment benefits are lower than in the Netherlands.
Unemployment benefits are accessible 6 months after migration.
Personal costs of using healthcare of similar quality are higher than in the
Netherlands.
For someone who speaks Dutch, it requires moderate effort to learn the language of
this country.
To what extent would you be willing to move to this country for a maximum of one
year?
Not
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Very
at all □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ Much
To what extent would you be willing to move to this country for more than three
years?
Not
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Very
at all □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ □ Much
Figure 5-1 Example of a vignette
Table 5-1 Vignette dimensions and levels

Dimensions
1
2
3

Level 1

Level 2

Level 3

Higher than

Comparable to

Lower than

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

Chance of

Higher than

Comparable to

Lower than

employment

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

Higher than

Comparable to

Lower than

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

After 6 months

After 2 years

Average wage

Level of
unemployment
benefits

4

Access to
unemployment
benefits

5
6

Immediately
upon arrival

Costs of

Higher than

Comparable to

Lower than

healthcare

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

[country of origin]

Low

Moderate

High

Effort to learn
language
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5.3.2 Dependent variables
For each of the described countries, respondents were asked: (a) To what extent
would you be willing to move to this country for a maximum of one year? (b) To
what extent would you be willing to move to this country for more than three
years?. The answer scale ranged from 1 = not at all to 10 = very much. These scales
are in line with previous factorial surveys investigating individuals’ attitudes
towards residential mobility (e.g., Abraham et al., 2010; Petzold, 2017), and were
treated as continuous variables. Although in the literature different terminology
has been used to refer to attitudes towards migration, in this study we refer to the
dependent variables as capturing individuals’ migration aspirations. According to
the theoretical overview by Carling and Schewel (2018) this concept fits our
questioning best, as it measures a person’s conviction that leaving would be better
than staying. Further in line with recommendations of Carling (2013), the
questioning contains a clear time dimension.

5.3.3 Independent variables and controls
Besides evaluating the vignettes, in the survey part of the questionnaire
respondents were asked to provide additional information about themselves. For
the purpose of this study, we included validated scales on general self-efficacy
(Schwarzer & Jerusalem, 1995) and intolerance of uncertainty (Carleton, Norton,
& Asmundson, 2007) as measures of respondents’ generalized self-efficacy and
risk-aversion. In addition, questions on socio-demographic characteristics were
included in order to control for the impact of sex, age, and partnership status
(single, short-term relation, long-term relation or cohabiting). The vignette order
and questionnaire version were included in our analyses as control variables as
well.

5.3.4 Sample
Data used for this study were collected within diverse master programs – mainly
within the social sciences – at Dutch universities between November 2017 and
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March 2018.21 All data were obtained by means of a paper-and-pencil interview
(PAPI). The sample consisted of 467 respondents, together evaluating a total of
2,802 vignettes. As the comparison of a hypothetical destination country to the
Netherlands in the vignettes likely has a different meaning for foreign-born
students, for the purpose of this study we only included individuals born in the
Netherlands, a sample of 319 respondents. Furthermore, although having children
possibly has an impact on one’s aspiration to migrate, within our sample the share
of respondents who indicated to have children was too small to analyse and were
thus excluded from our sample (n=3). We further excluded respondents with
missing values on more than one of the items of the intolerance of uncertainty and
self-efficacy scales (n=5), as well as those who did not indicate their sex (n=2),
resulting in a sample of 309 respondents. After removing vignettes without an
evaluation (n=2) we obtained our final sample of 1,852 vignettes.

5.3.5 Analytical strategy
Because each person evaluated six different vignettes, the models had to be
corrected for correlated observations, as is the case with any repeated measures
in within-subject designs (Hox, Kreft, & Hermkens, 1991). To analyse the data we
therefore applied random intercept models (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992; Snijders
& Bosker, 2012) that account for dependent observations by estimating one joint
random intercept for all observations from one single respondent. Characteristics
of the vignettes varied on Level 1, and individual characteristics were modelled as
Level 2 variables. Table 5-2 presents descriptive statistics of the sample. Because
the vignettes’ characteristics were all a direct result of our experimental set up,
they always occurred with about the same frequency. Respondents were between
21 and 34 years old, with the majority being around 24 years old. In line with the
gender distribution within the social sciences, males were underrepresented in our
sample: 35% versus 65% of females. The majority of our respondents had a
partner: 58%, of which 28% were together with their partner for more than a year

Erasmus University Rotterdam, Maastricht University, Radboud University, Technical University Delft,
Tilburg University, University of Amsterdam, University of Groningen, Utrecht University, Vrije Universiteit
Amsterdam (VU).
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but not living together, and 17% lived together with their partner. Individual
measures of general self-efficacy and risk-aversion were derived by adding
respondents’ scores on the items for each scale and dividing this sum score by the
number of items. Values of both measures were normally distributed. Individuals
in our sample on average scored moderate on risk-aversion (2.38 on a scale from
one to five, with higher scores representing higher risk-aversion) and relatively
high on generalized self-efficacy (3.12 on a scale from one to four, with higher
scores representing higher generalized self-efficacy). Random allocation of the
experimental stimuli ensured the independence of the vignettes' and respondents'
characteristics.
Table 5-2 Sample description
N
Dependent variables
Aspiration to migrate
Maximum one year
More than three years
Vignettes' characteristics
Wage level (ref.: Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Job chances (ref.: Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Level of unemployment benefits
(ref.: Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Access to unemployment benefit
(ref.: 6 months)
Directly
2 years
Costs of healthcare (ref.: Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Effort to learn the language (ref.: Moderate)
High
Low
Respondents' characteristics
Male respondent
Age
Partnership status (ref.: No relation)
Short-term relation
Long-term relation
Cohabiting
Intolerance of uncertainty
General self-efficacy
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Range

Mean

SD

Median

1852
1852

1 – 10
1 – 10

5.30
4.07

2.40
2.34

6
4

1852
1852

0,1
0,1

0.34
0.33

0.47
0.47

1852
1852

0,1
0,1

0.33
0.33

0.47
0.47

1852
1852

0,1
0,1

0.33
0.33

0.47
0.47

1852
1852

0,1
0,1

0.33
0.33

0.47
0.47

1852
1852

0,1
0,1

0.33
0.33

0.47
0.47

1852
1852

0,1
0,1

0.33
0.33

0.47
0.47

309
309

0,1
21 – 34

0.35
23.84

0.48
1.97

24

309
0,1
309
0,1
309
0,1
309 1.08 – 4.67
309 1.70 – 4.00

0.12
0.29
0.17
2.38
3.12

0.32
0.45
0.38
0.64
0.36

2.33
3.10
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5.4

5.4.1

Results

Migration aspirations

Figure 5-2 displays the distribution of respondents’ aspiration to migrate to the
hypothetical destinations described in the vignettes for a stay of a maximum of
one year, and more than three years respectively. Interestingly, for the majority
of vignettes, respondents rated their aspiration to migrate for a maximum of one
year with a six out of ten or higher. The aspiration to migrate for more than three
years was with the median at four out of ten clearly much lower. Compared to
previous factorial surveys measuring the aspiration to migrate amongst couples
(Abraham et al., 2010) and academic staff (Petzold, 2017), students’ aspiration to
migrate appeared rather high, even for long-term moves. Answers on the scale
measuring the aspiration to migrate were not normally distributed, particularly
for long-term moves. However, as ordinal regression models yielded similar
results, below we continue with the more straightforward interpretation of an
ordinary least squares (OLS) model.

Maximum of one year

More than three years

20%

20%
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15%
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Figure 5-2 Distribution of the dependent variable: aspiration to migrate for a maximum of
one year and more than three years

5.4.2 Test of the hypotheses
We started by estimating an empty model. The interclass correlation (ICC)
indicated that for short-term moves about 53% of the variance in migration
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aspirations can be attributed to the individual level, and for longer moves 60%.
Thus, individual differences clearly explained a large part of the variation in the
aspiration to migrate. Subsequently, we estimated a random intercept model
containing the vignette characteristics, as well as respondents’ characteristics age,
sex, partnership status and their scores on risk-aversion and generalized selfefficacy scales (Model 1, Table 5-3 & Table 5-4). Effects of the vignette variables in
this model represent a shared understanding of how the vignettes’ dimensions
affected respondents’ judgments.

5.4.3 Main effects of vignette dimensions and personality traits
For both short-term and longer moves, the results were broadly in line with our
hypotheses on the main effects of welfare state arrangements on the aspiration to
migrate. That is, the aspiration to migrate was higher when the level of
unemployment benefits in the destination country was higher (H1). Nevertheless,
the more important factor seemed to be that it was not lower than in the origin
country. The aspiration to migrate was lower when the waiting time for
immigrants to access unemployment benefits in the destination country was
longer (H2), and when the personal costs of healthcare were higher (H3). Lower
costs of healthcare abroad than in the origin country did not have a significant
influence on respondents’ aspiration to migrate. Effects of the remaining
dimensions on respondents’ aspiration to migrate were also in the expected
direction: respondents were more willing to move when wages and job prospects
in the described destination country were better than in the origin country. On the
other hand, they were less willing to move when it required more effort to learn
the language of the destination country.
With respect to personality characteristics, more risk-averse individuals
were found to be less willing to move for less than a year. No significant effect of
risk-aversion on migration aspirations was found for moves of more than three
years. Scores on generalized self-efficacy did not have a significant impact on
migration aspirations for both short-term and longer moves. We did not find
significant differences between male and female students or for those of different
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ages. The only control variable that was relevant was relationship status, with
those who cohabited with their partner having lower migration aspirations.

5.4.4 Impact of time dimension
Because of the standardized design, coefficients of the models for short- and longterm moves could be compared directly. We find some interesting differences
between the two frames under study: The negative impact of a waiting time of two
years to access unemployment benefits as compared to six months was only
significant for moves shorter than a year. This finding suggests that it is not so
much the waiting time of two years that decreases individuals’ aspirations to
migrate, but rather the fact that they would not be able to access these benefits
within their expected stay. Higher wages and job chances in the destination
country appeared particularly important factors for short-term moves. The
negative impact of a more difficult language furthermore was stronger for shortterm than for long-term moves.

5.4.5 Interactions with economic circumstances
Next, we tested interaction effects between the welfare state-related and economic
characteristics of the hypothetical destination country, to find out whether the
impact of welfare state arrangements on the aspiration to migrate varied under
different economic circumstances. The interaction term of higher job chances and
a higher level of unemployment benefits in the destination country compared to
the country of origin was the only coefficient that reached statistical significance
at the .05 level (Model 2, Table 5-3 & Table 5-4). In contrast with what we expected
(H4a), the regression estimate was positive, indicating that better job prospects
particularly increased the aspiration to migrate when combined with higher levels
of unemployment benefits. Furthermore, the interaction was stronger for longterm moves, and the main effect of better job prospects no longer reached
statistical significance at the .05 level in this model.
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Table 5-3 Summary of linear regression analysis for variables predicting aspiration to
migrate for a maximum of one year (random intercept models)
Model 1
B
(SE)

Model 2
B
(SE)

Model 3
B
(SE)

Model 4
B
(SE)

Vignettes’ characteristics
Wage (ref. Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Job chances (ref.
Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Level of unemp. benefits
(ref. Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Access to unemp. benefits
(ref. 6 months)
Immediately
2 years
Costs of healthcare (ref.
Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Effort to learn language (ref.
Moderate)
High
Low
Vignette ID
Vignette order
Respondent characteristics
Male
Age
Partnership status (ref:
Single)
Short-term partner
Long-term partner
Cohabiting with partner
Intolerance of uncertainty
General self-efficacy
Interaction terms
Unemp.ben.level higher X
Job chances higher
Uncertainty X Unemp.ben.
higher
Self-efficacy X Unemp.ben.
higher
Constant
Observations
(N Respondents)
Variance
Respondents
Vignettes

0.42***
-0.50***

(0.08) 0.43***
(0.08) -0.48***

(0.08) 0.42***
(0.08) -0.49***

(0.08) 0.42***
(0.08) -0.50***

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.51***
-0.87***

(0.09)
0.33**
(0.09) -0.91***

(0.12) 0.51***
(0.09) -0.87***

(0.09) 0.52***
(0.09) -0.87***

(0.09)
(0.09)

0.19*
-0.33***

(0.08)
0.04
(0.08) -0.31***

(0.11)
-0.34
(0.08) -0.32***

(0.26)
-1.03
(0.08) -0.33***

(0.59)
(0.08)

(0.08)
(0.08)

(0.08)
(0.08)

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.26**
-0.17*

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.25**
-0.17*

0.24**
-0.18*

0.25**
-0.18*

-0.41***
-0.04

(0.08) -0.41***
(0.08)
-0.05

(0.08) -0.40***
(0.08)
-0.04

(0.08) -0.41***
(0.08)
-0.04

(0.08)
(0.08)

-0.64***
0.26***
-0.02*
-0.06*

(0.08) -0.64***
(0.08) 0.28***
(0.01) -0.02**
(0.02)
-0.04

(0.08) -0.64***
(0.08) 0.27***
(0.01)
-0.02*
(0.02)
-0.06*

(0.08) -0.64***
(0.08) 0.26***
(0.01)
-0.02*
(0.02)
-0.06*

(0.08)
(0.08)
(0.01)
(0.02)

0.11
0.07

(0.22)
(0.05)

0.10
0.07

(0.22)
(0.05)

0.11
0.07

(0.22)
(0.05)

0.11
0.07

(0.22)
(0.05)

0.04
-0.19
-0.79**
-0.46**
0.34

(0.34)
(0.25)
(0.30)
(0.17)
(0.30)

0.04
-0.18
-0.79**
-0.46**
0.33

(0.34)
(0.25)
(0.30)
(0.17)
(0.30)

0.04
-0.19
-0.79**
-0.53**
0.34

(0.34)
(0.25)
(0.30)
(0.17)
(0.30)

0.04
-0.19
-0.79**
-0.46**
0.21

(0.34)
(0.25)
(0.30)
(0.17)
(0.31)

0.48*

(0.22)
0.23*

(0.11)
0.39*

(0.19)

4.86**
1852
(309)

(1.68)

5.02**
1852
(309)

(1.69)

5.02**
1852
(309)

(1.68)

5.26**
1852
(309)

(1.69)

2.93
1.84

(0.26)
(0.07)

2.94
1.83

(0.26)
(0.07)

2.93
1.83

(0.26)
(0.07)

2.93
1.84

(0.26)
(0.07)

Standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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Table 5-4 Summary of linear regression analysis for variables predicting aspiration to
migrate for more than three years (random intercept models)

Vignettes’ characteristics
Wage (ref. Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Job chances (ref.
Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Level of unemp. benefits
(ref. Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Access to unemp. benefits
(ref. 6 months)
Immediately
2 years
Costs of healthcare
(ref. Comparable)
Higher
Lower
Effort to learn language
(ref. Moderate)
High
Low
Vignette ID
Vignette order
Respondent characteristics
Male
Age
Partnership status
(ref: Single)
Short-term partner
Long-term partner
Cohabiting with partner
Intolerance of uncertainty
General self-efficacy
Interaction terms
Unemp.ben.level higher X
Job chances higher
Uncertainty X Unemp.ben.
higher
Self-efficacy X
Unemp.ben. higher
Constant
Observations
(N Respondents)
Variance
Respondents
Vignettes

Model 1
B

(SE)

Model 2
B

(SE)

Model 3
B

(SE)

Model 4
B

(SE)

0.29***
-0.46***

(0.07)
(0.07)

0.30***
-0.43***

(0.07)
(0.07)

0.29***
-0.46***

(0.07)
(0.07)

0.28***
-0.46***

(0.07)
(0.07)

0.37***
-0.83***

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.16
-0.87***

(0.11)
(0.09)

0.37***
-0.83***

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.38***
-0.82***

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.19*
-0.28***

(0.07)
(0.08)

0.01
-0.26***

(0.10)
(0.08)

-0.16
-0.28***

(0.25)
(0.08)

-1.14*
-0.28***

(0.56)
(0.08)

0.26***
-0.07

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.24**
-0.08

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.26***
-0.07

(0.08)
(0.08)

0.26***
-0.07

(0.08)
(0.08)

-0.36***
-0.06

(0.08)
(0.08)

-0.37***
-0.08

(0.08)
(0.08)

-0.36***
-0.06

(0.08)
(0.08)

-0.37***
-0.06

(0.08)
(0.08)

-0.43***
0.27***
-0.01
0.01

(0.07)
(0.07)
(0.01)
(0.02)

-0.43***
0.29***
-0.02*
0.04

(0.07)
(0.07)
(0.01)
(0.02)

-0.43***
0.27***
-0.01
0.02

(0.07)
(0.07)
(0.01)
(0.02)

-0.42***
0.27***
-0.01
0.01

(0.07)
(0.07)
(0.01)
(0.02)

0.29
0.09

(0.23)
(0.05)

0.29
0.09

(0.22)
(0.05)

0.29
0.09

(0.22)
(0.05)

0.29
0.09

(0.23)
(0.05)

-0.12
-0.50
-1.02***
-0.20
0.13

(0.35)
(0.26)
(0.31)
(0.17)
(0.31)

-0.12
-0.49
-1.02***
-0.20
0.12

(0.35)
(0.26)
(0.31)
(0.17)
(0.31)

-0.12
-0.50
-1.02***
-0.24
0.13

(0.35)
(0.26)
(0.31)
(0.18)
(0.31)

-0.12
-0.50
-1.02***
-0.19
-0.02

(0.35)
(0.26)
(0.31)
(0.17)
(0.32)

0.56**

(0.20)
0.15

(0.10)
0.42*

(0.18)

2.83
1852
(309)

(1.72)

3.03
1852
(309)

(1.72)

2.94
1852
(309)

(1.72)

3.27
1852
(309)

(1.73)

3.10
1.64

(0.27)
(0.06)

3.09
1.63

(0.27)
(0.06)

3.09
1.64

(0.27)
(0.06)

3.10
1.64

(0.27)
(0.06)

Standard errors in parentheses, * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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5.4.6 Interactions with personality traits
To test whether the impact of welfare state arrangements on the migration
aspiration varied with personality traits, cross-level interactions for the vignette
characteristics and individuals’ risk-aversion and generalized self-efficacy were
estimated (Model 3&4, Table 5-3 & Table 5-4). We expected welfare state
arrangements to be more important for migration aspirations of more risk-averse
persons (H5a), and less important for persons with higher generalized self-efficacy
(H5b). As observed in the first models, respondents who were more risk-averse
were significantly less willing to move for a maximum of one year. However, and
in line with what we expected, the significant interaction effect in Model 3
indicates that this negative impact was weaker when the level of unemployment
benefits in the destination country was higher. Interestingly, we did not find a
similar effect for long-term moves. The interaction effect of generalized selfefficacy and higher levels of unemployment benefits was positive and significant
as well. However, the main effects were only significant for long-term moves.
Different from the previous models, higher levels of unemployment benefits in the
destination country in this model had a negative impact on the aspiration to move.
The interaction effect indicated that this impact is weaker (i.e., more positive) for
respondents with higher generalized self-efficacy.
5.5

Discussion

In the absence of micro-data that would enable individual-level analysis, previous
studies often approached the relationship between migration and the welfare state
from a macro-perspective (e.g., Geis et al., 2013; Jackson et al., 2013; Josifidis et
al., 2014; Kurekova, 2013; Palmer & Pytlikova, 2015; Razin & Wahba, 2015). Yet
crude measures of welfare generosity like total government spending typically
used in these studies cannot fully uncover the role of the welfare state in shaping
migration aspirations. In this study we therefore aimed to address this question
at the micro-level, introducing a factorial survey design. Over 300 Dutch Master
students indicated for a number of hypothetical destination countries to what
extent they would be willing to migrate there after graduation. The experimental
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design of the study allowed for full control over the conditions in the proposed
scenarios, as well as the information respondents had at their disposal.
Furthermore, we included well-established scales on self-efficacy and risk aversion
in the survey. In result, besides direct influences of welfare state characteristics
on migration aspirations, we could investigate interactions of these dimensions
with economic circumstances and personality traits. This way, we were able to test
whether characteristics of welfare state arrangements in the field of health and
unemployment had an attracting, discouraging or facilitating impact on migration
aspirations.
Our findings illustrated that welfare state arrangements can have both an
attracting and a discouraging influence in shaping migration aspirations. On the
one hand, higher levels of unemployment benefits in the destination country
compared to the origin country were found to increase migration aspirations.
Higher costs of healthcare on the other hand lowered migration aspirations, as did
longer waiting times to access unemployment benefits for short-term moves. As
the latter effect was not significant for long-term moves, it appears that
individuals responded negatively to longer waiting times when these restricted
welfare access during the full length of stay. Welfare state arrangements were also
found to have an facilitating influence in shaping migration aspirations in
combination with economic circumstances and personality traits. Higher levels of
unemployment benefits particularly increased aspirations to migrate when
combined with better job prospects. Furthermore, higher levels of unemployment
benefits increased migration aspirations of risk-averse individuals for short-term
moves, likely by reducing aversive reactions to uncertainty that may discourage
these people to migrate. Finally, higher levels of unemployment benefits seemed
to act as a strategy to cope with unforeseen events for individuals with high
generalized self-efficacy.
Our analytical approach contributes to the previous literature in three
important ways. First, prior studies on the role of the welfare state in migration
decisions mainly focused on individuals who actually migrated. Furthermore, the
economic theories on which most of these studies are based assume people to move
to places where their economic returns are the highest. Prospect theory on the
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other hand argues that people think in terms of gains and losses relative to their
status quo rather than in terms of actual wealth (Clark & Lisowski, 2017;
Kahneman & Tversky, 1979). In our study we therefore looked at migration
aspirations, which enabled us to test to what extent the welfare state in the
destination country influences considerations on whether or not to migrate for a
broader group of people, and as compared to their current situation. In line with
prospect theory, we found less beneficial circumstances in the hypothetical
destination country compared to the origin country to have a stronger negative
impact on individuals’ migration aspirations than more preferable circumstances
had a positive impact. This tendency could be observed for economic factors (job
chances and wages), but also for characteristics of the welfare state (level of
unemployment benefits and costs of healthcare). These findings highlight the
importance of understanding migration decisions not just from opportunities in
the destination country, but also from potential losses in the origin country. This
is particularly relevant as international migration studies are still often
characterized by a destination country bias.
Second, we tested whether the strength of the impact of welfare state
arrangements on migration aspirations differed depending on personality. As
migration decisions are inherently risky, we expected personality traits related to
the willingness to enter novel situations to play a role in migration aspirations. In
line with previous literature, we found more risk-averse individuals to be less
willing to migrate for less than a year. No such impact was found for long-term
stays of more than three years. The latter can be explained as long-term plans are
possibly less concrete, and therefore less threatening. Alternatively, risk-averse
persons may prefer to make long-term plans (in order to perceive control over their
life), and in turn perceive a short-term stay abroad as less attractive. Innovatively,
our findings illustrated that more risk-averse individuals were more willing to
migrate short-term when unemployment benefits in the destination country were
more generous. As a second personality trait, we looked at generalized selfefficacy. In contrast to what we expected, in our sample higher levels of
unemployment benefits in the destination country increased the aspiration to
migrate for more than three years only for individuals with a high generalized self128
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efficacy. This personality trait was measured by means of a validated scale
capturing how well respondents felt they can manage unexpected events. The
finding therefore possibly indicates that unemployment benefits are considered by
individuals who score high on this scale as a way to cope with unforeseen problems
that may arise while being abroad, particularly for a longer period of time. As
respondents in our sample overall scored rather high on generalized self-efficacy,
it remains to be seen how these findings transfer to other populations with lower
levels of self-efficacy. Significant interaction effects between welfare state
arrangements and respondents’ personality traits support the notion that
migration models can be improved from incorporating such traits (Williams &
Baláž, 2012). The interactions provide an explanation for why under the same
circumstances some individuals choose to leave whereas others choose to stay
(Boneva & Frieze, 2001).
Third, we explored the impact of the temporality of migration on aspirations
to migrate. Different results for short-term and long-term moves illustrated how
characteristics of the destination country may shape a single person’s aspiration
to migrate differently depending on the anticipated length of stay. Our findings
also showed that the role of personality traits in shaping migration aspirations
can vary with the temporality of migration. Future research on migration
aspirations and the factors shaping them would therefore benefit from including
the element of duration of stay more explicitly.
Despite these important advantages of a factorial survey approach for
studying how characteristics of the welfare state may affect individuals’
aspirations to migrate, a number of limitations should be mentioned as well. First
of all, experimental approaches are criticized for their inability to replicate real
life. In our design we for instance described hypothetical destination countries by
six dimensions, which by definition is a reduction of the complex reality.
Nevertheless, it should be clear that experiments are designed to be relatively
simple to enhance control and examine targeted aspects of the subject under study
(Friedman & Sunder, 1994). Experimental research thus does not try to replicate
the full complexity of reality, but deliberately approximates real life (Baláž &
Williams, 2017).
129

Chapter 5

Second, the sample in this study consists of Master students, which is a
highly selective target group. Student samples are frequently used in studies with
an experimental design due to their availability, quick learning, and – where
applicable – relatively low financial incentives (Feltovich, 2011). In addition, a
sample of Master students can be expected to be rather homogeneous in terms of
life stage and socio-economic status. In our study, the vignettes furthermore were
connected to the situation of our respondents, that is, the period after their
upcoming graduation. Although these characteristics of our sample increase the
internal validity of our study, it is less clear whether the findings are
representative for other populations. In addition, individuals in our sample were
relatively young, and did not have children (yet). Welfare state arrangements like
family benefits and old-age pensions therefore seemed less relevant to the personal
situation of our respondents, and for this reason were not included in the
vignettes. Nevertheless, it could well be that these arrangements are of
importance to individuals’ migration aspirations in other stages of their lives. The
external validity of our approach should therefore be addressed by replicating the
experiment for different target groups and including additional welfare domains.
A final drawback of our approach is that it is unclear to what extent the
reported aspiration to migrate is indicative of a clear intention and subsequent
actual behaviour. According to the theory of reasoned action, behavioural
intentions are the result of individuals considering different behavioural options,
evaluating their consequences, and making a decision on whether or not to act
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). In this theory, intention is a direct determinant to actual
behaviour (Remhof et al., 2014). Although we are unable to make this link in our
study, research on internal migration (e.g., De Groot, Mulder, & Manting, 2011;
G. F. De Jong, Root, Gardner, Fawcett, & Abad, 1985; Duncan & Newman, 1976;
Kan, 1999) as well as some on international migration behaviour (Gardner, De
Jong, Arnold, & Cariño, 1985; Van Dalen & Henkens, 2008) suggest that migration
aspirations are good predictors of future migration.
In the literature, it has been suggested that welfare state arrangements
might be particularly important to low-skilled migrants, as they would benefit the
most from a generous welfare state (e.g., Razin & Wahba, 2015). Alternatively, in
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this study we focused on the migration aspirations of high-skilled individuals.
Despite the specific features of our target group, characteristics of the welfare
state included in the study had an influence on respondents’ aspiration to migrate.
Our findings therefore indicate that welfare state arrangements may not just
matter to low-skilled migrants, but also to the higher educated. Our findings
further show how welfare state arrangements can shape migration aspirations
through different mechanisms. Higher levels of benefits increase the aspiration to
migrate, whereas higher costs or restricted welfare access reduce it.
Unemployment benefits further were found to have an enabling effect on the
aspiration to migrate by protecting against both actual and perceived risks. These
different mechanisms, which can occur simultaneously, help explain the mixed
results of previous studies using a less targeted approach to operationalize welfare
generosity.
The stronger positive impact of higher job chances on migration aspirations
when combined with higher unemployment benefits in our study signals a
preference of individuals for destinations with the lowest levels of economic
uncertainty. The weaker negative impact of risk-aversion on migration aspirations
when combined with higher unemployment benefits further shows that welfare
state arrangements can encourage people to migrate who otherwise would have
stayed. Finally, higher levels of unemployment benefits seemed to particularly
increase long-term migration aspirations for individuals with high levels of
generalized self-efficacy. These are important findings, as measures to restrict
migrants’ welfare access are regularly proposed in national politics. Our study
indicates that such restrictive measures may lower the migration aspirations of
high-skilled individuals, who are typically expected to have a positive impact on
the economy of the receiving country. Furthermore, our findings suggest the need
for a change in paradigm in the study of the role of the welfare state in migration
decision-making and conceptualize it much more as a form of protection instead of
a magnet.
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6.1

Introduction

In recent years, the relationship between welfare systems and mobility within
Europe increasingly caught the attention of the general public, popular press,
policy-makers and scientific scholars. It has been argued that welfare will act as a
pull factor in common labour markets without mobility restrictions, whereas this
is not necessarily the case for countries that restrict entry or access to welfare for
migrants (Razin & Wahba, 2015). This thesis addresses one of the crucial
questions in these societal and scholarly debates:
How and to what extent are intra-European migration decisions influenced by
welfare systems in both origin and destination countries?
In most countries, a trade-off can be identified between the openness borders and
migrants’ welfare rights (Faist, 1995; Ruhs, 2013). Migration within the European
Union (EU) however constitutes a case of ‘exceptionalism’ in this respect (Ruhs
2015): legislation of the EU grants its citizens the right to move and reside freely
within the Union, as well as the right to access welfare across borders (Martinsen,
Pons Rotger, & Thierry, 2018). Studying the role of the welfare system in
migration decisions for the European context in this thesis thus has both societal
importance and scientific relevance.
So far, studies on the role of the welfare system in migration decisions
mainly started from an economic pull factor assumption and had a clear
destination country bias. My empirical analyses show that the potential impact of
welfare systems is much more complex than a general ‘magnet’ effect. As I found
that characteristics of the welfare system can have an attracting, but also a
discouraging influence on migration decisions, I conclude that the role of welfare
systems in these decisions depends on the way individuals may be affected by
them. This depends on the one hand on how national governments have organized
different elements of their welfare system, and on the other hand on individuals’
welfare needs and rights. My study thus highlights the importance of further
disentangling the often-used generic welfare spending measure when studying the
link between intra-European migration and the welfare state. Furthermore, as
European welfare systems are largely organized along the lines of the life course,
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individuals’ life course characteristics are crucial to be included. Rather than an
independent ‘magnet’ effect, my research indicates that the welfare system may
facilitate intra-European migration by providing protection against uncertainty
and risks involved in the migration project. Finally, my empirical analyses
illustrate that welfare systems mainly shape decisions to stay or to migrate
through the way they are experienced in the country of residence. Including the
welfare system at the origin country thus is crucial. In my thesis, I propose a new
model on intra-European migration to explain migration decisions as embedded
in an individual’s life course as well as the broader societal context in which they
take shape.
In the next section (6.2), I will recapitulate the main findings of each of the
four empirical chapters. In Section 6.3 that follows, I will discuss how these results
together answer the overarching research question and elaborate on the scientific
implications by means of the conceptual model developed in this thesis. In Section
6.4, I will reflect on some methodological implications and limitations. I conclude
by explicating the societal relevance of this thesis (Section 6.5).
6.2

6.2.1

Summary of the findings

Migration and welfare access in the Netherlands

In the European context, concerns regarding ‘welfare migration’ were fuelled by
increased migration from the central and eastern European countries that joined
the EU in 2004 and 2007 to the more developed welfare systems in the west. In
Chapter 2 of this thesis, I therefore focused on migrants from two of these new
member states – Poland and Bulgaria –, using the Netherlands as a case study.
Relying on data from the Dutch Population Registers, I studied the migration
flows and labour market status of Polish and Bulgarian migrants and related
these to migrant-specific and national eligibility criteria regulating welfare access
in the Netherlands. Innovatively, I considered the welfare uptake of these groups
within a single welfare system and labour market, yet under different conditions
in terms of labour market access. My findings on Polish and Bulgarian migrants
to the Netherlands do not support the political and scientific discourse that the
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abolishment of border restrictions in the enlarged EU increased pressure on
generous welfare systems. Instead, the study highlighted that migrants have to
meet migrant-specific and national eligibility criteria of welfare state
arrangements before they can access the welfare system abroad. Over the years
after the EU enlargements, Polish and Bulgarian migrants were mainly in the
early working ages, a life stage in which individuals typically contribute more to
the welfare system than they receive in benefits. Furthermore, although most
welfare rights are built up over time, a large share of Polish and Bulgarian
migrants left the Netherlands within the first years after arrival. In accordance,
the sharp rise in the number of Polish and Bulgarian migrants to the Netherlands
after the EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007 has not been accompanied by
comparable increases in the uptake of unemployment benefits, social assistance
or old-age pensions for these groups over the studied period (2007 – 2014). My
findings further suggest that, under conditions of restricted labour market access,
Bulgarian migrants were less able to build up rights for contributory socialinsurance benefits in the Netherlands. If dependent on welfare state
arrangements, these migrants therefore mainly relied on non-contributory social
assistance. However, in the absence of restrictions of labour market access, I found
unemployment benefits to become more important than social assistance for
welfare-dependent Polish migrants.

6.2.2 The influence of welfare on locational choices across Europe
In Chapter 3, I investigated the influence of welfare spending on intra-European
migration decisions between 25 countries over a six-year period (2003-2008).
Findings from a conditional logit model showed a positive impact of total social
expenditure on locational choices for all age groups except for adults early in their
working lives. I further distinguished between social expenditure in three welfare
domains (unemployment, family and old-age benefits) and tested whether social
expenditure particularly influenced locational choices of individuals within the
age groups covered by the respective welfare domains. Young adults moving
together with children more often chose destinations that spent more on family
benefits, whereas individuals close to or above retirement age moved more often
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to countries with higher spending on old-age benefits than younger migrants.
These results support the assumption that the impact of welfare systems on
locational choices depends on how migrants are affected by them after settlement.
However, in contrast with what was expected based on the welfare magnet idea, I
found that intra-European migrants were generally less likely to select countries
with higher social expenditure on unemployment benefits as their destination.
This held in particular for those in the early working ages. Generous welfare state
arrangements thus may be attractive to the more vulnerable groups, such as
families and elderly, whereas they may have the opposite effect on individuals
moving in life stages where they contribute more to the welfare system than they
receive in benefits. My study therefore highlights the importance of further
disentangling the often used general social expenditure measure when studying
the link between migration and the welfare state, as well as distinguishing
between migrants in different life stages. Finally, the findings suggest that social
expenditure not necessarily reflects the generosity of welfare state arrangements,
but rather reveals the level of government interference in specific societal
domains. This may explain the mixed findings of previous studies that used
general government spending and stresses the need for more precise measures of
welfare generosity.

6.2.3 Welfare and migration decisions as embedded in time and space
As individuals’ welfare rights and needs in European welfare systems change over
the life course, throughout this thesis I studied the role of welfare state
arrangements in migration decisions depending on the moment of migration
within a person’s life. The sociological life course approach highlights the
importance of taking into account the dynamics and stage in life as important
aspects to understand an individual’s behaviour. Yet the often-used models on
welfare and migration starting from economic utility assumptions are still rather
static in nature and do not pay ample attention to life course dynamics. Expanding
on the existing literature in the different domains, in Chapter 4, I therefore
developed an innovative conceptual model which combines insights from
migration theories with principles of the life course approach. Using qualitative
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interview data from European citizens born in Poland, Spain and the United
Kingdom (UK) and residing in the Netherlands, I subsequently investigated how
the welfare system is perceived and experienced at the individual level, and how
such perceptions, knowledge and practices may enter migration decisions.
The study empirically underpinned the main premise of the theoretical
model that migration decisions and the factors shaping them should be explained
as connected through the life course. My interview data illustrated that migration
decisions are typically shaped by factors relevant to the individual at the time of
migration, without looking very far into the future. Furthermore, information on
welfare state arrangements is mostly sought once the need for some sort of
governmental support arises. As most respondents migrated when they did not
need or rely on welfare (yet), these results help explain why they rarely considered
the welfare system abroad when deciding to migrate. Furthermore, individuals’
perceptions of the welfare system were largely shaped by personal experiences
with welfare state arrangements, or those of peers. Because of this, it was often
only after migration that the welfare system in the destination country entered
respondents’ frame of reference. More than an attracting effect of welfare abroad
prior to migration, I found that the welfare system in the country of residence (i.e.,
the country of origin prior to migration, or the destination country after), in some
cases enabled migration, and under other circumstances stimulated settlement.

6.2.4 The role of welfare in shaping migration aspirations
In Chapter 5, I investigated the role of the welfare system in shaping migration
aspirations using experimental data from a factorial survey among 300 Dutch
master students. First, I investigated how and to what extent characteristics of
the welfare state affected individuals’ migration aspirations when evaluating
hypothetical destination countries. I found lower migration aspirations among my
respondents when the costs of healthcare in the destination country were higher
than those in the origin country, and when the waiting time to access
unemployment benefits exceeded the length of the anticipated stay abroad.
Respondents’ migration intentions on the other hand increased with higher levels
of unemployment benefits in the destination country. However, a stronger
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negative impact of lower levels of unemployment benefits in the destination
country on migration aspirations suggested that it was more important to them to
retain the level of protection they had in the origin country. Second, I tested
whether the impact of these welfare state characteristics varied with economic
circumstances in the destination country or personality traits of the respondent.
Migration aspirations were generally higher for destination countries with higher
job chances, yet particularly when combined with higher levels of unemployment
benefits. The main effect of higher unemployment benefits was no longer
significant after including this interaction term. Whereas risk-averse individuals
were generally less willing to move abroad, their migration aspirations increased
when the level of unemployment benefits in the destination country was higher
than in the origin country. The impact of higher levels of unemployment benefits
was also stronger for respondents who scored higher on the generalized selfefficacy scale, which captures how well individuals feel they can manage
unexpected events. Overall my findings indicate that welfare state arrangements
mainly affected migration aspirations by reducing risks and offering a strategy to
cope with unforeseen events.
6.3

6.3.1

Discussion of the results

Welfare systems, migration and the life course

Literature on the link between welfare and migration has been dominated by the
welfare magnet hypothesis as introduced by Borjas (1999). Derived from an
economic rational choice framework, the welfare magnet hypothesis approaches
migration as a strategy of individuals to maximize their life-long utility. Borjas
developed the hypothesis to study immigrants’ interstate residential choices when
arriving in the United States. Immigrants anticipating higher returns from the
welfare system than from the labour market were expected to cluster in the states
with the highest welfare benefits.
Applying this perspective to the European context calls for necessary
additions to this model. First of all, European welfare systems are not necessary
geared towards those in high need only, but aim to cover risks that people face
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over the life course in a range of domains. The extent to which this has been
developed across Europe however differs, as does the ways in which welfare states
are financed (Esping-Andersen, 1990). Furthermore, also intra-European
migration calls for a specific approach. Even in the context of freedom of
movement, intra-European migration involves the crossing of national borders,
and is therefore characterized by different dynamics than interstate mobility
within the United States. By entering another EU country, intra-European
migrants also face a different welfare system. Since the aim of my thesis was to
uncover the mechanisms connecting welfare systems to individual migration
decisions in the context of the EU, I combined insights from different disciplinary
approaches in my research. I integrated the economic framework of the welfare
magnet hypothesis with insights from the literature on social policy, international
migration and the sociological life course approach.
The social policy literature illustrates that European welfare systems are
largely organized along the lines of the life course (De Graaf & Maier, 2017) and
that countries prioritize different welfare domains (Kuitto, 2011). The importance
of welfare state arrangements in migration decisions therefore not just varies
between categories of migrants, but also over different phases of life. Literature
on international migration furthermore recognizes that migration decisions are
not just shaped by opportunities abroad, but also by individuals’ abilities and
aspirations in the country of origin (Carling, 2002). Along this line of reasoning, it
thus can be expected that welfare systems may not just shape residential choices,
but also the decision whether or not to migrate.
Although the importance of the life course is also increasingly recognised in
migration research, commonly used migration models are still rather static in
nature. In the thesis I therefore introduced a novel conceptual model in which I
combine insights from migration theories with principles from the life course
approach (see Figure 6-1). Like previous models on international migration (e.g.,
Carling, 2002; De Haas, 2011), the life course approach focuses on how people
formulate and pursue their life goals (agency), and how they may be enabled or
constrained by structural opportunities and limitations in their lives (structure).
However, the life course approach has an additional leading concept: it focuses on
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the complex interplay of structure and agency over time (Cooke & Gazso, 2009). In
the model I developed, migration decision-making thus is an ongoing process,
which does not stop once a person has migrated. This is particularly important to
understand contemporary intra-European migration decisions, as flexible
migration patterns observed across Europe today are in contrast with the idea of
migration as a once in a lifetime, life-long decision (Carling & Collins, 2018;
Engbersen & Snel, 2013). The principles of life-span development, time and place,
and timing of the life course approach provide useful tools to connect a macro-level
factor like the welfare state and migration decisions of individuals in a dynamic
way (see Chapter 4). The model stresses that the role of structural factors in
contemporary intra-European migration decisions depends on where individuals
are in their lives, particularly when the impact of these factors can be expected to
vary over the life course –as is the case for the welfare state. Furthermore, the
model acknowledges that the macro-level circumstances that an individual faces
are different before and after migration, and that these changed circumstances
will impact the way subsequent decisions to stay or to re-migrate are made. Thus,
after migration, the destination context can be perceived as a new potential origin
context, and the factors stimulating the initial migration decision might be
different from those encouraging further migration or settlement.

changing contexts
migration decision-making

A

B

C

…

individual’s life course
Figure 6-1 The dynamic model of intra-European migration

142

Conclusions

6.3.2 Welfare as a pull factor?
Due to the dominant welfare magnet hypothesis, previous research on the role of
welfare systems in migration decisions mainly centred around the expectation
that migrants are more likely to move towards the most generous welfare systems.
Partly in line with an attracting impact of welfare, I found that welfare state
arrangements in the destination country influenced migration aspirations of
Dutch master students (Chapter 5), and were associated with locational choices of
intra-European migrants (Chapter 3). However, instead of a general tendency of
people to move towards countries with a generous welfare state, my findings
reveal that the impact of welfare state arrangements on locational choices depends
on how individuals are affected by them after arrival. Thus, generous welfare
provisions abroad can attract migrants, but may also discourage immigration
when individuals are not eligible for them, or when they are associated with higher
costs. My study therefore shows that welfare cannot be seen as a homogenous
package, but that it is crucial to distinguish between specific types of welfare state
arrangements and the eligibility criteria that grant access to them.
As welfare access in European welfare systems is intrinsically connected to
the life course, my findings further emphasize the importance of considering
migrants’ life course characteristics when investigating the role of the welfare
system in migration decisions. Chapter 3 revealed that the determinants of
migration vary for individuals moving in different life stages. Although the
outcomes on family and old-age benefits are to some extent in line with the welfare
magnet hypothesis, it should be noted that families with children and elderly are
generally underrepresented in migration flows. Many EU migrants move in life
stages when they are generally less concerned with welfare state arrangements
(Chapters 2-4). This helps explaining why limited support for the welfare magnet
hypothesis was found in my research. Whereas the welfare magnet hypothesis
assumes migrants to ‘choose’ between work or welfare, no support for an attracting
effect of unemployment benefits on migrants in the working ages was found
(Chapter 3).
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In European welfare systems, welfare rights are often built up over time
and in turn depend on individuals’ length of residence in a country, or even on paid
contributions (Chapter 2). This challenges the belief that, in the absence of border
restrictions, individuals can move for the primary purpose of accessing benefits
rather than working and contributing. Also contrasting the idea of a work or
welfare ‘choice’, higher levels of unemployment benefits particularly increased
migration aspirations in combination with higher job chances, and for individuals
with higher generalized self-efficacy. My research thus suggest that welfare state
arrangements may enter the migration decision-making process less as an
independent ‘magnet’, and more as a safety net to cope with unforeseen events in
the future. Further supporting this mechanism, I found migration aspirations of
risk-averse individuals, who were generally less willing to migrate, to increase
when levels of unemployment benefits in the destination country were higher
(Chapter 5).
In the qualitative interviews analysed in Chapter 4, the welfare system in
the Netherlands was not mentioned by respondents as one of the main factors
guiding

their

decision

to

move

there.

Although

respondents

reflected

retrospectively on their migration decision, this finding was supported by their
limited knowledge of Dutch welfare provisions prior to migration. Information on
welfare state arrangements in the destination country was typically sought only
once the need for governmental support arose after arrival. Nevertheless, despite
the limited role of the welfare system in the Netherlands prior to migration, the
interviews showed how welfare state arrangements as experienced after
settlement could influence subsequent decisions on whether to stay or to return.

6.3.3 Origin and destination country
As Borjas (1999) developed the welfare magnet hypothesis to study interstate
residential choices of immigrants after arrival in the United States, his theoretical
argument assumes that the welfare system becomes important after the initial
decision to migrate, yet before settlement. However, it is important to recognize
that welfare state arrangements may also play a role at other stages of the
migration decision making-process, that is, in the decision to move abroad in the
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first place, or to stay after initial migration. In fact, empirical evidence of Chapters
4 and 5 suggests that the welfare system as experienced in the country of
residence, i.e., the origin country prior to migration, or the destination country
after, is more important to migration decisions than the welfare system in the
destination country prior to migration. This statement can be motivated in several
ways. First, I found welfare dependency after migration to stimulate settlement
when individuals were uncertain that they would be able to receive the support
they or their family members needed somewhere else (Chapter 4). Similar forces
may just as well occur in the origin country, implying that mainly those who do
not need or depend on welfare will migrate. This in contrast with the welfare
magnet hypothesis, which assumes that particularly welfare-prone individuals
will be attracted by welfare abroad. Second, as perceptions of welfare state
arrangements are mainly shaped through personal experiences, welfare systems
in the origin and destination country are difficult to compare for individuals prior
to international migration (Chapter 4). However, satisfaction with the way the
government of a destination country organizes its welfare system may contribute
to individuals’ intentions to stay, even though it did not play a role in their initial
decision to move there. Finally, my findings showed that aspirations to move were
lower when welfare state arrangements abroad were lower than in the origin
country (Chapter 5). This finding suggests that a generous welfare system in the
origin country can function as a retaining factor prior to migration. The thesis
therefore highlights the importance of considering both the destination and origin
country when studying the role of the welfare system in migration decisions.
6.4

6.4.1

Methodological implications

A mixed-method approach

In addition to bridging between theoretical approaches, to get a better grasp on
how a macro-level factor like the welfare system can influence individual
migration decisions I employed a mixed-method approach. As each method
captures another aspect of the relationship under study, together these studies
contributed to a more complete picture. First, whereas specific interactions
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between a sending and a receiving country are lost in studies including larger sets
of countries, a case study represents a valuable approach to interpret migration
patterns from the setting in which they occur. This way, the focused approach of
the first empirical study (Chapter 2) enabled me to understand migration patterns
and labour market outcomes of migrants from Poland and Bulgaria as shaped by
the legal arrangements regulating migration and welfare access of these groups
in the Netherlands.
A macro-level approach on the other hand is suitable to identify more
general patterns and trends. Analysing bilateral migration flow data, in the
second empirical study (Chapter 3) I found the determinants of locational choices
of intra-European migrants to vary between different life stages. These findings
illustrate the importance of testing more tailored hypotheses, rather than
formulating general expectations for all migrants or grouping them merely by
country of origin. By distinguishing between categories of migrants I was able to
investigate more precisely who is entering and what are their needs. Life stage as
indicated by age proved to be a valuable dimension for these categories and has
the practical benefit of being more widely available and objective than for instance
skill-level or migration motive.
Modelling the locational choices of EU migrants, the approach of Chapter 3
closely follows the reasoning of the welfare magnet hypothesis as formulated by
Borjas. However, this type of analysis does not reveal how a macro-level factor like
the welfare system is perceived by individuals, or what they know about welfare
state arrangements in the destination country prior to migration. The qualitative
analysis of the third empirical study (Chapter 4) yielded more in-depth knowledge
on how welfare systems are experienced and perceived by individuals, as well as
the process of migration decision-making. In much of the quantitative migration
research, hypotheses are formulated along the lines of an economic rational choice
framework. However, findings from my qualitative interviews challenge the
understanding of intra-European migration decisions as a strategy of individuals
to maximize their life long utility. Furthermore, the study signals the importance
of acknowledging gaps and inconsistencies in (future) migrants’ knowledge of
macro-level circumstances abroad.
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Because most migration studies focused on those who actually migrated,
either quantitatively or qualitatively, it remains unclear from previous literature
to what extent welfare systems influence considerations on whether or not to
migrate. In the fourth empirical study (Chapter 5), I therefore investigated the
impact of characteristics of the welfare system on migration aspirations (i.e., a
person’s conviction that leaving would be better than staying) for a broader group
of people. To this end, I used a factorial survey which combines an experimental
design with survey questions. In the survey part, I included well-established scales
on self-efficacy and risk aversion. The experimental setup represented a relatively
unexplored approach to capture the trade-offs that characterize migration
decisions in a controlled setting. Using this method, I was able to investigate the
relative importance of welfare state arrangements to migration intentions.
Furthermore, I could empirically test whether this importance varied with labour
market characteristics in the destination country, as well as personality traits.
Together, the four empirical chapters of my dissertation reveal that the
indicators of welfare generosity and migration often used in previous studies
investigating a link between the two at the macro-level are too crude. Generic
measures of welfare spending conceal important variation between welfare
systems in terms of the welfare domains they prioritize. In addition, social
expenditure is likely associated with other country characteristics, such as general
prosperity or labour market conditions. These issues with generic social
expenditure measures may explain mixed findings in previous literature and
highlight the need for more precise indicators in future research. Furthermore, by
merely looking at the size of migration flows, one could easily jump to biased
conclusions about the importance of welfare in individual migration decisions,
because welfare state arrangements may not matter to all migrants equally.
Instead of treating migrants as a homogeneous group, variation within migration
flows in terms of personal characteristics such as life stage, but also personality
traits should be acknowledged. Additionally, I found the impact of the welfare
system on migration decisions to vary with characteristics of the labour market in
the destination country. Instead of treating welfare as an independent magnet,
future research on migration decisions should therefore look more closely at the
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interplay between welfare systems and labour markets. Finally, my research
highlights the importance of understanding migration decisions not just from
opportunities in the destination country, but also from potential losses in the
country of residence. This is particularly relevant as international migration
studies are still often characterized by a destination country bias, and largely
ignored a retaining impact of generous welfare provisions in the origin country.
The mixed-method approach of my thesis illustrates how these different aspects
of the link between welfare systems and migration decision can be addressed at
the micro- and macro-level.

6.4.2 Directions for future research
The theoretical and methodological approaches adopted in this thesis aim at a
better, more comprehensive understanding of how a macro-level factor like the
welfare system enters and potentially shapes migration decisions at the individual
level. Although the thesis contributes to the literature on this relation from
different angles, a number of limitations in its scope as well as avenues for future
research can be identified.
Findings of Chapter 3 signal the need for a more detailed way to measure
welfare generosity when investigating the link with migration, as the typically
used social expenditure measures are likely associated with other country
characteristics, such as demographic composition, general prosperity or labour
market stability. These factors in turn may explain the locational decisions of
migrants rather than the amount of welfare spending. As more precise policy
indicators are becoming increasingly available (for instance, see Scruggs, Kuitto,
& Jahn, 2018), future research could elaborate on my study at the macro-level by
including policy indicators like replacement rates in statistical models on
migration flows. At the same time, findings of Chapter 5 show that migrants’
knowledge on specific features of the welfare system in the destination country is
often limited prior to migration. Because of this, it seems questionable to what
extent individuals are informed about more subtle cross-national differences when
making the move. An alternative yet interesting way ahead would therefore be to
investigate from a micro-perspective the impact of these more precise welfare
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indicators on decisions to stay in a particular country rather than to (re-)migrate,
for both immigrants and natives.
Literature on the link between welfare and migration stresses the
importance of considering the possibility of reversed causality, that is, the impact
intra-European migration might have on national welfare systems (Giulietti &
Wahba, 2012). This is particularly relevant for the interpretation of the findings
of Chapter 3, because broad associations between welfare generosity as measured
by social expenditure and migration flows were tested here. On the one hand,
social expenditure may be higher in countries that are characterized by larger
immigration flows due to migrants entering the welfare system (Böheim & Mayr,
2005; Dahlberg & Edmark, 2008). However, a positive relationship between social
expenditure and locational choices of EU migrants was found only in the domains
of family and old-age. As families with children and elderly migrants are generally
underrepresented in migration flows, it seems less likely that these associations
are driven by this type of reversed causality. On the other hand, in countries with
larger immigration flows, national governments may have reduced their welfare
spending in order to prevent a magnet effect (Soroka, Johnston, Kevins, Banting,
& Kymlicka, 2016). This explanation can be applied to the negative association
that was found between social expenditure on unemployment benefits and
locational choices of migrants in the working ages. However, the findings indicate
that if such restrictive measures were introduced, they did not discourage young
migrants to move to these countries. Finally, welfare policies or migrants’ welfare
rights may be altered if policy makers and governments believe that the current
welfare system is attracting immigrants (Barrett, 2012; Sinn, 2002). It is therefore
important to acknowledge that migration decisions are not made in a political
vacuum, but that migration and national responses to it continuously shape each
other. Findings on the welfare usage of Polish and Bulgarian migrants in the
Netherlands as presented in Chapter 2 for instance may have been different if the
Dutch government did not restrict labour market access for these groups over the
years after EU accession. Although it is difficult to fully rule out possible changes
in welfare systems caused by migration in research using macro-level indicators,
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Chapters 4 and 5 of my thesis illustrate ways of using micro-level data to study
migrants’ responses to welfare systems in a more direct fashion.
The experimental design of the factorial survey of Chapter 5 allowed me to
disentangle characteristics of the labour market and the welfare system that are
often confounded in reality, and to measure causal relations. This way, the
approach presents a promising avenue for future research on the role of welfare
state arrangements in migration decisions, or the determinants of international
migration in general. Nevertheless, some limitations of this approach should be
recognized as well. In the factorial survey, respondents evaluated descriptions of
hypothetical destination countries. These vignettes are by definition a
simplification of reality, and do not replicate the full complexity of migration
decisions. Furthermore, it is uncertain to what extent the migration aspirations
are indicative of actual behaviour. Although these issues are to some extent
inherent in experimental methods, future work could address part of the
uncertainty by means of a two-step design (for an example, see Baláž et al., 2016).
In such design, respondents evaluate each vignette twice, whereby the country
name is revealed only the second time. This way, unobserved variance associated
with specific destination countries can be measured by the researcher, and
migration aspirations can be compared to actual migration rates. As a final
limitation, in this thesis the factorial survey was conducted among Master
students, which is a highly selective target group. It can be expected that the
findings would be even more pronounced for populations with different welfare
needs (e.g., parents, elderly, low-educated) and in combination with other welfare
domains (e.g., family benefits, old-age support, social assistance). It remains to be
tested in future research how the conclusions of this study would translate to such
alternative settings.
Because parts of the research of this thesis were conducted with the
Netherlands as the receiving (Chapter 2&4) or sending (Chapter 5) country, it is
important to consider how specific features of the Dutch welfare system may have
affected the results. First, in the typology of Esping-Andersen (1990) the
Netherlands is often characterized as a ‘hybrid’ welfare regime, as its generous
benefits are largely financed by social insurance contributions. One could
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therefore expect figures on EU migrants’ welfare uptake (see Chapter 2) to be
different for countries with a liberal, corporatist or socio-democratic welfare
regime. However, studies investigating the fiscal impact of EU migrants in the UK
(Dustmann & Frattini, 2014; Dustmann et al., 2010), Denmark (Martinsen & Pons
Rotger, 2017) and Sweden (Ruist, 2014b) each found EU migrants to contribute
more to the welfare system than they took out in benefits. Thus, despite significant
differences in the way these countries have organized welfare access, these
findings are in line with the conclusion of my study that increased migration
within the enlarged EU did not result in increased pressure on the welfare system
of the destination country. Second, welfare in the Netherlands is largely
institutionalized, whereas in other countries citizens rely more on the family. This
division of support seems particularly relevant to migrants, as migration entails a
physical move away from the informal support system in the origin country.
Migrants’ experiences with and perceptions of welfare (see Chapter 4) may be
different in destination countries with a more familiaristic welfare system.
Whereas this thesis has focused more on formal welfare state arrangements, the
interplay between formal and informal support after migration therefore appears
an interesting avenue for further research. Third, benefit levels in the
Netherlands are generally perceived as relatively high. Whereas migration
aspirations of Dutch respondents decreased when the levels of unemployment
benefits abroad were lower than in the Netherlands (see Chapter 5), such a
retaining impact of welfare may be less strong for origin countries with less
generous welfare state arrangements. It is therefore important to investigate how
these findings translate to other contexts.
Finally, the scope of this thesis has been limited to intra-European
migration decisions. In turn, the conclusions are at least partly tied to specific
features of this type of migration, such as relatively low costs in terms distance or
legal restrictions, as well as its flexible nature (Engbersen & Snel, 2013).
Nevertheless, an interesting question is how the results would relate to migration
of third country nationals, or specific categories like asylum seekers. As higher
costs of migration can be expected for third country nationals moving into Europe,
it is possible that their migration decisions involve a larger amount of planning.
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This could mean that welfare state arrangements abroad play a more prominent
role in their locational choices. Still, also for these types of migrants it can be
expected that welfare systems will be difficult to evaluate or compare prior to
migration. Finally, it is important to remember that third country nationals’
welfare access in the destination country is not just regulated by eligibility
criteria, but also by restrictive migration policies.
6.5

Societal implications

Over the past decade, concerns have been raised that European welfare systems
are under pressure as a result of migration. It has been suggested that generous
welfare state arrangements would influence and direct intra-European migration
flows (De Giorgi & Pellizzari, 2009; Greve, 2014; Martinsen & Werner, 2018). That
these concerns can be very powerful has become clear over the past years. Several
EU member states expressed the desire to constrain EU migrants’ access to
welfare state arrangements (Lafleur & Mescoli, 2018; Ruhs, 2015). Furthermore,
the topic featured prominently in the referendum of the UK on leaving the EU
(Blauberger & Schmidt, 2017; Kahanec & Pytlikova, 2017). Case law of the
European Court of Justice initially aimed to broaden obligations of EU member
states towards an inclusive EU citizenship (Heindlmaier & Blauberger, 2017), yet
recently has become more permissive to member states placing restrictions on EU
migrants’ welfare access. This shift clearly responds to national concerns that
mobile EU citizens are abusing the welfare systems of their host states, even in
the absence of strong empirical evidence for these claims.
As several scholars have pointed out, restricting welfare rights of EU
migrants may have adverse consequences. Banning EU migrants from the welfare
system in the destination country may discourage them from participating in the
formal economy, because they would be unable to access the benefits they pay
contributions for (Koettl et al., 2006; Lafleur & Mescoli, 2018). Such development
is likely to worsen these migrants’ socio-economic integration, and in the long run
may even increase welfare claims (Mantu & Minderhoud, 2016). Furthermore,
large shares of migrants working for reduced wages in the informal economy will
increase unfair competition between migrant and native workers in the labour
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market (Koettl et al., 2006). Findings of this thesis are in line with this and suggest
that limiting EU migrants’ welfare access may reduce incentives to migrate also
for high-skilled individuals in their early working ages. This is undesirable, as
high-skilled workers are most likely to be net contributors to the host country’s
economy and welfare system (Razin & Wahba, 2011; Ruhs, 2013). In addition,
welfare state arrangements were found to play a role in migration decisions, but
not so much in the shape of an alternative to income from paid labour. Rather,
welfare state arrangements facilitated migration by protecting against life
uncertainties and risks in migration projects. This could mean that individuals
are less willing to make the move in the absence of the safety net the welfare
system provides. With freedom of movement as one of the fundamental principles
of the EU, measures that restrict EU migrants’ welfare access can therefore be
perceived as contrasting the aims of the European Commission.
Finally, the thesis indicates that within Europe, welfare rights of EU
migrants – like those of natives – are often build up over time and in turn depend
on individuals’ length of residence in a country and/or paid contributions. In
addition, European welfare state arrangements are often targeted at specific life
stages. People are generally a net burden on the welfare system while they are in
state-financed education, net contributors while they are working, and once again
a burden when they are retired or require expensive medical services (Legrain,
2008). Results of this thesis show that many EU migrants move in life stages when
they are least reliant on welfare state arrangements, and often leave the host
country before gaining full access to its welfare system. These insights are not just
important to nuance political and societal debates on this topic, but also have
implications for the way the link between welfare systems and migration should
be investigated. Rather than focusing on the size of migration flows, the more
important question is who enters – and how these individuals are affected by the
welfare system in origin and destination countries.
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Appendix
Transitional arrangements regarding the 2004 EU enlargement



2004: Only Ireland, the UK and Sweden opened their labour markets to
workers from the EU-8. Hungary, Poland and Slovenia used reciprocal
measures and restricted access to their labour markets for nationals from
those member states that restricted labour market access for their
nationals;



2006: Greece, Spain, Portugal, Finland, Italy and Iceland opened their
labour markets to workers from the EU-8;



2007: The Netherlands and Luxembourg opened their labour markets to
workers from the EU-8;



2008: France opened its labour market and the reciprocal measures were
dropped by Slovenia and Poland;



Belgium,

Denmark,

Germany,

Austria,

Switzerland

and

Norway

maintained their restrictions to workers from the EU-8 over the full period
under study. Hungary maintained its reciprocal measures.
Source: European Commission (2011)
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Introductie

In de wetenschappelijke literatuur bestaat de verwachting dat meer individuen
zullen migreren naar landen met een genereuze verzorgingsstaat, ook wel bekend
als de ‘welfare magnet hypothesis’. In veel landen is sprake van een wisselwerking
tussen de openheid van grenzen en de sociale rechten van immigranten (Faist,
1995; Ruhs, 2013). Migratie binnen de Europese Unie (EU) vormt hierop echter
een uitzondering (Ruhs 2015): wetgeving van de EU waarborgt zowel het vrij
verkeer van personen, als het gelijkwaardigheidsbeginsel dat mobiele EU-burgers
sociale rechten verleent in het land van bestemming. Tegelijkertijd bestaan er
substantiële verschillen tussen lidstaten met betrekking tot hun verzorgingsstaatarrangementen. De EU vormt daarom een unieke setting om de invloed van de
verzorgingsstaat op migratiebeslissingen te bestuderen.
Ook in het publieke debat in samenleving en politiek wordt vaak
verondersteld dat de verzorgingsstaat een rol speelt in migratiebeslissingen. Na
de uitbreidingen van de EU in 2004 en 2007 groeide dan ook de zorg dat Europese
verzorgingsstaten onder druk komen te staan door toegenomen intra-Europese
migratie. Verschillende EU-lidstaten stuurden aan op restricties op toegang tot
sociale zekerheid voor EU-migranten, en het onderwerp was één van de centrale
thema’s in het ‘Brexit’-referendum. Het bestuderen van de rol van de
verzorgingsstaat in migratiebeslissingen binnen de Europese context is dus niet
alleen wetenschappelijk relevant, maar ook van maatschappelijk belang. De
centrale vraag in mijn thesis is daarom:
Hoe en in welke mate worden intra-Europese migratiebeslissingen beïnvloed door
de verzorgingsstaat in zowel herkomst- als bestemmingslanden?
In mijn proefschrift combineerde ik analytische benaderingen om verschillende
elementen van de relatie tussen intra-Europese migratie en verzorgingsstaten te
belichten. Ik gebruikte macro-level data om algemene patronen te identificeren,
en een micro-perspectief om de onderliggende mechanismen te begrijpen. Het
eerste deel van het onderzoek (Hoofdstuk 2 en 3) richt zich op de periode waarin
zorgen over een magneetwerking van verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen op intraEuropese migratie toenamen: de jaren rondom de uitbreidingen van de EU in 2004
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en 2007. De twee laatste studies (Hoofstuk 4 en 5) maken gebruik van data uit
kwalitatieve interviews en een vignetstudie die ik in 2016 en 2017 in Nederland
verzamelde voor dit onderzoek. Ik verwachtte dat migratiebeslissingen gevormd
worden door de situatie in zowel het land van herkomst als bestemming. In
Hoofdstuk 2, 4 en 5 van het proefschrift vormt Nederland de context voor het
onderzoek: in Hoofdstuk 2 en 4 als bestemming, en in Hoofdstuk 5 als land van
herkomst. In Hoofdstuk 3 is Nederland opgenomen in de analyses samen met 24
andere Europese herkomst- en bestemmingslanden.
Bevindingen

Toegang tot sociale zekerheid na uitbreidingen van de EU
In Hoofstuk 2 van mijn proefschrift analyseerde ik recente migratiestromen
vanuit Polen en Bulgarije naar Nederland aan de hand van data van het Centraal
Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), gebaseerd op de Nederlandse bevolkingsregisters. Ik bestudeerde de verblijfsduur van deze immigranten en hun positie op
de arbeidsmarkt in de jaren nadat Polen (in 2004) en Bulgarije (in 2007) toetraden
tot de EU. Bevindingen voor Poolse en Bulgaarse immigranten in Nederland zijn
niet in lijn met de opvatting dat met het wegvallen van grensrestricties de druk
op de verzorgingsstaat is toegenomen. In de periode na de EU-uitbreidingen
migreerden voornamelijk Poolse en Bulgaarse immigranten in de werkleeftijden
naar Nederland, een levensfase waarin individuen over het algemeen meer
bijdragen aan de verzorgingsstaat dan zij ontvangen in de vorm van toeslagen of
uitkeringen. Recente EU-migranten hebben bovendien niet direct toegang tot het
Nederlandse sociale zekerheidsstelsel. Omdat werkloosheidsuitkeringen zijn
gebaseerd op betaalde premies is dit type pas toegankelijk na werkzaam te zijn
geweest in Nederland. Maar ook universele en bijstandsuitkeringen zijn niet
direct toegankelijk voor inactieve EU-burgers; hun recht op sociale zekerheid is
afhankelijk van hun verblijfsduur in het land van bestemming. Een groot deel van
de immigranten vertrekt voordat dergelijke rechten zijn opgebouwd: één op de vijf
Poolse, en één op de drie Bulgaarse immigranten verliet Nederland binnen het
eerste jaar na aankomst. Mijn studie laat daarnaast zien dat het type sociale
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zekerheid dat werd gebruikt door EU-migranten uit de nieuwe lidstaten
samenhangt met toegang tot de arbeidsmarkt. Over de bestudeerde periode (20072014) hadden Bulgaarse immigranten beperkt toegang tot de Nederlandse
arbeidsmarkt. Hoewel een groot aantal Bulgaren in Nederland als werkloos
geregistreerd stond, ontving slechts een klein deel hiervan (vier tot zes procent
van de beroepsbevolking) een uitkering. Werkloze Bulgaarse immigranten met
een uitkering ontvingen vaker bijstand dan een werkloosheidsuitkering aangezien
zij nog geen werkverleden hadden opgebouwd in Nederland. Poolse immigranten
hebben sinds 2007 volledig toegang tot de arbeidsmarkt, en waren grotendeels
werkzaam in Nederland over de jaren onder studie. Wanneer werkloze Poolse
immigranten gebruik maakten van een uitkering was dit vaker een sociale
verzekering waarvoor zij eerder premies hebben betaald.

De invloed van de verzorgingsstaat op locatiekeuzes
In Hoofdstuk 3 onderzocht ik de invloed van de verzorgingsstaat op locatiekeuzes
van intra-Europese migranten over een periode van zes jaar (2003-2008). Hiertoe
analyseerde ik migratiestromen tussen 25 Europese landen op basis van de IMEM
database.

Ik

maakte

gebruik

van

een

‘conditional

logit

model’

dat

migratiebeslissingen modelleert als een keuze uit een set van mogelijke
bestemmingslanden. De uitkomsten van het model geven hierbij aan welke
eigenschappen de kans vergroten dat een land wordt gekozen als bestemming, en
welke deze kans juist verkleinen. In navolging van eerder onderzoek gebruikte ik
sociale overheidsuitgaven om verschillen tussen verzorgingsstaten te meten.
Naast totale sociale overheidsuitgaven analyseerde ik overheidssteun in drie
domeinen: gezin, werkloosheid en ouderdom. Door binnen migratiestromen
onderscheid te maken tussen migranten in vijf leeftijdscategorieën onderzocht ik
of sociale overheidsuitgaven in elk van de domeinen in het bijzonder relevant zijn
voor de locatiekeuzes van migranten in de leeftijdscategorieën waarop deze
voorzieningen zich richten.
Resultaten van deze studie laten zien dat de impact van sociale
overheidsuitgaven

op

locatiekeuzes

verschilt

tussen

leeftijdscategorieën.

Jongvolwassenen met kinderen kozen vaker bestemmingen die meer uitgaven aan
183

Nederlandse samenvatting

voorzieningen voor families. Ouderen kozen vaker bestemmingen die meer
uitgaven aan overheidssteun gericht op ouderen. Volwassenen in de vroege
werkleeftijden kozen juist minder vaak voor landen met hogere sociale
overheidsuitgaven in het algemeen, en voor landen met meer uitgaven aan
werkloosheidsuitkeringen

in

het

bijzonder.

Genereuze

verzorgingsstaat-

arrangementen zijn dus mogelijk aantrekkelijk voor bepaalde meer kwetsbare
migrantengroepen, zoals gezinnen met kinderen en ouderen, terwijl het tegendeel
het geval lijkt te zijn voor migranten in de werkleeftijden, die doorgaans meer
bijdragen aan de verzorgingsstaat dan zij ontvangen. De resultaten laten zien dat
het essentieel is om onderscheid te maken tussen de verschillende sociale
domeinen en de levensfase van de migrant om de relatie tussen migratie en
verzorgingsstaat te begrijpen. Daarnaast hangt de hoogte van sociale
overheidsuitgaven waarschijnlijk samen met de demografische compositie van de
bevolking en de economische situatie in een land. Dit biedt een mogelijke
verklaring voor wisselende uitkomsten uit eerdere studies die gebruik maakten
van sociale overheidsuitgaven, en illustreert het belang van meer precieze
indicatoren van de verzorgingsstaat in vervolgonderzoek.

De verzorgingsstaat, migratiebeslissingen en de levensloop
In Hoofdstuk 4 formuleerde ik een nieuw conceptueel model voor intra-Europese
migratie waarin ik inzichten uit migratietheorieën combineerde met principes
vanuit de sociologische levensloop-benadering. Ik onderbouwde het model met
bevindingen uit kwalitatieve interviews met EU-burgers afkomstig uit GrootBrittannië, Polen en Spanje en woonachtig in Nederland. De data ondersteunden
het belangrijkste uitgangspunt van het model, namelijk dat migratiebeslissingen
enerzijds zijn ingebed in een bredere maatschappelijke context en anderzijds in de
levensloop van individuen. Uit de interviews kwam naar voren dat intra-Europese
migratiebeslissingen vooral

worden

gevormd

door

factoren

die

op

het

keuzemoment relevant zijn voor het individu. Informatie over verzorgingsstaatarrangementen werd bovendien vaak pas gezocht wanneer de behoefte aan
overheidssteun ontstond. De meeste respondenten waren op het moment van
migratie (nog) niet afhankelijk van dergelijke arrangementen. De resultaten
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bieden daarom een verklaring waarom zij in hun migratiebeslissingen zelden
rekening hielden met de verzorgingsstaat in het land van bestemming. Het beeld
dat individuen hadden van de verzorgingsstaat bleek daarnaast grotendeels te
worden bepaald door hun persoonlijke ervaringen met verzorgingsstaatarrangementen,

of

de

ervaringen

van

anderen

in

hun

netwerk.

De

verzorgingsstaat in het land van bestemming werd hierdoor pas deel van hun
referentiekader na migratie. Meer dan een aantrekkende werking van sociale
voorzieningen

in

het

buitenland

voorafgaand

aan

migratie

bleek

de

verzorgingsstaat in het land van verblijf van belang. Dit kan zowel het land van
bestemming zijn na migratie als het herkomstland voor migratie. In sommige
gevallen maakte verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen in het land van verblijf
migratie mogelijk, terwijl het individuen onder andere omstandigheden
stimuleerde om te blijven.

De verzorgingsstaat en migratie-aspiraties
In Hoofdstuk 5 onderzocht ik de invloed van de verzorgingsstaat op migratieaspiraties onder Nederlandse Masterstudenten aan een groot aantal Nederlandse
universiteiten. Voor deze studie gebruikte ik een ‘factorial survey’: een methode
waarin survey vragen worden gecombineerd met een experimenteel design in de
vorm van hypothetische scenario’s (of ‘vignetten’). Respondenten werden gevraagd
om aan te geven in welke mate ze bereid zouden zijn om naar een beschreven
bestemmingsland te migreren voor een kortere (maximaal één jaar) of langere
periode (meer dan drie jaar). Aan de hand van deze vignetten onderzocht ik het
effect van eigenschappen van de verzorgingsstaat op migratie-aspiraties.
De bereidheid om te migreren bleek lager wanneer de kosten van
gezondheidszorg in het bestemmingsland hoger waren dan in het herkomstland,
en wanneer de wachttijd voor toegang tot werkloosheidsuitkeringen langer was
dan

de

verwachtte

verblijfsduur.

Migratie-aspiraties

waren

hoger

voor

bestemmingen waar werkloosheidsuitkeringen hoger waren dan in het
herkomstland. De bevindingen lieten echter ook zien dat genereuzere
verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen in het herkomstland migratieaspiraties kunnen
verminderen. Migratie-aspiraties bleken verder hoger voor bestemmingen met
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betere kansen op een baan, maar in het bijzonder in combinatie met hogere
werkloosheidsuitkeringen.
Naast deze economische relaties testte ik of de invloed van eigenschappen
van de verzorgingsstaat varieerden met persoonlijkheidskenmerken van de
respondenten. Hoewel migratieaspiraties over het algemeen lager waren onder
risicomijdende individuen nam hun bereidheid om te migreren toe wanneer
werkloosheidsuitkeringen hoger waren in het land van bestemming. De impact
van hogere werkloosheidsuitkeringen was daarnaast sterker voor individuen die
hoger scoorden op de ‘generalized self-efficacy scale’, een instrument dat het
zelfvertrouwen meet waarmee respondenten onverwachte situaties tegemoet
treden. Deze bevindingen suggereren dat sociale voorzieningen migratieaspiraties beïnvloeden door bescherming te bieden tegen onzekerheid die
onderdeel uitmaakt van migratiebeslissingen, en als strategie om onvoorziene
gebeurtenissen het hoofd te bieden.
Conclusies

In lijn met het beeld van de verzorgingsstaat als een magneet ging eerder
onderzoek naar de link met migratie voornamelijk uit van een economische ‘pull
factor’, waarbij de nadruk lag op de verzorgingsstaat in het bestemmingsland.
Mijn empirische analyses laten zien dat de invloed van verzorgingsstaten op
migratiebeslissingen veel complexer is dan een algemeen magneet-effect, en
samenhangt met de manier waarop de verzorgingsstaat een rol speelt in de levens
van

individuen.

Genereuze

verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen

kunnen

een

aantrekkende werking hebben, maar ook een ontmoedigende wanneer individuen
niet in aanmerking komen voor deze voorzieningen, of wanneer er hogere kosten
aan verbonden zijn. Het is daarom van belang om de verzorgingsstaat niet te
benaderen als een totaalpakket, maar om onderscheid te maken tussen
verschillende voorzieningen en de criteria die er toegang toe verlenen. Op basis
van mijn onderzoek kunnen drie belangrijke overkoepelende conclusies worden
getrokken:
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1.

In Europa richten verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen zich vaak op
individuen in een bepaalde levensfase. Levensloopkenmerken zijn
daarmee een belangrijke indicator van behoefte aan, en recht op
overheidssteun. Hoewel verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen van belang
lijken te zijn voor bepaalde meer kwetsbare groepen, zoals gezinnen met
kinderen en ouderen, migreren de meeste EU-migranten in levensfasen
waarin zij niet of nauwelijks afhankelijk zijn van de verzorgingsstaat
(Hoofdstuk 2-4). Dit biedt een verklaring voor het beperkte empirische
bewijs dat ik in mijn onderzoek vind voor een aantrekkende werking van
verzorgingsstaten op migratiebeslissingen.

2.

In Europese verzorgingsstaten zijn sociale rechten daarnaast vaak
afhankelijk van iemands verblijfsduur in een land, of zelfs van betaalde
contributies. Dit staat in contrast met het idee dat individuen kunnen
migreren met als doel gebruik te maken van sociale voorzieningen in
plaats van te werken en bij te dragen. Hoewel ik in mijn proefschrift
weinig bewijs vond dat verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen zelf een
belangrijke motivatie vormen voor migratie, kunnen verzorgingsstaten
intra-Europese migratie wel mogelijk maken door bescherming te bieden
tegen de onzekerheid en risico’s inherent aan migratiebeslissingen
(Hoofdstuk 5).

3.

Tot slot wijst mijn onderzoek uit dat verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen
migratiebeslissingen voornamelijk beïnvloeden door de manier waarop
ze worden ervaren in het land van verblijf. Tevredenheid met of
afhankelijkheid van de verzorgingsstaat stimuleerde immigranten in
sommige gevallen om in het bestemmingsland te blijven, zonder dat
sociale zekerheid de oorspronkelijke migratiebeslissing motiveerde
(Hoofdstuk 4). Maar ook voorafgaand aan migratie bleken genereuze
verzorgingsstaat-arrangementen

in

het

herkomstland

migratie-

aspiraties te kunnen verminderen (Hoofdstuk 5). Waar eerder onderzoek
zich vooral richtte op een aantrekkende werking van sociale
voorzieningen in het bestemmingsland, onderstreept mijn proefschrift
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daarom het belang van sociale voorzieningen in het land van herkomst
in relatie tot migratie.
Maatschappelijke relevantie

Al eerder wezen onderzoekers op nadelige gevolgen van het plaatsen van
restricties op de sociale rechten van immigranten (Koettl, Holzmann, & Scarpetta,
2006; Lafleur & Mescoli, 2018; Mantu & Minderhoud, 2016). Beperkte toegang tot
de verzorgingsstaat in het bestemmingsland kan immigranten verdrijven van de
formele arbeidsmarkt, omdat dit zou betekenen dat ze contributies betalen voor
voorzieningen waar ze geen gebruik van kunnen maken. Het is aannemelijk dat
een dergelijke ontwikkeling de socio-economische positie van immigranten zal
verslechteren, en op lange termijn zelfs kan leiden tot een grotere afhankelijkheid
van sociale voorzieningen. Daarnaast neemt oneerlijke competitie op de
arbeidsmarkt toe wanneer immigranten in de informele sector werkzaam zijn
tegen lagere lonen. Mijn onderzoek onderschrijft dit, en laat daarnaast zien dat de
verzorgingsstaat migratiebeslissingen weliswaar kan beïnvloeden, maar niet
zozeer

als

onafhankelijke

‘pull

factor’.

In

plaats

daarvan

maakt

de

verzorgingsstaat migratie mogelijk door bescherming te bieden tegen onzekerheid
en risico’s in migratiebeslissingen. Dit betekent mogelijk dat individuen minder
bereid zullen zijn om te migreren in de afwezigheid van het vangnet dat de
verzorgingsstaat biedt. Omdat vrij verkeer van personen één van de fundamentele
pijlers van de EU is, lijken maatregelen die toegang tot sociale zekerheid voor EUmigranten beperken daarom in strijd met de doelstellingen van de Europese
Commissie. Mijn onderzoek laat daarnaast zien dat restricties op de sociale
rechten van migranten migratie-aspiraties kunnen verminderen onder jonge,
hoogopgeleide individuen. Dit is in het bijzonder onwenselijk, omdat deze groep
doorgaans een positieve bijdrage levert aan de economie en de verzorgingsstaat in
het land van bestemming.
Tot slot laat ik in het proefschrift zien dat de sociale rechten van EUmigranten, net zoals die van niet-migranten, in Europese verzorgingsstaten
doorgaans worden opgebouwd over tijd en daarmee afhankelijk zijn van
verblijfsduur en/of betaalde contributies. Veel EU-migranten migreren in
188

Summary in Dutch

levensfasen waarin zij weinig gebruik maken van de verzorgingsstaat, en
vertrekken weer voordat ze volledige rechten op sociale voorzieningen in het
bestemmingsland hebben opgebouwd. Deze inzichten zijn niet alleen van belang
voor politieke en publieke debatten rondom dit thema, maar hebben ook
belangrijke implicaties voor onderzoek naar de link tussen de verzorgingsstaat en
migratie. Belangrijker dan de grootte van immigratiestromen is daarom de vraag
wie migreert, en hoe de verzorgingsstaten in herkomst en bestemming de levens
van deze individuen beïnvloeden.
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