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COMMENTARY: Pulling power: Why are EU citizens migrating to the UK
Migration from Europe has increased sharply over the past 15 years. The number of EU-born people living in the UK
has more than doubled since 2004, reaching over 3 million by 2015.
As the debate over EU membership has intensified, a recurring question has been why the UK has been such an
attractive destination. This commentary looks at factors that are often cited as “pull factors” for EU migrants
coming to the UK in media and policy debates.

Welfare benefits?
EU migrants’ access to the UK’s welfare state has dominated debates about the EU membership. The government
has argued that the UK benefits system creates an ‘unnatural draw’ for EU migrants and some analysts have argued
that the financial incentive to migrate could be decreased if these benefits were restricted.
Other analysts, however, have argued that welfare is not the major factor driving EU migration. This is because
while there is no direct measure of the role of welfare in individual decision-making, most migrants are not receiving
welfare benefits and even in the absence of benefits, significant pull factors would remain.
EU migrants are less likely to claim out-of-work benefits, such as Jobseekers’ Allowance and incapacity benefit,
compared to their UK counterparts. In February 2015, people who were EU nationals when they registered for a
National Insurance Number made up 2.2% of the total DWP working-age benefits caseload, but were about 6% of
the working-age population.
By contrast, EU migrants are more likely to be claiming in-work benefits such as tax credits, which supplement the
incomes of low-wage families, particularly those with children. Families that included at least one EU national made
up 6.8% of those receiving tax credits in March 2013.
Most newly arriving EU migrants are either single or part of a childless couple while in-work benefits entitlements
are strongly targeted at people with children. In 2015, 12% of EU-born adults reported receiving tax credits, the
main in-work benefit in the UK, compared to 10% of the UK born, according to the Labour Force Survey (LFS). The
LFS is based on self-reported data and is thought to undercount tax credit claims, but these figures indicate that—
even if the undercount is very significant—a relatively small fraction of EU migrants are likely to be receiving them.

Employment opportunities?
In the year ending September 2015, a majority (71%) of EU citizens coming to the UK for at least one year reported
that they were coming for work and a majority (58%) of those people already had a job lined up.
People from EU countries tend to have high rates of employment in the UK—a trend driven primarily by people
from new EU Member States (Figure 1). In 2015, men born in countries that joined the EU in 2004 or later had a
90% employment rate, compared to 78% among UK-born men, while women from new Member States had a 75%
employment rate, compared to 70% among UK-born women.
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Figure 1
Employment rate by gender & region of birth, 2015
Chart provided by www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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Source : MigObs analysis of LFS data 2015, quarterly weighted averages, working age (16-64)

Economic conditions in some EU origin countries are also likely to have contributed to the relative attractiveness of
the UK.
Table 2 shows the EU countries of birth for which the number of people living in the UK increased most between
2011 and 2015: Poland, Romania, Spain, Italy, Hungary and Portugal. These countries made up only 40% of
the total EU-born population in 2011, but were responsible for almost 80% of the growth in numbers over the
subsequent 4 years. We refer to these countries throughout the rest of this briefing as the ‘recent EU countries of
origin.’

Table 1 - Top 6 recent countries of origin for EU migrants, 2011-2015

Source: Migration Observatory analysis of LFS data, quarterly averages, all ages.
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Two of the countries—Italy
and Spain—are long-standing
EU members with relatively
high wages (though still
somewhat lower than the UK
– see Figure 3 below).

Figure 2
Unemployment rate, UK & top 6 recent EU countries of origin, 2014
Chart provided by www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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UK—by just over 1,000,000
between 2012 and 2014—while in the same period employment fell in Italy (-425,000), Spain (-375,000) and
Portugal (-68,000).

The UK’s flexible labour market is also thought to have contributed to the relative ease with which migrant workers
have been able to find jobs in the UK, particularly when compared with countries with stricter labour market
regulation.

Wages?

Figure 3
Median disposable household income adjusted for
purchasing power, UK & top recent EU origin countries, 2014
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Incomes in the UK are
considerably higher than in
many other EU countries,
particularly those in Eastern
Europe such as Poland and
Romania. Figure 3 shows
Eurostat estimates of
the median household’s
disposable income, adjusted
for differences in taxation
and the cost of living across
countries.

Source : Eurostat: Tables [[ilc_di03]

Note: The total disposable income of a household is calculated by Eurostat by adding together the personal income received by all of household
members plus income received at household level. It includes benefits received in cash, such as old-age pensions. The purchasing power standard,
abbreviated as PPS, is an artificial currency unit, in which one PPS can buy the same amount of goods and services in each country.
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Disposable income by this harmonised measure is 1.8 times higher in the UK than in Poland, and 4.2 times higher
than in Romania, although in both cases incomes have been converging. In the case of Poland, the gap in estimated
equivalent disposable income has almost halved since the mid-2000s, with Poland moving from 30% of the UK’s
level in 2007 to 56% in 2014.
By 2020, the minimum wage that employers must pay to workers age 25 and above is expected to rise from £6.70
in 2015-16 to around £9 as a result of the introduction of the ‘National Living Wage’ (NLW). Because a higher share
of people born in EEA countries are in low-wage jobs, more of them are likely to be affected by the policy change.
Table 1 shows approximate estimates of the numbers of people earning up to vs. more than £9 per hour in 2015,
from the Labour Force Survey.

Table 2 - Age and estimated hourly earnings by region of birth, 2015

Source: Migration Observatory analysis of Labour Force Survey, quarterly weighted averages, 2015. Note:
includes wage earners only (excludes non-working and self-employed). The LFS does not include a direct
estimate of hourly pay for most workers; hourly pay is calculated from reported weekly earnings and usual
hours, and this will lead to some measurement error.

The effect of the National Living Wage on the attractiveness of the UK labour market for prospective EU migrants is
difficult to predict, however. If higher wages encourage employers to restructure their workforce and reduce their
reliance on low-wage workers—for example by mechanising production or hiring people with higher qualifications
or skills—this could potentially make it harder for EU citizens to find low-wage jobs.
Indeed, the Migration Advisory Committee in 2014 pointed to the UK’s flexible labour market with low costs
to employers as a key factor that is likely to have encouraged demand for migrant labour. It also pointed out
that enforcement of minimum wages has been weak, and that based on the number of HMRC inspection visits
conducted, a UK firm could, on average, expect a visit from inspectors every 250 years.
The interplay of all these factors makes the effect of the National Living Wage on incentives for EU citizens to
migrate to the UK uncertain.
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Other factors?
Other factors apart from the state of the economy are also thought to affect the attractiveness of the UK as a
destination.
For example, the ubiquity of English as a global language of communication mean that many prospective migrants
already speak some English (which is commonly part of compulsory education in EU countries), while others value
the opportunity to learn it.
The UK’s 8 million foreign born residents—3 million of whom are from EU countries—mean that there are already
established communities that can facilitate further migration, by providing access to information about employment
opportunities and advice about living in the UK.
There is tentative evidence to suggest that policies towards non-EU citizens might have affected UK employers’
demand for EU citizens by encouraging substitution from non-EU to EU recruitment. Measuring the extent of any
such substitution and the reasons for it is difficult, as many different factors shape hiring patterns.
Finally, demographics in origin countries may play a role. The size of the youth population—the age group that is
most likely to migrate—is shrinking in the top recent countries of origin for EU migration to the UK. Between 2006
and 2015, for example, Eurostat figures suggest that the 20-34 year old population in Poland, Romania, Spain, Italy,
Hungary and Portugal has declined by 6.3 million, or about 15%.
In the case of Romania and Bulgaria, it is also possible that ‘pent up’ demand for migration following the opening
of the UK labour market for the first time may be driving a level of migration that will not persist in the long term.
Immigration from the ‘A8’ countries that joined the EU in 2004, which the ONS estimated at 60,000 people
entering for at least 12 months in the year ending September 2015, is now well below the initial peak seen
immediately after nationals of these countries gained access to the UK labour market, for example.

Conclusion: what happens next?
There is no one single “pull” factor that attracts migrants from the EU to the UK, but a combination of economic and
social factors does appear to have made the UK an attractive destination.
How long will these factors remain in place? The short answer is that it is hard to know. Job growth in the UK and
the strength of the economic recovery in southern European countries in the short to medium term—as well as
gradual demographic shifts and the pace of income growth in Eastern European countries in the longer term—are all
likely to influence the pressure for EU citizens to migrate to the UK. How these factors will change and interact over
time remains uncertain.
Thanks to Alan Manning for comments on an earlier draft.
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The Migration Observatory
Based at the Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) at the
University of Oxford, the Migration Observatory provides independent,
authoritative, evidence-based analysis of data on migration and
migrants in the UK, to inform media, public and policy debates, and to
generate high quality research on international migration and public
policy issues. The Observatory’s analysis involves experts from a wide
range of disciplines and departments at the University of Oxford.

COMPAS
The Migration Observatory is based at the ESRC Centre on Migration,
Policy and Society (COMPAS) at the University of Oxford. The mission
of COMPAS is to conduct high quality research in order to develop
theory and knowledge, inform policy-making and public debate, and
engage users of research within the field of migration.
www.compas.ox.ac.uk
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