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Expense turns to investment:
How the welfare state supports EU
migrants’ economic achievements
Welfare support for European Union migrants to the UK has often been presented as a “burden”.
However, evidence that migrants are strongly work-focussed suggests greater attention should be
given to the welfare state’s social investment role. This briefing investigates the degree to which the
UK’s welfare state helps EU migrants enhance their economic activity. How have policy changes
post-2014 affected this situation? What would happen if the UK left the EU?

Key Points
• The majority of intra-EU migrants come to the UK to work, with evidence suggesting their
contribution is economically beneficial
• Prior to 2014, the UK benefit system provided basic, but protective, levels of support for migrants
seeking to improve their skills, integrate into the UK labour market and act entrepreneurially
• Policy changes since 2014 have reduced the level of support available, increasing risks for
migrants that are seeking to enhance their economic activity
• A UK exit from the EU would likely reduce such levels of support for EU migrants further, affecting
negatively their potential economic contribution

Introduction
Whether EU nationals should have access to
welfare benefits is a prominent topic in debates
about the UK’s membership of the European
Union. EU migrants are often framed as a welfare
“burden”, because they claim benefits and use
already-stretched welfare services. Consequently,
UK policy-makers have reduced their social rights.
Yet, as shown by the analysis offered in Briefing
33, EU migrants are productive and job-motivated;
they migrate to work or study, are generally

younger than the average UK worker and are well
educated. Their presence, evidence indicates, has
been economically beneficial. Research suggests
social policy can support these productive
motivations: it can reinforce work-focussed citizens’
willingness to take risks, learn new skills and act
entrepreneurially; it provides security should such
efforts fail. Given such research, it is important
to understand the productive contribution of UK
welfare provision for migrants as well as its costs.
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Policy implications
We have shown here how the welfare state has
supported three young and qualified migrants,
through benefits, rebates or public funding
schemes in their endeavour to make contributions
to the UK economy. Support was strongest before
2014, after that time welfare support for intraEU migrants worsened significantly when the
UK government reduced entitlements in order to
discourage benefit tourism.
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However, the evidence suggests that intra-EU
migrants are work-focussed and we lack evidence
that benefit tourism is widespread. The reforms
thus address a problem whose existence has yet
to be proven; at the same time they weaken the
welfare state’s support for migrants’ productive
potential. As long as public debate focuses only
on social policy as a “burden”, ignoring its social
investment role, this policy direction seems likely
to continue.
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