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Abstract: This article examines the role of the media in the EU freedom of
movement debate through the lens of high-circulation German and UK newspa-
pers during the first half of 2014. It explores how the media problematised mi-
gration from Eastern European member states and its influence on national host
country labour markets and welfare systems. It also analyses how different
media outlets positioned themselves in relation to relevant policies or policy
proposals. The findings show that most articles in our sample present low-skill,
low-wage working European Union (EU) migrant class referred to as “poverty
migrants” as a problem to be addressed at the policy level in contrast with the
economically self-sufficient migrant with marketable skills. The article contrib-
utes to discussions on work, welfare, and mobility in the EU by cross-fertilising
the literature on migration policy, freedom of movement, social rights, and the
media.

Keywords: EU migrants, poverty migrant, print media, Germany, UK

1 Introduction

Any European Union (EU) citizen has the same right to work in another EU
country as nationals of that country. By law, every EU citizen also has equal
access to social security rights as long as they are in employment. Even in mar-
ginal employment, the EU citizen is entitled to in-work benefits. However, with-
in the pan-European labour market, the economic disparities amongst member
states place pressure on wages in certain sectors or jobs. This EU labour migra-
tion regime leads to publicly expressed fears of an influx of lower wage workers
taking away jobs from native workers and of intra-EU migrants who do not con-
tribute sufficiently to the host society. The media are also participating and
contributing to public discourses on how migration is influencing receiving
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societies. This article builds on literature discussing the relationship between
work, welfare, and mobility in the EU (Lafleur/Stanek 2017; Bruzelius et al.
2016) and its portrayal in the media. The contradictions of EU freedom of
movement, economic disparities among member states and national welfare
states triggering discussion of “social dumping” and the like have been the
focus of several studies (e.g., Arnholtz/Lillie 2020; Jurado/Brochmann 2013).
However, this article looks beyond the material practice of labour market exclu-
sions and examines specifically the role of the media in the EU freedom of
movement debate. We ask how the media problematises intra-EU migrants in
relation to the welfare state and the labour market. To do this, we focus on six
mainstream print media in Germany and the UK, two western member states
that receive among the highest number of workers from other member states.

The article is based on a comparative analysis of major German (Die Zeit,
Die Welt and Frankfurter Rundschau) and British (Daily Mail, The Guardian, and
The Times) newspapers covering the six-month period from the lifting of the ban
for Romania and Bulgaria at the beginning of 2014 until right before the Euro-
pean Parliamentary elections.

In our analytical approach, we draw on competing frames of representation
(Gamson/Modigliani 1989), which means that for each media representation, or
framing, of an issue — in our case, the impact of EU migration on the host socie-
ties of Germany and the UK — we identify alternate representations or their
counterframe within the existing media discourses, which is useful in recogniz-
ing and interpreting media practices in creating contrasting assumptions and
beliefs in their efforts to win support and/or opposition for specific courses of
action (Gamson 1992). We find that despite the existence of competing frames of
representation, in which EU migrants are portrayed as both contributing and
putting a strain or abusing the national labour markets and welfare systems in
the two countries, most articles in our sample present low-skill, low-wage work-
ing EU migrant class as a problem. We refer to this type of migrant as “poverty
migrant” and describe how media discussions in both countries construct an
underclass of workers as a separate category in contrast with the economically
self-sufficient migrant with marketable skills. By “underclass”, we refer to a
segment in the population that occupies the lowest possible position in a class
hierarchy, thus below the core body of the working class (Massey/Denton 1993).
In both countries, the “poverty migrant” has become part of an underclass de-
plored for their dependence on welfare and feared for their ability to abuse the
welfare system of the host state. In Britain, they are also targeted for undermin-
ing labour standards through practices of unfair competition for local jobs. The
article also discusses these media’s perspective on the political reforms that
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reduce social benefits for EU migrants, which is relevant to discussions on the
overall legitimacy of freedom of movement in the EU. According to media dis-
courses in Germany, the restriction of EU liberties for this segment could re-
establish the legitimacy for EU freedom of movement. By contrast, the UK find-
ings show that freedom of movement is connected to a fundamental critique of
EU integration. While restrictions on EU liberties were proposed in the UK as
well, they did not alter the critique on freedom of movement itself, as in the
German case. These findings point to the importance of taking the lens of main-
stream media discourse into account when examining how discursive media
constructs such as “poverty migrants” are used to discuss related policy reform
in the UK and Germany.

The article proceeds as follows. First, it discusses the literature on labour
migration, the welfare state and mediated political discourse. After explaining
the methodological approach, we provide a quick overview of relevant national
and EU policy in relation to labour migration and the welfare state in both coun-
tries. In the empirical part, we present findings from a selection of articles pub-
lished in daily mainstream newspapers in Germany and the UK in order to fur-
ther our understanding of the development of the media discourses on labour
migration and policy related to intra-EU labour migration. The analysis interro-
gates how (1) freedom of movement is problematised in the media; (2) EU mi-
grants are described in the media; (3) national policy responses are discussed in
the media; and 4) the national media discussions are linked to critiques on the
freedom of movement in the EU. Finally, we discuss the findings and conclude.

2 Labour migration, the welfare state and
mediated political discourse

The EU has established a common labour market in which workers can move
individually to another country to take up work or can be sent by a company for
a service contract. Studies examining intra-EU migration have often focused on
the impact of mobile EU citizens on the receiving countries’ labour markets and
welfare states (e.g. Black et al. 2010; Bruzelius et al. 2016; Lafleur/Stanek 2017;
Luthra et al. 2016). They have identified institutional differences across coun-
tries and sectors and discussed how intra-EU labour migration places pressure
on national labour markets and welfare institutions (Arnholtz/Hansen 2013;
Barrett et al. 2012; Jurado/Brochmann 2013). In particular, circular and tempo-
rary migration movements, such as posted work or temporary agency work,
have been discussed as driving down wages and challenging the benefits distri-
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bution system of the host country population because of the influx of cheaper
labour (Cremers 2011; Lillie 2010: 693; Wagner 2018). Research has focused on
three main aspects: the tensions and contradictions of migration and welfare
policymaking at the national and EU level (e.g., Geddes/Hadj-Abdou 2016; Ju-
rado/Brochmann 2013; Roos 2016), the impact of migration on the host state
(e.g., Lafleur/Stanek 2017) and the impact of these policies on migrants them-
selves (Bruzelius et al. 2016; Alberti/Danaj 2017; Ehata/Seeleib-Kaiser 2017;
Heindlmaier/Blauberger 2017; Shutes 2016).

While these studies in the industrial relations and welfare literatures have
focused on the consequences for the welfare state and labour market institu-
tions when EU migrants appear on the scene, triggering discussion of “social
dumping” and the like, there is a lack in understanding of the concurrent pro-
cess which produces norms and opinions on intra-EU migrants in relation to the
welfare state and the labour market. In particular, they have not explained how
the media have portrayed incoming migration trends and related policy areas.

Differently from the industrial relations and welfare literatures on migra-
tion, the framing of immigrants as a threat to national security, societal order,
and social resources has been more attentively discussed in the media and im-
migration literature (Boomgaarden/Vliegenthart 2009; Caviedes 2015; Freeman
et al. 2013; Mawby/Gisby 2009; Schemer 2012; Schlueter/Davidov 2011). In par-
ticular, the recurring negative discourses that consider immigrants a threat to
welfare state benefits and portray benefit recipients of migrant background as
welfare scroungers and frauds who have turned into an economic burden for
the hard-working tax-paying majority (Golding 2002; Larsen/Dejgaard 2013),
referred to in the literature as welfare chauvinism (Balch/Balabanova 2016;
Bommes/Geddes 2000), have received considerable attention. Social problems
such as unemployment and the insufficiencies of welfare regimes are discur-
sively transformed into a public crisis in the media, which target immigrants as
the ultimate societal culprits and demand preventative and controlling policy
changes (Anderson 2013). Rather than promoting a common market with a
shared European identity and similar values, the debate leads to backlash
against free movement. These positions are encouraged by actual as well as
perceived negative effects that influence policy in various ways (Roos 2016).
Thus, freedom of movement and European integration can become politicised
through legal uncertainty (Blauberger/Schmidt 2014), policy misfit (Roos 2016)
as well as the media (Balch/Balabanova 2016).

In this article, the focus is placed on the politicised media construct of the
“poverty migrant” and how changes in policy occurred in these two countries’
media contexts (De Wilde/Ziirn 2012). Politicisation is here understood as an
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“increase in polarization of opinions, interests or values” in the public dis-
course with the aim of changing a given policy (De Wilde 2011: 566). Studies on
agenda-setting suggest the media are able to make some issues more salient
than others and shift the attention of the public to certain attributes of those
issues compared to others, hence influencing how the issues are understood by
the public (see McCombs 2004; Wolfe et al. 2013). Scholars in the media framing
tradition argue that the way media frame issues can affect the way the public
evaluates politics, politicians and policies, thus influencing not only what they
think about but also how they think about it, which has implications for their
subsequent behaviour (Gamson/Modigliani 1989; McCombs 2004; Wolfe et al.
2013). Furthermore, policy-oriented research within the media literature pin-
points the role that media play in the process of defining an issue as a public
problem that needs to be addressed through policy change (Baumgartner/Jones
2002). These interpretations suggest that the media are interested in policymak-
ing only when it is problematised, although they often not only report a policy
crisis but can also construct it (Franklin 2002). Especially in relation to portray-
als of welfare recipients, recent studies show that the classification of certain
segments of society as “deserving” or “undeserving” is not a matter of “deep-
seated beliefs and ideological convictions” but subject to “strategic manipula-
tion in the new reality of ...mediatized politics and professionalized political
communication” (Esmark/Schoop 2017: 2).

3 Methodology

The two country cases, Germany and the UK, provide a valuable “laboratory”
for examining the development of mediated public debates on immigration due
to their distinct national political circumstances (Esping-Andersen 1990) and
their two different stances on the EU. The selected period is also important be-
cause of two key events that disrupted national discourses encouraging politi-
cal, media and public debates on labour migration, namely the lifting of the ban
for citizens of Bulgaria and Romania, the two newest member states, to travel
for work purposes to the rest of the EU and the election of the representatives for
the European Parliament. The underlying context was also the anticipation of
the British national elections in 2015. The lifting of the restrictions on Romanian
and Bulgarian worker mobility in 2014 increased the political salience of the
topic of intra-EU mobility as an issue of public concern in both Germany and the
UK (Blauberger/Schmidt 2014; Balch/Balabanova 2016). Comparing Germany
and the UK is thus relevant because both countries have a similar level of mi-
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grant residents from Eastern Europe (1.3 million in the UK and 1.2 million in
Germany, according to Eurostat 2016) and both experienced an increase in me-
dia attention to migration from the new Eastern European member states.

To understand how the media problematises intra-EU migrants in relation
to the welfare state and the labour market in the wake of the removal of re-
strictions to the EU labour market for Bulgarian and Romanian workers and the
European Parliament elections, we analyse a selection of articles published in
daily mainstream newspapers in the UK (Daily Mail [including its weekend issue
The Mail on Sunday), The Guardian and The Times) and Germany (Die Zeit, Die
Welt and Frankfurter Rundschau) for the first half of 2014. We focus on profes-
sional journalism and mass media as opposed to social media in order to study
mass professional public opinion instead of private opinions in relation to our
cases. The German media quotes have been translated by the author. Our sam-
ple included both broadsheets and tabloids, as well as print media that are per-
ceived by readers to be situated at different points of the political spectrum: The
Guardian (left), The Times (centre/centre-right), Daily Mail (right), (Smith 2017;
Pew Research Center 2018), Frankfurter Rundschau (progressive), Die Welt (con-
servative) and Die Zeit (social liberal) (University of Chicago Online Resources
n.d.). We use this varied range of media in an attempt to capture the nuances of
migrant portrayal across the print media political spectrum in both countries.
Newspaper articles were chosen for “their very ubiquity, coupled with intensity
of usage, public attention and political influence” (Mautner 2008: 32). As media
products, these articles reflect the constitutive context in which and about
which they are articulated, and through them we can observe what is said about
our topic of interest and how it is said (Billig 1991). The study of media discours-
es is important in understanding how public opinion is formed on a particular
issue. Discourse as a mode of action and representation helps us to understand
the positions and attitudes of those that have constructed such discourse and
identify some of the influences to which public opinion is exposed (Fairclough
1992).

The initial article selection was based on a Lexis Nexis search with the fol-
lowing keywords:

freedom of movement + migration + labour
migration + welfare - asylum
migration + labour + EU + Germany/UK

a0 op

migration + job + EU + Germany/UK.
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The screening of the articles led to the identification of two other terms, which
we then used as search keywords to ensure no articles were excluded, especially
in the case of social/benefits tourism:

e. poverty migration (Armutsmigration)
f.  social tourism (Sozialtourismus and benefits tourism as a synonym used in Germany
and the UK respectively)

This search produced many articles (265 in the UK and 223 in Germany), which
were narrowed down through a cyclical process (Mautner 2008). More specifi-
cally, the articles were carefully screened by the authors, and the ones that only
briefly mentioned or did not discuss the issue of labour migration and its impli-
cations to the welfare state were removed. We also removed interviews with
politicians because although the choice of interviewees and the questions is
shaped by editorial policy, they nevertheless represent the positions of the poli-
ticians interviewed rather than the journalists. Thus, this study was based on
editorial and news articles whose central theme was that of labour migration
and welfare, which led to a saturated sample of 90 articles in Germany and 104
in the UK. Certain quotes and statements from national or EU politicians and
officials are used only in the context of media reactions to national policy re-
sponses.

The keywords for the search were used as sensitising concepts (Blumer
1954) — i.e. a starting point and guidance for us in directing our attention. As
such, their fluidity allowed us to explore them and be open to new attributes
that helped refine them with new, appropriate, context-specific ones (see
Blumer 1954; Blaikie 2000), which allowed us to identify the category of “pov-
erty migrant” as separate and distinguishable from both other (highly skilled)
migrants as well as the local workforce. We analysed the data using critical
discourse analysis focusing on problematization, i.e. the mediated political
discourses that make the problems visible and intelligible (Foster 2010; Gamson
1992; Patterson 2008; Wodak/Meyer 2009). We identified competing frames of
representation (Gamson/Modigliani 1989), which means that for each media
representation or framing of an issue — in our case, the impact of EU migration
on the host societies of Germany and the UK — we identified alternate represen-
tations or their counterframe within the existing media discourses (Gamson
1992). In this article, we specifically discuss the competing frames of representa-
tion on the problematisation of EU migration, the characteristics of the EU la-
bour migrants, national policies and EU policies related to EU migration and
their impact on Germany and the UK’s labour market and welfare state.
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The data analysis for the article was inductive: the first layer of analysis was
descriptive, as the authors read through the articles and described the segments
on EU migration to Germany or the UK. The process yielded several codes,
which the authors discussed and then re-grouped into family codes, from which
the main themes that were used to structure the article were identified (see Ta-
ble 1).

Table 1: Main themes and codes

Themes Family codes Codes
Problematising EU migration  Migrant numbers rising numbers, falling numbers
Labour market cheap labour, wage dumping, unemploy-

ment, taking jobs, not taking jobs, creat-
ing jobs, poverty migra-
tion/Armutsmigration

National welfare strain, no strain, social/benefit tour-
ism/Sozialtourismus: abuse, no abuse,
social dumping

National politics insufficient measures, political posturing
Characteristics of EU mi- Highly skilled needed, beneficial, less than low-skilled
grants Poverty Migrant low-skilled, unskilled, poor, cheap,

benefit scroungers, welfare criminals,
Roma (ethnic minority), tensions with
local workforce

Media reactions to national Immigration policy migration numbers management, access
policy responses to national labour market
Welfare policy access, eligibility criteria, enforcement
Other policy employment policy reform, systemic
change, migration and welfare policy
intertwining
EU policy EU freedom of movement reform, welfare

access reform, the relationship with the
EU/EU institutions

Source: own illustration.

The analytical process for the article then followed. For example, we examined
the theme “characteristics of EU migrants”, saw how they were described in the
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media in both countries and built two family codes: “highly-skilled” and “pov-
erty migrant”. Each family code had its own codes, from which we saw that
highly skilled migrants were considered acceptable and beneficial but were not
considered the main group of received EU migrants. Poverty migrants, on the
other hand, were described in terms of their labour skills (low-/unskilled), eco-
nomic background (poor), labour market impact (cheap), welfare impact (bene-
fit scroungers, welfare criminals), ethnic background (Bulgari-
an/Romanian/Roma) and relation to the local workforce (tensions with local
workforce). During the analysis, we realised that there were two competing
frames within each country’s media discourses that could be distinguished
among the different papers. For example, Daily Mail and The Guardian in the UK
and Frankfurter Rundschau and Die Welt in Germany held mostly opposite views
on the themes we identified. The analysis also revealed the differences between
the two countries, particularly in the case of EU policy, which is discussed in the
next sections of the article.

4 Relevant national and EU policy in relation to
labour migration and the welfare state

Before we present the empirical findings as to how the selected media partakes
in the discussion on labour mobility and related portrayals of migrant workers
and proposed policies, this section will present the policy background against
which the media discussion took place.

During the 2004 Eastern European enlargement, only Ireland, Sweden and
the UK did not put any transitional periods to their labour market access, which,
combined with their rather lower unemployment rate compared to most EU-15
countries, resulted in the UK becoming one of the main receiving countries for
migrant workers from the new member states of Eastern Europe. Despite the
temporary ban on their own labour market and a fluctuating unemployment
rate, Germany remained one of the main target countries for Eastern European
migrant workers (Galgoczi et al. 2013). The unanticipated numbers triggered
political and public debates that concentrated on the impact large-scale Eastern
European migration was having on the receiving societies, as well as on issues
of access to the national labour markets and social welfare systems. By the time
of the 2007 Eastern Enlargement, when Bulgaria and Romania were accepted to
the EU, all member states agreed to a transitional period before opening their
labour markets. By 2014—-2015, when the ban to access was lifted, the number of
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EU citizens residing in the UK had reached 1.3 million and 1.2 million in Germa-
ny (Eurostat 2016), the political debate had intensified, and governments in
both countries were discussing and taking various measures.

In Germany, national level policies were informed by the case of a job cen-
tre in Berlin that stopped paying social security benefits to an EU citizen after
she and her daughter had been receiving unemployment benefits for a year.
Child support had also been paid for two more children. This culminated in an
ECJ ruling on when EU labour migrants can receive social benefits (Dano v Job-
center Leipzig (2014) C-333/13). The ECJ ruled that denying social assistance to
EU jobseekers from another EU country and to EU migrants who had no inten-
tion of finding work in Germany “does not contravene the principle of equal
treatment” and that Germany also had a right to refuse benefits. Within the
limited scope for policy change that EU primary and secondary law leave to
member states, some further scrutiny was decided by the German Bundestag in
late 2014. For example, child allowance would only be granted upon tax identi-
fication in order to avoid double payments. Moreover, the right to reside as a
jobseeker was reduced to six months. Next to legislative changes, a new decree
on registering a trade scrutinises applications for self-employed status more
rigorously in order to avoid bogus self-employment (BMI/BMAS 2014: 95). Legis-
lative loopholes allowing fraud were thus addressed in Germany. Arguably,
restricting residency criteria for EU jobseekers from indeterminate to six months
goes beyond the prevention of fraud. It restricts possible social assistance
claims that are justified the longer the EU migrant resides in the host country.
Accordingly, welfare state protectionism led to the possible restriction of EU
freedom of movement for people with few private resources and who rely on
state-sponsored social assistance.

The ECJ ruling that limited access to benefits for EU jobseekers was ap-
plauded by British politics. One Liberal Democrat MEP, Catherine Bearder, said
that the ruling had “huge implications for the current EU debate in the UK. It
confirms that jobseekers from elsewhere in the EU are not automatically entitled
to claim benefits. I hope the myth of benefit tourism will now be put firmly to
bed” (BBC 15 September 2015). Meanwhile, new national regulations that came
into force in the UK during 2014 specified that EU migrant jobseekers could not
receive out-of-work benefits, child tax credit or child benefit within the first
three months after arrival (House of Commons 2015). Unemployment benefits
and child benefits could be claimed by newly arrived immigrants only after
three months of residence in the UK. In addition, EU migrants could only claim
jobseeker’s allowance for six months unless they had genuine prospects of find-
ing work.
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5 Problematising EU migration in German and
British media

The lifting of the ban for Romanian and Bulgarian workers to access the EU
labour market at the beginning of 2014 triggered an elevated discussion on the
overall EU freedom of movement, particularly from Eastern European member
states, in both German and British media. One frequent debate was whether EU
labour migration is a problem for the two host societies. The main aspects dis-
cussed included the scale of Eastern European migration and its geographical
distribution, the characteristics of the incoming migrant population, their im-
pact on the labour market and their impact on the welfare system of the receiv-
ing societies. In our analysis, we found two main competing frames (Gam-
son/Modigliani 1989): one holding a positive view on the overall impact of
Eastern European migration and the other negative. In this section of the article,
we will discuss the problematisation of Eastern European migration to Germany
and the UK in terms of scale and impact on these countries’ labour markets and
welfare states, whilst the characteristics of the EU migrant population will be
described in the next section.

5.1 Frame 1: EU labour migration is a problem

Four papers in our analysis, namely Daily Mail and The Times in the UK and Die
Welt and Frankfurter Rundschau in Germany, present EU labour migration as a
problem. The two German papers discuss labour migration mainly as threaten-
ing to the national welfare system, whereas the two British papers identify la-
bour migrants as a negative influence on both the labour market and the wel-
fare state.

The British media are preoccupied with the large unmanageable numbers of
EU immigrants: “We are now full” reads a headline in the Daily Mail (26 April
2014). Articles published in these papers express the fear of the pressure immi-
grants put on the British labour market, public services and welfare state. EU
migrants are portrayed as causing high levels of unemployment, especially
among youth, and the compression of wages. In addition, Daily Mail repeatedly
problematises the relationship between immigration and other aspects of public
life, such as housing, school and medical services:

There are two separate elements to our immigration problem. The first is the huge number
of immigrants who have come to the UK in recent decades from outside the EU... The sec-
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ond is our inability to limit migration from the poorer parts of Europe...The actual incom-
ing numbers matter as they put a strain on housing, school places, employment and med-
ical services (Mail on Sunday, 1June 2014).

German media, on the other hand, differentiates between the impact of EU mi-
gration on the German labour market and their welfare state. So, they stress that
the population is not afraid of the overall impact EU migrants will have on the
national labour market: “The large majority of the population says that we need
highly skilled immigrants. Fear of foreigners taking away jobs, such as was seen
in the past, has decreased significantly” (Die Welt, 14 January 2014). Yet, they
argue that intra-EU labour migrants will strain the local social welfare system:

The impact on the social welfare providers is mostly felt in the large cities of Berlin, Duis-
burg and Munich. Despite the debate on national integration programs, the local situation
has not changed in the last 12 months (Frankfurter Rundschau, 11 November 2014).

The German media portray an image that is concerned with the strain intra-EU
labour mobility is putting on local social welfare providers. The portrayed con-
cern is that local welfare authorities are not adequately financially equipped to
accommodate workers from abroad in need of welfare assistance.

In addition to the strain, the media in both countries are also concerned
about welfare abuse. Terms like “Sozialtourismus” [social tourism] and “bene-
fits tourism” are used in the German and British media, respectively, to label EU
migrants’ intentions of moving to Germany or the UK in order to take advantage
of, if not abuse, the welfare system of the host country. In Germany, the term
Sozialtourismus is used to refer to unwanted immigrants from Eastern Europe,
presuming that they merely come in search of social benefits. In the British
media, benefit tourism emerges as a term used by politicians as both an existing
and imminent policy issue that needs to be addressed urgently. Phrases that are
used frequently in relation to social tourism are, for instance, “crackdown”,
“clamp down”, “tackle” or “curb benefit tourism”.

The German newspaper Frankfurter Rundschau also discussed the statement
by one politician in Germany named Krings, from the conservative Christian
Democratic Union (CDU) party, that “social tourism is not financially viable
even for a rich industrial country like Germany” (14 January 2014). This state-
ment created a discourse that portrays immigrants from Eastern Europe as lazy,
migrating to Germany only to receive benefits.

These media challenged opposing voices on the issue of welfare abuse, es-
pecially when they came from the EU. In one article of the Daily Mail, the paper
responded to a statement made by an EU official that “benefit tourism is a
myth” by telling the story of a Romanian worker, who in an interview had de-
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clared he intentionally moved to the UK to take advantage of their welfare sys-
tem:

This week, a top Eurocrat told Britain “Benefit tourism is a myth”. He should read what
Rudi and his huge Romanian family say at their new home in Nottingham (15 February
2014).

The article uses Rudi’s testimony of moving to the UK because of its generous
benefit system to reject the claim of the European official. This presentation
depicts Eurocrats to be out of touch with the goings-on in the national contexts,
whilst also drawing the stereotypical image of Romanian workers moving to the
UK with their large families to depend on the British benefit system.

In the German media, it was noted that there are contradictory reports from
the European level regarding whether Eastern European migrants abuse the
welfare system:

There are contradictory signs from the European Union with regards to social tourism. On
the one hand, there are studies reporting that it creates no burden for the social system.
On the other hand, the European Commissioner for Justice, Viviane Reding, said that there
is a right for mobility, but no right to immigrate into the national social security system
(Frankfurter Rundschau, 14 Januar 2014).

Whilst the UK outlet firmly contradicted the opinion by the EU bureaucrat, the
German outlet presented a more nuanced picture, in which it is still unclear
whether such a thing as social tourism exists — possibly leaving the reader
doubtful.

5.2 Frame 2: EU labour migration is not a problem

Die Zeit and The Guardian reject the claim that EU labour migration poses a
welfare problem in each country: “The big question is if there is an abuse of the
social welfare system by Bulgarians and Romanians. The statistics don’t say so”
(Die Zeit, 14 October 2014). The Guardian also uses figures to refute the claim
that EU migrants are using or abusing the British welfare system, arguing that it
is instead a fiscal benefit:

EU migrants’ participation in the labour market — at 83% — was higher than Britons’ par-
ticipation, while 1.7% of EU migrants were on jobseeker’s allowance, half as many as Brit-
ons. The study said: “EU immigration is a fiscal benefit. ‘Benefit tourism’, if it exists at all,
is a tiny problem” (9 February 2014).
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An article in The Guardian goes as far as to denounce politicians for using fear
of labour migration to serve their political agenda and avoid addressing the
social policy issues in the country:

... we have been subjected to a drumbeat of hysteria, as the Tories vied with the nationalist
UK Independence party to terrify the public about the coming onslaught and promise ever
more meaningless or toxic crackdowns, egged on by a xenophobic media.... In reality, the
politicians are posturing because they can’t control EU migration, but need a scapegoat for
falling living standards, shrinking public services and the housing shortage. ...the Tories
and their friends in the media have reached for the tried and tested alternative of blaming
foreigners [emphasis added] (The Guardian, 02 January 2014).

In the six media outlets analysed here, we see various representations of EU
labour migration, ranging from firmly portraying it as a problem, to painting a
more nuanced picture, to denouncing it altogether. Nevertheless, the analysis
shows that the claim that EU labour migration is problematic outweighs the
claim that it is not.

6 Characteristics of EU migrants: highly skilled
vs. poverty migrants

EU migrants in both German and British media are described in two categories:
highly skilled migrants and poverty migrants. These categories present immi-
gration along two dimensions: one that is desirable, based on its implications of
certain skill characteristics, and another that is less desirable in connection
with low-skill or unskilled migrants. The advantages of the first are presented as
clear, whilst the second’s impact is presented as implicitly undesirable or at
least questionable. Both frames are discussed in this section.

6.1 Frame 1: The desired highly-skilled

The highly skilled migrants are described as desired across the different media
in both countries; however, our analysis found fewer mentions of this frame
than that of the undesired low-/unskilled ones. German media describe the
recently arrived qualified Romanian or Bulgarian immigrants as desirable for
the German labour market, while questioning the definition of qualification:

Most of the immigrants from Bulgaria and Romania are qualified employees. We need
them in Germany, says a representative from the ministry of migration. Also, academics
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state that most of the migrants are good, qualified employees. However, what does quali-
fied mean in this context: a doctor or a cab driver? (Die Welt, 2 January 2014).

The highly-skilled are portrayed in the British media, mostly in The Guardian
and The Times, as desirable in terms of fulfilling the demands of the British
labour market:

British companies are recruiting thousands of Romanian workers to plug gaps in the high-
ly skilled jobs market and fill posts spurned by Britons (The Times 01 January 2014).

However, in our analysis, there were few articles that connected EU migration
with positive attributes and with higher skill, as opposed to a portrayal of EU
migrants as low skill or unskilled, as will be described in the following.

6.2 Frame 2: The undesired EU poverty migrants

Although the media in both countries recognise the value of highly skilled mi-
grants, they are less receptive of the low-/unskilled ones. In the British media,
the main portrayal of EU migrants is as “poor”, typically Eastern European and
specifically Bulgarian or Romanian. Poverty as an attribute is used to describe
the sending country but also the individual. The huge economic differences
between sending countries and receiving ones are described as an important
pull factor towards the receiving countries:

... the financial incentives for Eastern Europeans to come and work in Britain are undenia-
bly huge, especially if they bring their families. Some can earn eight times their pay at
home (The Times, 11 April 2014).

In the selected British media articles, the adjective “poor” has been used 36
times, 28 times as an attribute for immigrants from Eastern Europe or their
countries, two times to refer to Britain as becoming poor because of immigration
and five times to describe places where immigrants are located in the UK. In
only one sentence was it used to describe policies.

Apart from being poor, migrants are also described as predominantly un-
skilled or low-skilled:

Some immigration is necessary, of course, to bring in skills and entrepreneurship. Our fu-
ture lies in the creation of a dynamic, productive economy, not a low-skill, low-wage one.
Thus, the benefits of accepting millions of unskilled migrants are far from clear (Daily
Mail, 18 June 2014).
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Although less prominent in the German media, the differentiation among mi-
grants based on their value in the labour market feeds into the “desirable” and
the “less desirable” categorisations in both national contexts, with the lower-
skilled migrants portrayed as a threat to the German and British welfare sys-
tems. In one German media outlet, the paper asked about migrants coming to
Germany:

But are they the right ones? Throughout the population, there is increasing fear that pov-
erty migration will draw funds from the social welfare system (Die Welt, 14 January 2014).

As such, Die Welt’s response to the immigration of certain migration groups was
based on an economic classification of useful versus useless workers to their
potential utility for sustaining the economy.

Moreover, attributes such as “poor” and “low-skill” in both British and
German media imply this category is difficult to employ and will inevitably
become a burden on the welfare system. Despite their poverty and low-skill
background, these workers are paradoxically described as well-informed on the
welfare systems of both countries. While German media consider the low unem-
ployment figures and the well-functioning social welfare system as strong pull
factors, in the British media, the social welfare system is considered an incen-
tive to migrate to the UK not because it is well-functioning but because it is easy
to abuse. In this understanding, low-/unskilled migrants’ intention to exploit
the British welfare system is presented as obvious:

Yet Rudi readily admits that our generous benefits’ culture does encourage Romanians to
uproot to the UK, where they can claim state money for the children, they bring with them.
“Your benefits system is crazy I would actually say it was sick,” he says.... Of course, Ro-
manians will settle in Britain if they get this kind of money (Daily Mail, 15 February 2014).

Even in the German media, there are numerous examples in which the migrant
is labelled as a welfare criminal. While firms are sometimes mentioned as abus-
ers of the system, the intra-EU freedom of movement as such is never mentioned
as a source of the problem. The focus is on the individual migrant and his or her
criminal capacities, meaning unlawful abuse of the welfare system. These de-
pictions of lower-class EU migrants are then used in the process of mediated
othering in terms of “them” versus “us,” “their” access to “our” welfare state
benefits, the need of “us” to act “if migrants exploit the system” and that the
state must design mechanisms to punish “them” in case of abuse.

In the British case, low-/unskilled EU migrants are portrayed as simultane-
ously relying heavily on benefits and still managing to be employed because
they agree to be underpaid, hence creating a “new servant class, equal to that of
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Downton Abbey times” (Daily Mail, 6 March 2014). This characterisation as an
underclass is used by certain media to describe a scenario of competitiveness,
incompatibility, and inevitable conflict between British working class and the
recent immigrants: “Working class hit hardest” reads the headline in Daily Mail
(06 March 2014).

Overall, the media that perpetuate the second frame in both country con-
texts present a construct of a “poverty migrant” who is poor, low-skill, unem-
ployable, benefit-abusing and criminal. These media in both countries portray a
scenario in which local and poor migrant workers compete for scarce resources
(welfare in both countries but also employment in the UK), which lays at the
basis for their problematisation of EU migrants’ presence and the appeal for
protectionist and therefore restrictive labour market and welfare measures in
their national contexts. Even though this article does not claim there is a causal
relationship between the media using the term poverty migrant and the follow-
ing policy implementations, it emerged from our analysis that the portrayal of
poverty migrants was often used in connection with media’s discussions on
policy proposals that limited the rights of mobile intra-EU citizens, the topic we
discuss further below.

7 Media reactions to national policy responses

German and British media not only problematised EU migration and discussed
the characteristics of EU migrants; they were actively discussing national poli-
cies on the political agenda of the time. The stress was placed on prevention in
the first frame and on the necessity to differentiate among the types of EU mi-
grants when designing and implementing new measures in the second.

7.1 Frame 1: Prevent the negative impact of low-/unskilled
workers

The analysed media repeatedly suggested either restricting the inflow of mi-
grant workers or limiting access to welfare state benefits of EU migrant citizens
in each country.

In Britain, several articles of the Daily Mail and The Times used “cut num-
bers” and “put a cap to migration” to indicate that overall migration needs to be
minimized by preventing further inflows. Prime Minister Cameron and his coali-
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tion government were criticised in several articles for not being able to keep the
number of immigrants coming to the UK under 100,000 as promised.

Apart from limiting EU migrants’ entry into each country, the media were
also focusing on the political debate about controlling immigrants already in
the country through a system of monitoring and control that would trigger de-
portation in case of unemployment. Various politicians were suggesting differ-
ent forms of removing unemployed EU migrants, including deportation if a
person had been unemployed for three months (which was the period an EU
citizen had to wait before claiming unemployment benefits in the UK at the
time), denial of re-entry for a year if someone was deported and deportation
without due process for both EU and third country nationals. Daily Mail pub-
lished a whole article by Theresa May, Home Secretary at the time (Mail on Sun-
day, 2 March 2014) and regularly cited politicians who favour one or the other of
these restrictive measures:

Immigration Minister Mark Harper said the transitional controls were kept for “the longest
extent possible”. He added: “If you’re here from the EU and not working, not studying, not
self-sufficient then we can remove you and you won’t be able to come back for at least a
year” (Daily Mail, 02 January 2014).

Removal of unemployed migrants was also part of the policy problematisation
in the German media discussion: “... a great majority of the people agrees that
those who come to Germany and do not want to work have to leave the country”
(Die Welt, 14 January 2014). The use of the verb “want” in this article implies
that poverty is an intentional state chosen by the migrants, reinforcing their
criminality. In a similar vein, other media outlets in Germany problematise the
consequences for criminal behaviour: “Those who forge documents and wrong-
fully receive social welfare payments must leave the country permanently”
(Frankfurter Rundschau, 6 January 2014). The Frankfurter Rundschau and Die
Welt expressed appreciation that the fraudulent behaviour of migrants extract-
ing undue social security payments was to be curtailed and punished, reinforc-
ing the criminal aspect of the migrant worker stereotype they were portraying in
the first place:

The government will issue harder punishments in the future in cases of migrants abusing
the social welfare system. If migrants fake their data, they will be punished. If they com-
mit fraud, they may not be able to enter the country. Moreover, all EU citizens will only
have half a year to find work (Frankfurter Rundschau, 27 August 2014).

Similarly, the UK measures specifying that EU migrant jobseekers could not
receive out-of-work benefits, child tax credit or child benefit within the first



DE GRUYTER OLDENBOURG Beware of the “poverty migrant” =—— 19

three months after arrival were praised by the Daily Mail: “No longer can people
come here from abroad and expect to get something for nothing” (20 January
2014).

7.2 Frame 2: Policy measures should differentiate among EU
migrants

In the second frame, some media underlined the importance of differentiating
among highly skilled and low-/unskilled migrants when designing relevant
policies in each country. In Germany, Die Welt spoke in favour of restricting
access only for less qualified labour migrants:

Qualified workers are welcome. This is what the German economy needs. But according to
the Federal Office of Statistics, 46% of the Bulgarians and Romanians do not have a voca-
tional training. Why should Germany become the social repair shop of Europe? (6 January
2014).

The Times in the UK also raised concerns about governmental measures not
distinguishing between desirable and less desirable workers, thus deterring the
desirable ones from deciding to move to the UK:

The upshot of this and similar complex regulations is that desirable immigrants are choos-
ing to go elsewhere, where the rules are less complicated, procedural costs lower and
compliance obligations not as demanding (The Times, 17 April 2014).

One set of proposals portrayed in the British media suggested the reinforcement
of the tier system already in place for third-country nationals and its introduc-
tion for EU migrants. These propositions, put forth in the Daily Mail, favoured
the filtering of applicants to those with job offers: “Migrants must have job of-
fers” (Daily Mail, 11 January 2014).

We notice that while the frame of differentiating access to national labour
markets and welfare systems among EU migrants based on their marketable
skills was present in the German and British media, most of their discussions
concentrated on the frame of limiting access for EU migrant workers.

The necessity to reform employment policy rather than immigration or wel-
fare policy was brought in the British media debate by two articles in The Guard-
ian. These articles critically discussed the loopholes in the national Employment
Law, which allowed British employers to rely on poorly paid foreign labour.
Hence, the authors proposed addressing the root causes of the economic crisis
as a fundamental problem and transforming the economic system. However,
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these points were made at the beginning of 2014 and were not followed up dur-
ing the period covered in the analysis.

8 EU policy in the national media

In both countries, the main media portrayal of EU-level policy is that it is distant
and disconnected but in direct conflict with member states’ labour markets and
welfare systems. The media here is, of course, not the only actor in constructing
the discourse, but part of the process that reproduces the narrative presented by
political actors embedded in the respective labour market and welfare state
context. Rather than proposing interventions at the EU level, the media in Ger-
many and the UK discuss how the problem(s) can be solved at the country level,
as illustrated in the previous section.

There is one important distinction between the two countries: although the
challenges of freedom of movement were highlighted in the debates of both
member states, the link to questioning EU membership was made only in the
British media. In Germany, the EU is presented as being problematic in the
sense that it curtails Germany’s ability to regulate their labour market and wel-
fare system, but these reservations do not go as far as to suggest leaving the EU
altogether because of that. For example: “The EU constrains the way Germany
can regulate the labour market, but the EU common market is also important for
the German economy” (Die Welt, January 2014).

The debate in the British media, however, illustrates the tension between
national and EU policymaking articulated as a critique of the lack of vision and
depth in policy reform, but also as the cause of the problems the UK was facing.

The Labour shadow business secretary, Chuka Umunna, suggested last Thursday that
Britain should admit only those from the EU who have guaranteed jobs, rather than men
and women seeking work. And what then, after the month’s fruit picking was over? Could
the migrant be deported? Good luck with that under Britain’s EU treaty obligations. In fact,
even the notion of admitting EU migrants only if they already had an employment con-
tract would be illegal under EU statute, as Umunna, a lawyer by profession, must have
known ([emphasis added] The Times, 12 January 2014).

It is within this frame of understanding the problem of “poverty migration” that
Daily Mail and The Times proposed either to reform the relationship that Britain
has with the EU, in particular in terms of border control, or to leave the EU alto-
gether, which was presented in terms of a nationwide referendum.
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It’s essential we meet that promise and control immigration. ... we really need to judge
whether in order to do that will require us to leave the European Union and to control our
own borders. Ultimately, I think that’s the choice that the country will face in a referen-
dum (Daily Mail, 02 January 2014).

The migration issue was subsequently at the centre of the “Leave” campaign in
the referendum held in the UK on 23 June 2016 (see also Gavin 2018).

9 Analysis and concluding remarks

This article looks beyond the material practice of labour market exclusions and
examines the role of the media in the EU freedom of movement debate. It ex-
plores how the media problematised migration from Eastern European countries
and its influence on national host country labour markets and welfare systems.
It also analysed how different media outlets positioned themselves to relevant
policies or policy proposals. The findings show that media portray EU migrants
as both contributing to the host country and putting a strain or abusing the
national labour markets and welfare systems in the two countries, but also that
most articles in our sample present low-skill, low-wage working EU migrant
class as a problem.

The media portray freedom of movement in the EU as a problem related to
what they label as “poverty migrants” — those that belong to a group of workers
characterised by personal or country of origin linked poverty, low-skill, and
welfare abusers. Being a “poverty migrant” tends to be considered an individual
problem, and not one that is common to the pan-European labour market.
Hence, the solution lies at the individual, instead of the national or EU level (see
also Borrelli/Bochsler 2020).

Using the tools of critical discourse analysis, we do not consider media as a
unitary entity but systematically highlight and discuss the competing frames
(Gamson/Modigliani 1989). Four of the analysed media (Daily Mail and The
Times in the UK and Die Welt and Frankfurter Rundschau in Germany) consider
migration mostly as a problem, whereas The Guardian and Die Zeit do not. How-
ever, these media differentiate between the desirable highly skilled and the
undesirable low-/unskilled migrants, a distinction that is taken into considera-
tion even when they discuss policy changes in their national contexts. The issue
of “poverty migration” is brought to the attention of the public especially by the
first four media to support their claims and strengthen their competing repre-
sentations of reality in relation to EU labour migration and its impact in their
society. The underclass of poor Eastern European migrants is presented as a
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threat to the national labour market by undercutting employment opportunities
and wages for the local workforce and a threat to the national welfare system by
increasing the burden and the abuse on the public purse. These discourses have
continued to persist despite the available evidence that EU migrant workers are
much less likely to claim benefits in both Germany and the UK
(Balch/Balabanova 2016; Bruzelius et al. 2016).

These media discourses, as expressed in four of the German and British
newspapers researched, portrayed a protectionist stance against EU freedom of
movement. In both contexts, the problem is constructed in terms of unsustaina-
ble and undue access of EU migrants to social security institutions and a con-
cern for social cohesion at the community level. However, the right of the free-
dom to move is not recalibrated for all groups of EU migrant workers. The
comparison of Germany and the UK revealed that the general legitimacy of EU
freedom of movement was questioned in relation to the “poor” segment of the
EU citizenry. Precariously employed EU migrants with limited financial means
are the main target for reduced access to social security institutions, a portrayal
equated in these media with an underclass of “poverty migrants.” These types
of migrants are described as financially costly to the state and the taxpayers and
a threat particularly to the working class with whom they compete for jobs and
resources. In this regard, the media in Germany and the UK follow a trend that
has been observed in Denmark, where we are witnessing how people seeking
protection from the welfare state are discursively and materially produced as
“undeserving” poor (Lindberg 2020).

In Germany, the restriction of EU liberties for this segment could re-
establish the legitimacy for EU freedom of movement. By contrast, the UK find-
ings show that freedom of movement is connected to a fundamental critique of
EU integration, which could be resolved only by the UK leaving the Union.
Therefore, the adopted restrictions did not alter the critique on freedom of
movement itself, as in the German case. In fact, German media repeatedly wel-
comed the inflow of employed labour migrants, preferably qualified employees
that could help “advance” the German economy. This does not prevent them
from holding a hard line against labour migrants who might find themselves
unemployed and use social welfare benefits. There is no differentiation in both
countries’ media representations between the reasons that EU citizens may find
themselves in unemployment (e.g., workers from Eastern European countries
may be in an abusive and precarious or informal working situation at a local
employer).

Against the background of the national- and EU-level policy discussions,
the article also looked at how these policy discussions were reflected on in the
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media. The aim was to show how the backlash against EU migrants is construct-
ed, whom the discussion is targeting and how in and out groups are constructed
within the freedom of movement context by certain media outlets. The findings
show that the access to social security benefits of EU migrants is accompanied
by media portrayals of recipients as less deserving and desirable. Next to the
specific processes and mechanisms that put pressure on the welfare state and
labour market, this article argues that it is equally important to study the dis-
cursive struggles that determine whether intra-EU migration, for example, is
understood as acceptable or problematic and how this understanding is con-
structed. Discussions on “poverty migration” are not only a media catchphrase
but construct a different class of workers who are stigmatised for draining the
social security system and taking away jobs. Whilst previous research has
pointed to the precarious situation these workers find themselves in because of
how they are mistreated by their employer, looking at the media discourse por-
trays a different picture. This is important because our study shows how this
image of the “poverty migrant” is mirrored in media discussions in both coun-
tries on policies that aim to limit the rights of intra-EU migrants. The focus and
connection between the understanding of media and immigration (Boom-
gaarden/Vliegenthart 2009; Caviedes 2015; Freeman et al. 2013; Schemer 2012),
welfare chauvinism (Balch/Balabanova 2016; Bommes/Geddes 2000;
Larsen/Dejgaard 2013) and politicisation of European integration (De Wilde
2011; De Wilde/Ziirn 2012) can therefore be a powerful way to express the myri-
ad of ways and processes underlying how EU member states exclude and justify
the exclusion of EU citizens from social benefits and the national labour market.

Like any research, this study has certain limitations. This article utilised a
rather limited project data. As the data were only collected from certain media
outlets, the results cannot be generalised. The major strength of this smaller
scale study was that the authors provided an example of how the challenging
issue of the media discourse in relation to labour migration in the EU can be
studied. Further studies are needed in this area to explore the correlation more
fully between media discourses on policy reform and the actual policy changes
undertaken at the time when the debate on intra-EU migration proliferated.
While a media discourse analysis does not allow us to uncover the reasons be-
hind the different attitudes towards the European Union between the UK and
Germany, the question is worth exploring, in particular as the UK has been tak-
ing official steps to remove itself from the EU, while Germany remains strongly
committed to the European project, despite some efforts to manage free move-
ment when it comes to access to its national welfare system.
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