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Research objectives

- Identify how the complexity of European and national legislation reflect on the everyday life
of migrants (their agency) in relation to family benefits, healthcare, unemployment and
retirement entitlements.

- Identify the patterns (types) of migrant agency in relation to individual and family mobility
projects?

- Identify whether there are differences between long-term and short-term migrants and how
they organize/receive support in accessing and transferring their social security rights.

- Find out whether the migrant social formations (formal and informal migrant organisations)
and transnational ties (relatives and significant others in Bulgaria) empower/subordinate
migrant families in relation to their formal social protection (family benefits, access to
healthcare, unemployment benefits, and pensions).
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Social significance
- Public debates on Bulgarian migration and welfare in Germany

-

Bulgarian migration in Germany called: “Armutsmigration” (Poverty
Migration)

-

Increasing migration, high numbers of job seekers, however lack of
proofs of misuse, and increasing numbers of those paying social
security after the opening of the labour market for EU-2 in 2014
(Hartmann & Reimer, 2016)

-

Statistics:
Between 2004 and 2013
immigration increased by
275%
Between May 2014 and
December 2015 – from 161
656 to 226 926 (+40%)

Highly dynamic since the negotiations of EU membership in 2004,
the accession in 2007 and the full opening of the labour market for
Bulgarians in Germany in 2014
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Research significance

-

Principles in the EU: The EU citizenship from the Maastricht Treaty
of 1992, non-discrimination based on nationality – citizenship directive
2004/38/EC, the EU regulation on social security coordination
EU/883/2004

-

Public debates in Germany towards “welfare state closure” (Roos,
2016) about tax-based benefits for EU immigrants (esp. child benefit):
“From now on, incoming EU citizens must, in principle, support
themselves [financially]” (German Labour Ministry in Financial Times,
2014)
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TRANSWEL Project (2015–2018)
- Comparative Analysis of Access to and the Portability
of Social Security Rights
Research focus:
- Intra-European mobility after the EU enlargements of 2004 and 2007: (permanently and temporarily
mobile individuals; regularly and irregularly employed individuals)
- Mobile EU citizens’ access to social security rights and the transfer of these rights from the sending to
the receiving country (and back)

Comparative focus:

Fields of social security:

Bulgaria and Germany (Lead: Prof. Anna
Amelina, BTU Cottbus-Senftenberg)

Unemployment benefits

Hungary and Austria (Lead:
Prof. Elisabeth Scheibelhofer, University of
Vienna)
Poland and United Kingdom (Lead: Prof. Emma
Carmel, University of Bath)

Family benefits
Health insurance
Pensions

Estonia and Sweden (Lead:
Prof. Ann Runfors, Södertörn University)

https://transwel.org/
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Methodological approach
- Data collection in the first and second phase of TRANSWEL (2015 – 2016)
Mixed methods and “multisided” approach (Barglowski, Bilecen, and Amelina, 2015)
Interpretative Policy Analysis (IPA) (Yanow, 2000)
- 17 policy experts were interviewed in altogether 12 interviews with German and Bulgarian experts

Grounded Theory Method (GTM) (Charmaz, 2006)
- 26 semi-structured migrant interviews were taken (21 were with migrants and 5 with their significant others in
Bulgaria)

Socio-historical context of East-West migration, in particular Bulgarian migration to Germany,
specifically after the EU-accession
- Secondary literature analysis of Bulgarian families: intergenerational values, attitudes and family structures

Participant observation
- Volunteer work in migrant civil organizations
- Participant observation during expert meetings on social protection for Bulgarians in Germany
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Conceptual approach

CHAN GI N G

RESOURCE

Formal and informal social protection
Bulgarian national context
Formal Opportunity
Structures
legal status; labour
market; formal social
protection (national
social security
system, EU
regulations on social
security coordination)

Informal Social
Protection (SP)
social networks
(via social
networks: NGO’s,
unions, mgr.
organisations,
private experts);
family structures,
gender relations

ENVIRONMENTS
Supranational
context: EU
social
security
coordination

Formal and informal social protection
German national context
Formal Opportunity
Structures
legal status; labour
market; formal social
protection (national
social security
system, EU
regulations on social
security coordination)

Informal Social
Protection (SP)
social networks
(via social
networks: NGO’s,
unions, mgr.
organisations,
private experts);
family structures,
gender relations

I N D I V I D UAL/ FAM I LY
M IG RANT AGEN CY
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Barriers to mobile Bulgarians
claiming social security rights in transnational context

Formal barriers of access to and portability of social security rights
- Institutional barriers (application forms only partially in Bulgarian, or only in German,
too long waiting periods, missing electronic exchange system)
- EU regulations are interpreted differently by German and Bulgarian health insurance
funds (ex. E104)

“Nobody around is
competent to help”
(Svilen, 42, a construction
worker, in GE since 2011)

Informal Barriers
- Lack of informal networks: lack of supportive social environment: Not enough NGO’s
or state structures that can provide help, such mainly concentrated in big cities

“I feel this as begging, and I
feel offended. I am ashamed,
it is humiliating”

- Little/no awareness of social security rights, lack of understanding portability (esp.
unemployment and pensions)
- Shame and humiliation to ask for support by the State

(Vania, 47, a cook, in GE
2013-2017)
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Barriers to mobile Bulgarians
claiming social security transnationally
- Informal barriers
Perceived as main barrier - the difficult access to necessary information on

social security rights and procedures (not all have skills to search in internet,
access to information is not user-friendly in official webpages, only general information
on several languages, specific information only in German)

Difficult communication with institutions: long-waiting periods and access
only through briefs, need to go personally to Bulgaria to provide German institutions

“For me it is easier to pay in this
money there (in Bulgaria)
until I am there and in case I
will need, if I only have the
necessity. To be able to go
without a problem.”

with documents in unrealistic short terms (ex. E411), difficulties to write the
correspondence in German language

(Vania, 47, a cook, in GE 20132017)
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Labour market and personal mobility projects
- Formal and informal barriers

Restrictions for Bulgarian nationals before 2014 (work permit, priority
review, a fixed minimum of salary in order to issue work permit), thus making it very
hard to find work (especially underqualified)
Narrative: Anton, 40, SAP-Consultant

Semi-legal or illegal working arrangements (for example, irregular working
hours limit opportunities to enrol in German courses)
Incorrect employers, unpaid salaries, contract but no work, thus no payments in the

“No. Absolutely! What, a
contract? There’s no
contract at all.”
(Svilen, 42, a construction worker,
in GE since 2011)

social security and need to hire a lawyer
Narrative: Sissi, 36, taxi-dispatcher, catering, unemployed – learned German, at
present at post officer at Deutsche Post, in GE since 2015

Gendered inequalities – difficult finding work as mother of three children
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Labour market and personal mobility projects
- Formal and informal barriers

Downgrading (de-skilling) taking low qualified work
- Downgrading contributing to the lack of confidence

We are all Europeans,
aren’t we?

- As coping strategy to meet the ends, while further qualifying
- Enrolling in language courses or relying on unemployment benefit for long-term
unemployment, while improving their professional/educational qualification – in this case,

(Boriana, 40, a social worker, in
GE since 2010)

support from State not experienced as humiliating

Strategy of knowledge (reading online, reading laws, looking for experts, hiring lawyers)
Non-application for benefits even if entitled (loss of welfare opportunities)
- Perceptions of humiliation and pride (in the subordinated positions)
- Semi-legal working arrangements creating subordinated positions
- Experiencing difficulties to communicate with institutions
- Lack of legal information leading to feelings of confusion “not knowing what and how to do
it”
- Feelings of unequal treatment (child benefit application)
12
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Barriers to mobile Bulgarians
- Healthcare

Healthcare (statutory): Problems with EHIC in Germany and Bulgaria
- System mismatch in practice
- EHIC – some German hospitals reject EHIC from Bulgaria
- GPs in Bulgaria “cannot read” the EHIC issued from Germany and reject patients
- Individuals in Bulgaria apply separately for EHIC, in Germany it is automatically issued on the back side of the
German health insurance card
- To pay a “double” health insurance easier than claim rights according to the rules of portability
- Uninsured mobile Bulgarians neither in Bulgaria nor in Germany (work-related injures on construction sites,
semi-legal/unregistered working arrangements)
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Barriers to mobile Bulgarians
- Unemployment benefit and pensions

Exporting unemployment benefit from Bulgaria
- Highly conditional and discretional (only partially portable – up to 6 months (decisions on case-to-case basis in
GE), too short periods to register at the national institution (7 days),
- Mobile Bulgarians experience the differences in national legislations as restraining to portability (selfemployed, those who leave work at their own will)
- Misinformation/misunderstandings on street level in Bulgaria

Claiming pensions in two or more EU countries
- Well-regulated on EU level and good institutional collaboration
- Some differences in both national systems can lead to loss of welfare opportunities (different min periods and
age to receive an early (reduced) state pension)
- No understanding/knowledge of their EU social rights (such as the accumulation of contribution periods)
- Facing obstacles due to historical reasons
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Barriers to Mobile Bulgarians
- Child benefit: Arduous “battles” to prove the right to entitlement

- Too long waiting periods for decision on grant - there are no clear response times set in the regulation 883/2004; ex.
A mother of 2 children waited up to 2,5 years

- System mismatch - the long-awaited electronic exchange of data would be difficult to implement (expert interviews)

- Non-recognition of national documents - unnecessary requirements for documents to prove the right to entitlement:
German forms which the Bulgarian authorities do not accept. Bulgarian attestations that Germany does not accept.

- Giving the PDU to the client, who has to personally take it to the responsible institution (Portable documents for
internal use only, client does not know which to institution)

- The German Family Benefit Department “Familienkasse” decides on general grounds on the right to entitlement,
not taking into account the Bulgarian legislation, which leads to reduced sum of child benefit: Subtraction of
Bulgarian sum for child benefit from the German amount even if the child lives in Germany. (several documented
cases TRANSWEL 2015-2018)

- What about separated families? (for example: divorced parents) or children living with their grandparents/relatives
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Agency articulations
- Subordination, Empowerment
and Gradually Learned Assertiveness
Subordination:

Empowerment:

-

Temporary mobility projects (temporary/insecure
jobs)

-

Future-oriented (long-term plans to settle in
Germany)

-

Ad-hock strategies prioritising informal social
protection

-

Formal social protection is priority

-

Strategies of knowledge (networking)

-

Lack of social networks in Germany, loss of social
networks in Bulgaria

-

High awareness of social security rights
(preparation for emigration)

-

Pride, shame and humiliation to apply for taxbased benefits

-

Non-dependent family members in Bulgaria

-

Passive towards claiming social security rights

-

No shame to apply for long-term unemployment
benefits (tax-based and means tested)

-

Low awareness of social security and labour rights

-

Germany is not experienced as a barrier

-

German language is experienced as a barrier

Gradually learned assertiveness:
-

With the time and learning of social and labour rights their agency articulations can turn to a more empowered
direction

-

Processes picturing a tendency from low to high awareness of social security rights and from passive to active in
claiming these rights (with help of experts, NGOs, social networks, legal support)
16
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Discussion
Restrictive or enabling formal resource environments
in respect to EU social rights?
- Institutional complexity due to vagueness of regulations on EU level and mismatch of national social
protection systems;
- Bulgaria: emigration, brain-drain, socio-economic environment, demographic processes, intergenerational
change);
- Germany: public debates on ‘poverty migration’; access to social rights is experienced as ‘hard to claim’,
labour market: restrictions before 2014,
- Semi-legal, and unregistered employment reduces welfare opportunities (number of jobs with social security
increased after 2014)

The more mobile individuals are (circular, seasonal migration) the greater the difficulties in claiming social
security transnationally
This is true for those whose families live in more than one country, especially separated/divorced parents, or
children living separately from their parents
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Discussion
Can we talk of empowerment?
- Informal resource environments transnationally
- Mobile families at the beginning of their stay in Germany due to difficult finding information across
borders, language issues and lack of social networks have greater difficulties establishing their formal social
protection

- Social networks as resource are crucial for finding information, and overcoming barriers concerning
access and portability of rights for all three agency types;

- Social networks can compensate the lack of accessible (in more languages) legal information on
claiming benefits;

- Significant others in BG give mainly moral support,

- Significant others in Germany can better help with formal requirements;

- Care for dependent significant others in BG/GE increases informal social protection practices, thus
reduces the awareness/learning of formal social protection/rights.
18
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Concluding remarks

- Migrant agency: empowerment through European Court of Justice – decisions favourable to mobile
individuals, however EU has weak institutional enforcement capacities and has to rely on national instruments to
implement its policies (Ferrera, 2014)

- The EU portability regime restricted in its implementation: vagueness of 883/2004 - lack of deadlines to
respond with decisions; restrained internal communication among institutions; also public and political debates
shape institutional practices and thus migrants’ social protection

- Subordinated agency articulations in respect to formal social security does not mean little/no agency in
respect to family migration projects at all, however the articulations of subordination (temporary mobility
projects and semi-legal) show a great loss of welfare opportunities

- An access to user-friendly information on application procedures in the native languages “how to transfer
social security rights” will enable more active utilizing of portability rights, thus ensuring a long-term formal
social protection

- More research is needed on the level of migrant organisations, NGOs and state structures supporting migrants,
because migrant agency “from below” has potentials
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Thank you very much for your attention!
Contact: jana.fingarova@gmail.com
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