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Introduction
Young Europeans, with and without educational 
qualifications, face persistent difficulties in accessing 
financial independence through secure, full-time, 
regular and permanent employment (Buchholz et al., 
2009). These difficulties have made intra-EU 

migration increasingly attractive, particularly for 
university-educated young people who 
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are encouraged to access mobility through various 
programmes within the EU free movement frame-
work (O’Reilly et al., 2015). However, although 
these programmes associate mobility with enhanced 
‘employability’, moving to another EU country may 
instead generate further disadvantages in the labour 
market (Akgü and Beblavý, 2019), challenge young 
migrants’ financial security, and raise additional bar-
riers to their access to independence.

The two principal ways in which young Europeans 
can achieve financial independence are by entering 
paid employment and by accessing social entitle-
ments (Chevalier, 2016: 5). In practice, these two are 
intertwined, as access to entitlements demonstrably 
conditions young workers’ transition into and within 
the labour markets (O’Reilly et al., 2019). European 
welfare models vary considerably regarding the 
availability and conditionality of social entitlements 
meant to support young peoples’ transitions from 
education to gainful employment (Chevalier, 2016; 
Knijn, 2012). This article highlights how migration 
puts young EU citizens under the influence of sev-
eral welfare models at the same time, making their 
access to social entitlements contingent not only on 
the welfare conditionality applied in their destina-
tion country, but also on the policies of their coun-
tries of origin. The variation between the welfare 
models can hence impact their access to independ-
ence in multiple and complex ways.

The article also draws attention to the institutional 
interplay between general welfare conditionality, 
defining the benefit systems of the destination country 
for all claimants, and specific conditionality affecting 
EU migrant citizens in particular. The latter issue is 
especially pressing, since recent policies in various 
EU countries have reinforced conditionality in EU 
migrant citizens’ access to social entitlements and 
even legal residence in ways that are expected to have 
negative consequences, both on migrants without jobs 
as well as those in lower-paid and less secure jobs 
(Dwyer et al., 2019; O’Brien, 2016). When national 
governments execute such restrictions in relation to 
EU law regulating EU citizens’ right to enjoy equal 
treatment in their destination member state, yet 
another set of conditionalities comes into play. To 
capture this problematic interplay, our approach con-
siders the three parties that condition EU migrant citi-
zens’ access to social entitlements: the EU, their 
country of origin and their country of destination.

The empirical section focuses on the experiences of 
young university-educated EU migrant citizens who 
moved to Brussels from either southern European 
(Italy, Spain) or Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland) 
with hopes of professional advancement, but who 
ended up living through periods of unemployment and 
working in precarious arrangements defined by tem-
porariness, insecurity, irregularity and insufficient 
income. As such, they belong to a group whose ‘atypi-
cal’ career pattern represents a risk of insufficient 
social security coverage and therefore limited welfare 
access in some policy designs (Bonoli, 2006). We 
examine how their access to income support shapes 
their access to financial independence.

The analysis first addresses the barriers that the par-
ticipants faced in accessing income support in 
Belgium. We show how these barriers often resulted 
from the interplay between the welfare and residency 
administrations that enforced various – complexly 
interlocked – types and levels of conditionality. The 
second analysis section adds a third level to the analy-
sis to scrutinise how the welfare arrangement in the 
participants’ countries of origin further shaped their 
access to income support when they were unable to 
access such support in Belgium. We demonstrate how 
the variations in the arrangements in their respective 
countries of origin mitigated or exacerbated their 
dependence on their parents, their partners and/or their 
further involvement in precarious work. The argument 
is that domestic welfare systems enabling young peo-
ples’ access to social entitlements are apt to buffer 
them against precariousness and thus facilitate their 
access to financial independence in the context of EU 
migration. In contrast, young migrants originating 
from countries with familialising welfare models risk 
being left unprotected and highly exposed to precari-
ous work. The political neglect at the EU level regard-
ing the implications of tripartite conditionality for 
different groups and individuals thus reinforces the 
stratification between young EU migrant citizens in 
terms of precariousness and access to independence.

Tripartite approach to welfare 
conditionality in the context of 
EU migration
Most of the literature on EU migrant citizens’ social 
rights concentrates on the interaction of EU law with 
national laws and practices in creating differential 
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are encouraged to access mobility through various 
programmes within the EU free movement frame-
work (O’Reilly et al., 2015). However, although 
these programmes associate mobility with enhanced 
‘employability’, moving to another EU country may 
instead generate further disadvantages in the labour 
market (Akgü and Beblavý, 2019), challenge young 
migrants’ financial security, and raise additional bar-
riers to their access to independence.

The two principal ways in which young Europeans 
can achieve financial independence are by entering 
paid employment and by accessing social entitle-
ments (Chevalier, 2016: 5). In practice, these two are 
intertwined, as access to entitlements demonstrably 
conditions young workers’ transition into and within 
the labour markets (O’Reilly et al., 2019). European 
welfare models vary considerably regarding the 
availability and conditionality of social entitlements 
meant to support young peoples’ transitions from 
education to gainful employment (Chevalier, 2016; 
Knijn, 2012). This article highlights how migration 
puts young EU citizens under the influence of sev-
eral welfare models at the same time, making their 
access to social entitlements contingent not only on 
the welfare conditionality applied in their destina-
tion country, but also on the policies of their coun-
tries of origin. The variation between the welfare 
models can hence impact their access to independ-
ence in multiple and complex ways.

The article also draws attention to the institutional 
interplay between general welfare conditionality, 
defining the benefit systems of the destination country 
for all claimants, and specific conditionality affecting 
EU migrant citizens in particular. The latter issue is 
especially pressing, since recent policies in various 
EU countries have reinforced conditionality in EU 
migrant citizens’ access to social entitlements and 
even legal residence in ways that are expected to have 
negative consequences, both on migrants without jobs 
as well as those in lower-paid and less secure jobs 
(Dwyer et al., 2019; O’Brien, 2016). When national 
governments execute such restrictions in relation to 
EU law regulating EU citizens’ right to enjoy equal 
treatment in their destination member state, yet 
another set of conditionalities comes into play. To 
capture this problematic interplay, our approach con-
siders the three parties that condition EU migrant citi-
zens’ access to social entitlements: the EU, their 
country of origin and their country of destination.

The empirical section focuses on the experiences of 
young university-educated EU migrant citizens who 
moved to Brussels from either southern European 
(Italy, Spain) or Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland) 
with hopes of professional advancement, but who 
ended up living through periods of unemployment and 
working in precarious arrangements defined by tem-
porariness, insecurity, irregularity and insufficient 
income. As such, they belong to a group whose ‘atypi-
cal’ career pattern represents a risk of insufficient 
social security coverage and therefore limited welfare 
access in some policy designs (Bonoli, 2006). We 
examine how their access to income support shapes 
their access to financial independence.

The analysis first addresses the barriers that the par-
ticipants faced in accessing income support in 
Belgium. We show how these barriers often resulted 
from the interplay between the welfare and residency 
administrations that enforced various – complexly 
interlocked – types and levels of conditionality. The 
second analysis section adds a third level to the analy-
sis to scrutinise how the welfare arrangement in the 
participants’ countries of origin further shaped their 
access to income support when they were unable to 
access such support in Belgium. We demonstrate how 
the variations in the arrangements in their respective 
countries of origin mitigated or exacerbated their 
dependence on their parents, their partners and/or their 
further involvement in precarious work. The argument 
is that domestic welfare systems enabling young peo-
ples’ access to social entitlements are apt to buffer 
them against precariousness and thus facilitate their 
access to financial independence in the context of EU 
migration. In contrast, young migrants originating 
from countries with familialising welfare models risk 
being left unprotected and highly exposed to precari-
ous work. The political neglect at the EU level regard-
ing the implications of tripartite conditionality for 
different groups and individuals thus reinforces the 
stratification between young EU migrant citizens in 
terms of precariousness and access to independence.

Tripartite approach to welfare 
conditionality in the context of 
EU migration
Most of the literature on EU migrant citizens’ social 
rights concentrates on the interaction of EU law with 
national laws and practices in creating differential 
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access to welfare in their destination country (Dwyer 
et al., 2019; Martinsen et al., 2019; Pennings and 
Seeleib-Kaiser, 2018; Shutes, 2016). Carmel et al. 
(2016) and Bruzelius et al. (2017) add a third level to 
these analyses by highlighting the significance of 
EU migrant citizens’ portable rights. Bruzelius et al. 
(2017) argue that the substantive social rights of eco-
nomically inactive EU migrant citizens’ – in which 
category they include job seekers and pensioners – 
are dependent on their ability to export entitlements 
from their country of origin to that of their destina-
tion, especially during the initial phase of their resi-
dence. They show how, due to the substantial 
differences in the generosity of social entitlements in 
different EU countries, EU migrant citizens’ social 
rights are stratified according to the economic devel-
opment and welfare state arrangements both in their 
country of origin and at their destination. This strati-
fication among EU citizens further creates unequal 
opportunities for free movement and for settling in 
another member state. In this article we propose that 
it is also critical to look at the regulation and enforce-
ment of the conditionality of social entitlements, and 
that this needs to be done regarding the interplay of 
(at least) three parties: country of destination, coun-
try of origin (and other EU countries where the 
migrant has lived and worked), and the EU.

The quality of social rights within welfare systems 
is often measured in terms of the individual’s ability 
to enjoy an acceptable standard of living indepen-
dently of market participation (Esping-Andersen, 
1991). Evidence shows that the reforms carried out to 
a varying extent across Europe since the 1990s have 
reinforced the conditionality of entitlements and 
added new forms of administrative control over 
workers and jobseekers, thus escalating the discipline 
of the market over them (Evers and Guillemard, 
2012; Greer, 2016). As Dougan (2016) notes, it can 
be difficult to distinguish such general reforms from 
attempts to restrict social entitlements for migrants in 
particular. Mobile EU citizens’ ambiguous position 
as ‘migrant citizens’ makes this a particularly chal-
lenging task, as their social rights are complexly reg-
ulated on multiple and interactive governance sites 
and levels (Carmel et al., 2016). Indeed, welfare 
schemes across Europe increasingly emphasise citi-
zens’ responsibility and contributions – as do recent 

policies towards EU migrants (Evers and Guillemard, 
2012; Shutes, 2016). Together with labour market 
flexibilisation, such ‘workfarist’ policies demonstra-
bly result in an intensification of insecurity for 
affected groups (Greer, 2016).

Nonetheless, in order to scrutinise the interplay of 
work-related conditionality increasing on various 
fronts (Shutes, 2016), we need to analytically sepa-
rate specific conditionality that affects EU migrant 
citizens in particular, and general conditionality, 
which affects all the welfare applicants in migrants’ 
countries of origin and destination. Clasen and Clegg 
(2007: 171) usefully distinguish between three types 
of conditions that operate within contemporary wel-
fare states in governing an individual’s access to 
social entitlements: conditions related to category, 
circumstances (i.e. eligibility criteria) and conduct 
(i.e. behavioural requirements). All these can also 
come into play when administrative actors deter-
mine EU migrants’ status and rights in their destina-
tion countries (Dwyer et al., 2019; Shutes, 2016).

Increasing conditionality in EU migrants’ 
access to social rights
A growing body of literature (Bruzelius, 2019; 
Dwyer et al., 2019; Jacqueson, 2018; O’Brien, 2016; 
Shutes, 2016) examines the recent efforts of member 
states to limit EU migrant citizens’ access to rights. 
Carmel et al. (2016) set out the plethora of regula-
tory conditions that must be taken into account if we 
wish to understand these limitations, including the 
dynamic interplay between residence conditions, 
migrants’ employment status and contributions and 
operational conditions such as procedural require-
ments and discretion.

Citizenship and residence are the most prominent 
examples of categorical conditionality, and the mem-
ber states’ efforts to redefine EU migrant citizens’ 
status shows how the boundaries of such categories 
are socially and politically constructed and subject to 
change (Clasen and Clegg, 2007: 172). Currently, 
many EU countries are exploiting to the full their 
ability to produce increasingly restrictive interpreta-
tions of the key concepts regulating the access to 
rights for different categories of EU migrant citizens, 
and to impose specific, work-related conditions on 
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their access to entitlements, existing in EU law and 
the case law of the Court of Justice of the European 
Union (ECJ; O’Brien, 2016; Shutes, 2016). A grow-
ing emphasis is placed on legal residence as the key 
to this access (Bruzelius, 2019).

To be sure, the right to settle in another EU coun-
try over 3 months, and thus receive equal treatment 
with the nationals of the member state, has never 
been formally unconditional, but is primarily 
reserved for those who fall within the categories of 
‘worker’ or ‘self-employed’ (Directive 2004/38/EC). 
Also, a ‘family member’ of an EU worker is entitled 
to equal treatment regarding residence status and 
rights through the status of a partner. The rights of 
individuals classified as ‘job seekers’ are, however, 
subject to additional time limits, eligibility criteria 
and behavioural requirements related to employment 
and effective job seeking (Dwyer et al., 2019; Shutes, 
2016).1 Currently, many countries condition EU 
migrant citizens’ right to reside on the basis of their 
ability to provide evidence of their self-sufficiency, 
the stability of their employment, or their ‘genuine’ 
chances of finding employment (Jacqueson, 2018: 
35; O’Brien, 2016). Particularly for many younger 
workers, providing this type of proof may be exces-
sively difficult given their fragmented employment 
paths, with blurred boundaries between work, job 
seeking and inactivity (O’Reilly et al., 2019).

The variation in young people’s 
entitlements in European welfare states
A comprehensive understanding of young EU 
migrant citizens’ access to social entitlements pre-
supposes an examination of the particular types of 
conditionality that shape young people’s social 
rights across Europe. Criteria related to age are a 
form of categorical conditionality, and the minimum 
age required for young people to become indepen-
dently entitled to social benefits differs between wel-
fare states (Knijn, 2012). Related to this variation, 
Chevalier (2016: 5–6) argues that the quality of 
young people’s social rights should be evaluated in 
terms of their (de-)familialisation effects. Originally 
developed to refer to the degree to which women 
were able to provide for themselves regardless of 
their family status (Saraceno, 2016: 317), this 

concept has subsequently been applied to young 
people’s social rights, to measure how their entitle-
ments, or lack thereof, mitigate or exacerbate their 
dependency on support from their families (Arundel 
and Lennartz, 2017).

The welfare models in Europe also vary in how 
loosely or tightly an individual’s eligibility to social 
entitlement is conditional on contributions made in 
paid employment or, alternatively, on their degree of 
financial need (Clasen and Clegg, 2007: 173). In 
some policy designs, young people’s exposure to 
unemployment and precarious work, resulting in 
lack of (continuous) work experience, may fail to 
provide them access to entitlements due to their 
insufficient contributions (Madsen et al., 2013). 
Also, the definition of ‘need’ varies between coun-
tries according to perceptions of family obligations 
to support (Chevalier, 2016). Furthermore, under the 
influence of the spread of neoliberal workfare ideol-
ogy, most EU countries have placed increasing 
emphasis on behavioural requirements, imposing 
constraints upon different types of benefit recipients 
through legislation or administrative guidance 
(Clasen and Clegg, 2007: 174). The most obvious 
examples are ‘activation’ measures that require 
unemployment benefit receivers to provide evidence 
of active job searching and/or participation in train-
ing programmes or counselling (Evers and 
Guillemard, 2012; Greer, 2016: 166). These require-
ments can target young people under a certain age 
limit, who need to show particular willingness to 
improve their ‘employability’ (Knijn, 2012).

Conditionality of income support in five 
EU countries
The empirical section examines the role of various 
welfare systems in conditioning young EU migrant 
citizens’ access to income support (unemployment 
benefits or social assistance), and cross-national var-
iation in this access. We focus on one destination 
country (Belgium) and four countries of origin 
(Denmark, Finland, Italy, Spain), the welfare sys-
tems of which differ greatly regarding the availabil-
ity, generosity and conditionality of support they 
provide for young people and recent graduates 
(Chevalier, 2016: 14). This section briefly 
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their access to entitlements, existing in EU law and 
the case law of the Court of Justice of the European 
Union (ECJ; O’Brien, 2016; Shutes, 2016). A grow-
ing emphasis is placed on legal residence as the key 
to this access (Bruzelius, 2019).

To be sure, the right to settle in another EU coun-
try over 3 months, and thus receive equal treatment 
with the nationals of the member state, has never 
been formally unconditional, but is primarily 
reserved for those who fall within the categories of 
‘worker’ or ‘self-employed’ (Directive 2004/38/EC). 
Also, a ‘family member’ of an EU worker is entitled 
to equal treatment regarding residence status and 
rights through the status of a partner. The rights of 
individuals classified as ‘job seekers’ are, however, 
subject to additional time limits, eligibility criteria 
and behavioural requirements related to employment 
and effective job seeking (Dwyer et al., 2019; Shutes, 
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the stability of their employment, or their ‘genuine’ 
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35; O’Brien, 2016). Particularly for many younger 
workers, providing this type of proof may be exces-
sively difficult given their fragmented employment 
paths, with blurred boundaries between work, job 
seeking and inactivity (O’Reilly et al., 2019).

The variation in young people’s 
entitlements in European welfare states
A comprehensive understanding of young EU 
migrant citizens’ access to social entitlements pre-
supposes an examination of the particular types of 
conditionality that shape young people’s social 
rights across Europe. Criteria related to age are a 
form of categorical conditionality, and the minimum 
age required for young people to become indepen-
dently entitled to social benefits differs between wel-
fare states (Knijn, 2012). Related to this variation, 
Chevalier (2016: 5–6) argues that the quality of 
young people’s social rights should be evaluated in 
terms of their (de-)familialisation effects. Originally 
developed to refer to the degree to which women 
were able to provide for themselves regardless of 
their family status (Saraceno, 2016: 317), this 

concept has subsequently been applied to young 
people’s social rights, to measure how their entitle-
ments, or lack thereof, mitigate or exacerbate their 
dependency on support from their families (Arundel 
and Lennartz, 2017).

The welfare models in Europe also vary in how 
loosely or tightly an individual’s eligibility to social 
entitlement is conditional on contributions made in 
paid employment or, alternatively, on their degree of 
financial need (Clasen and Clegg, 2007: 173). In 
some policy designs, young people’s exposure to 
unemployment and precarious work, resulting in 
lack of (continuous) work experience, may fail to 
provide them access to entitlements due to their 
insufficient contributions (Madsen et al., 2013). 
Also, the definition of ‘need’ varies between coun-
tries according to perceptions of family obligations 
to support (Chevalier, 2016). Furthermore, under the 
influence of the spread of neoliberal workfare ideol-
ogy, most EU countries have placed increasing 
emphasis on behavioural requirements, imposing 
constraints upon different types of benefit recipients 
through legislation or administrative guidance 
(Clasen and Clegg, 2007: 174). The most obvious 
examples are ‘activation’ measures that require 
unemployment benefit receivers to provide evidence 
of active job searching and/or participation in train-
ing programmes or counselling (Evers and 
Guillemard, 2012; Greer, 2016: 166). These require-
ments can target young people under a certain age 
limit, who need to show particular willingness to 
improve their ‘employability’ (Knijn, 2012).

Conditionality of income support in five 
EU countries
The empirical section examines the role of various 
welfare systems in conditioning young EU migrant 
citizens’ access to income support (unemployment 
benefits or social assistance), and cross-national var-
iation in this access. We focus on one destination 
country (Belgium) and four countries of origin 
(Denmark, Finland, Italy, Spain), the welfare sys-
tems of which differ greatly regarding the availabil-
ity, generosity and conditionality of support they 
provide for young people and recent graduates 
(Chevalier, 2016: 14). This section briefly 
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summarises the conditions of the contributory and 
non-contributory income support available to under 
35-year-olds in these five countries.

As Table 1 shows, the Italian and Spanish sys-
tems largely exclude young people from non-
contributory benefits, which are oriented towards 
older people and families. In addition, the extensive 
requirements for employment hinder workers with 
short and fragmented experiences from accessing 
contributory benefits. In contrast, young people in 
Denmark, Finland and Belgium are eligible to non-
contributory benefits, recent graduates have facili-
tated access to unemployment benefits and the 
duration of benefits is generally longer. This implies 
differences in the (de-)familialisation effects of these 
systems. Analysing the implications of these differ-
ences through EU migrant citizens’ lived experi-
ences allows us to illuminate the ways in which 
migration intervenes in family support relationships, 
as well as the complexity of migrants’ own actions 
when confronted by policies of conditionality 
(Coldron and Ackers, 2009; Ehata and Seeleib-
Kaiser, 2017).

Data and methods

The analysis builds on 27 interviews that the first 
author conducted in 2014 and 2015, the years that 
Jacqueson (2018: 28) defines as the beginning of the 
‘age of limitations’ in EU citizens’ rights of free 
movement and equal treatment. The participants 
were university-educated young adults from Italy 
(10), Spain (eight), Finland (seven) and Denmark 
(two), who moved to Brussels with the intention to 
work, but subsequently experienced unemployment 
at some point during their stay. While the rising con-
ditionality also affects other groups, young, university-
educated EU citizens are the group most likely to be 
using their right to free movement, besides being 
highly exposed to unemployment and precarious 
work (O’Reilly et al., 2015). While education gener-
ally forms the best protection against precarious 
employment (Buchholz et al., 2009), focusing spe-
cifically on university-educated migrants allows us 
to observe the impact of being a migrant on their 
employment position. The international labour mar-
ket in Brussels draws young, highly qualified 

workers from all around Europe but its attractiveness 
also produces intense competition for qualified jobs, 
making it a demanding environment for workers at 
an early stage of their careers (EURES, 2018). 
Belgium is one of the EU countries that have 
enforced restrictive conditionality on EU migrant 
citizens’ rights.

All the participants were in their late 20s or 
early 30s at the time of migration, except two 
Spanish participants who were under 25. By 
addressing an age group that extends to 34 years of 
age, the study seeks to cover both workers entering 
the labour market from university education, as 
well as the growing group of young workers who 
have already entered the labour market but not yet 
found a secure job (O’Reilly et al., 2019: 11–12). 
The participants’ gender distribution is balanced 
and their educational backgrounds represent a 
range of academic fields, with degrees obtained on 
Master’s or Doctoral level.

The deeply precarious labour markets in Italy and 
Spain generally offered very few opportunities for 
the participants from these countries, which encour-
aged their mobility, albeit not in a straightforward 
manner, as some of them had actually left permanent 
jobs to follow their dreams of an international career 
(Bartolini et al., 2017). In the Nordic countries, pre-
carious employment is still relatively uncommon by 
European standards (Madsen et al., 2013), and 
although also the majority of the Danish and Finnish 
participants had been in temporary employment or 
unemployed when they decided to migrate, they 
generally had more opportunities in their countries 
of origin.

The participants were mostly recruited through 
social media, in addition to which snowball sam-
pling was used. The interviews were divided into 
two sections. The first used the participants’ resumes 
as research material to invite free but detailed 
accounts regarding their employment and migration 
experiences. The second part of the interview was 
semi-structured: the participants were asked specify-
ing questions concerning their experiences of work-
ing life and unemployment, their experiences with 
local bureaucracies, their awareness of their rights, 
the problems they faced in obtaining recognition of 
their rights, their financial subsistence and their 




















