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Abstract
Some scholars argue that intra-EU labour migration improves the allocation of human capital in 
Europe and that labour mobility is still too low to constitute a single European labour market. 
Others insist that free movement of labour and services makes employment more precarious 
and causes wage dumping. Less attention has been given to the origins, destinations and nature 
of flows of posted workers, partly because data on posting are scarce. We aim to fill this gap 
by exploring unique posting data for Belgium. We argue that while the free movement of labour 
and a single European labour market have been policy goals for decades, it is the free movement 
of services that is shaping a hybrid single European labour market, since high levels of short-
term service mobility are more significant than long-term labour migration. This is as much a 
phenomenon of intra-EU15 mobility as of post-accession mobility, and is set to remain more 
prevalent than classic free movement of labour.
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Introduction: intra-EU mobility

The notion of intra-EU labour mobility has always been contentious. On the eve of the 
Treaty of Rome, involving just six member states, Lannes (1956) argued that

in any event a scheme entailing freedom of movement such as that introduced by the 
Scandinavian countries seems to be out of the question as long as the marked unbalance in the 
economic structures and social conditions of Western Europe persists. (p. 150)

Conversely, Feldstein (1967) concluded that even though ‘the entry of low-status indi-
viduals into another member state’ might not at first sight help European integration, 
‘time may indeed be the melting-pot’s flame’ (p. 46).

The same arguments are still reflected in academic literature. While some regard free 
movement, especially of services, as a source of insecurity and wage dumping (Alsos 
and Eldring, 2008; Cremers et al., 2007), others consider free movement of labour after 
EU enlargement a success, bringing an improvement in the allocation of human capital 
(Kahanec, 2013). Others point out that the level of long-term labour mobility is still too 
modest to constitute a full-grown European labour market (Freeman, 2013).

In this article, we aim to establish that while the free movement of labour has been a 
policy goal for decades, it is the free movement of services that is shaping a hybrid single 
European labour market. Even though the ideal typical single European labour market 
has been imagined as arising from the free movement of labour, cross-national eco-
nomic, linguistic and social diversity of the EU seems to drive very high and underesti-
mated levels of free service mobility.

We substantiate this argument by analysing a unique dataset developed by the Belgian 
authorities. Belgium maintains a compulsory online system of registration of service 
provision in Belgium, called LIMOSA (https://www.socialsecurity.be/foreign/en/
employer_limosa/home.html). Every posted worker (including third-country nationals), 
self-employed persons and interns wishing to perform a temporary economic activity in 
Belgium must register in advance. The online registration of posted workers is intended 
to improve labour market intelligence and to combat fraud. Belgium goes further than 
any other country in this regard; indeed, in 2012, the Court of Justice of the European 
Union (CJEU) ruled that the LIMOSA requirements violated the free movement of ser-
vices, and the amount of information asked from foreign workers had to be reduced. We 
present data for 2008–2012.

The data show that hyper-mobile service delivery through posting or self-employment 
is a widespread phenomenon that does not only involve east to west mobility; it occurs as 
much within the EU15 as within the enlarged EU28. While one reason for posting from 
the accession countries was the imposition of transitional restrictions on mobility of work-
ers by most EU15 member states, posting further increased after restrictions were lifted. 
It seems that the benefits of posting outweigh the benefits of long-term mobility for 
employers and workers in the accession countries. Intra-EU posting is also attractive to 
third-country nationals or their employers, as a means of circumventing restrictive work 
permit procedures in certain countries: once third-country nationals obtain a work permit 
in one member state, they can freely deliver services elsewhere. Therefore, long-term 
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mobility is exceeded by high levels of short-term service mobility, by third-country ser-
vice mobility, by self-employed mobility based on the freedom of establishment and by 
undocumented mobility. Posting within the EU15 as well as within the EU28 is an integral 
part of the emerging European labour market.

In the next section, we discuss the current debate on EU mobility and the single 
European labour market. We discuss the impact of the different free movements as 
assessed by academic literature and discuss the empirical gaps in the present state-of-the-
art concerning mobility. After this, we present the current state of knowledge on mobil-
ity. The following section discusses our unique posting data for Belgium to address the 
empirical lacunae in the present debate, and we indicate the development of a hybrid EU 
labour market. Finally, we discuss factors that drive the growing prevalence of posting 
rather than long-term mobility.

Labour mobility: what’s in a name?

Since the Treaty of Rome, a single European labour market based on the free movement 
of workers has been regarded as part of a fully integrated European market economy 
(Riso et al., 2014). It was intended to improve the matching of labour supply and demand, 
thereby improving efficiency (Boeri et al., 2002; Holland and Paluchowski, 2013; Ritzen 
and Zimmermann, 2014). Academic research has explored in detail whether or not the 
free movement of workers is beneficial for the EU economy and the national labour 
markets, and indeed how far we can speak of a single European labour market (Borjas, 
2014; Ruhs, 2015; Zimmerman, 2013).

Answers to the first question are largely positive, albeit with caveats. Research has 
concluded that increased labour mobility has a neutral or positive effect on the EU 
economy (Constant, 2012; Kahanec et al., 2014), and that labour mobility has improved 
the allocation of human capital and resulted in a smooth absorption of EU workers into 
the national labour markets (Kahanec, 2013). Research for the United Kingdom and 
Ireland (neither of which imposed transitional restrictions in 2004) indicates very small 
if any effects of labour mobility on unemployment and wages (Blanchflower et al., 
2007; Hughes, 2007; Lemos and Portes, 2008). Barrett (2009) concluded that EU10 
migrants to Ireland had a positive impact on gross domestic product (GDP) growth. 
Research is largely positive regarding the effects on the sending member states’ econo-
mies and labour markets. Zaiceva (2014) indicates that outflows from new member 
states have relieved these countries of excess labour, thereby reducing unemployment 
and boosting wages.

Whereas the macroeconomic impact may be neutral or positive, research also identi-
fies negative consequences of the free movement of labour across the EU, with migrants 
overrepresented in low- and medium-skilled jobs despite higher qualifications. This sig-
nifies down-skilling and possibly brain waste (Anderson, 2006; Barrett, 2009; Drinkwater 
et al., 2006; Hazans and Philips, 2011). Blanchflower and Lawton (2008, 2010) found 
that EU10 workers in the United Kingdom, as well as working longer hours for lower 
hourly wages, recorded general unhappiness about their lives and the country where they 
now lived. Migrants indicated dissatisfaction with their jobs and high job insecurity. 
Meardi et al. (2012) described the situation of new migrants as one of maximum risk and 
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minimum ‘voice’. Migrants also reported a poor work–life balance. UK migration 
experts pointed out that there is a risk that a semi-exploited (if often compliant) under-
class is developing, with limited prospects of social mobility and integration (Sumption 
and Somerville, 2010). For the sending countries, moreover, out-migration risks increas-
ing labour and skills shortages and mismatches in the local labour markets, which will 
intensify as labour demand grows (Zaiceva, 2014).

Although the EU institutions have developed considerable policy instruments to 
facilitate free movement, such as social security coordination and the EURES job 
mobility portal, the outcome in terms of constructing a single European labour market 
is unimpressive. Despite evidence of labour relocation (Kahanec, 2013), mobility 
between member states is still relatively low because of many institutional, demo-
graphic, cultural and linguistic obstacles (Krause et al., 2014; Riso et al., 2014; 
Zimmerman, 2013). Nor has the potential shock-absorbing capacity of labour mobility 
in times of asymmetrical labour market crises played out to a sufficient degree. Chaloff 
et al. (2012) conclude that the impact of longer term labour mobility has been modest 
during the recent crisis, reducing unemployment in the European Economic Area (EEA) 
by only 6 percent. Earlier research on the consequences of economic crises in Europe 
showed that the main effect was to reduce labour market participation rates rather than 
to encourage labour migration (Decressin and Fatás, 1995).

A single European labour market has traditionally been conceived exclusively in 
terms of the free movement of workers, involving long-term mobility across national 
labour markets (Ruhs and Anderson, 2010; Zimmerman, 2013). The free movement of 
services did not figure in this original conception. Nevertheless, some scholars note that 
the free movement of services in the form of posting and self-employment has generated 
‘contours of a transnational European market for low-skilled labour’ (Dølvik and Visser, 
2009). Similarly, Meardi et al. (2012) observe ‘the creation of a hyper-flexible buffer 
of migrant workers who, being disposable in case of downturn, can carry most of the 
uncertainty burden without causing political problems’ (p. 5). The overall assessment of 
the free movement of services has indeed been negative (Cremers et al., 2007). Dølvik 
and Visser (2009) argue that there is an increasingly problematic encounter between the 
EU and the national labour markets and their highly diverse regulatory mixes of union-
management relations, public policy and legal order. Scholars widely criticized CJEU 
case law for creating a contradiction between ‘social Europe’ and the free movement of 
services (Refslund, 2015a; Davies, 2008; Syrpis and Novitz, 2008) and that as markets 
became increasingly more open, the ‘grand social bargain’ of a European market embed-
ded within national level social policy has partially unravelled (Ashiagbor, 2013).

Research on the German construction industry shows that even though German busi-
nesses can increase their competitive position through sub-contracting, this reinforces a 
dualization of the labour market. Whereas German workers are entirely embedded in 
the traditional German social market economy with organized industrial relations, 
posted workers are legally and physically separated. The entirely parallel circuit of sub-
contracted workers results in the undercutting of wages, reduction in skill formation and 
the erosion of union representation (Doellgast and Greer, 2007). Sub-contracted posted 
workers are excluded from Germany’s conventional institutional structure, lack knowl-
edge of workers’ rights, are isolated from German workers with whom they may share 
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a construction site while also being alienated from their home country (Wagner and 
Lillie, 2014).

Despite growing evidence of the damaging effects of unregulated East–West posting 
in the EU, less attention has been given to the origins, destinations and nature of the post-
ing flows more generally. One of the reasons is that data on posting are still scarce. The 
EU mainly relies on A1-certificates, which indicate the social security system applying 
to those who work in more than one EU country, to map the prevalence of service provid-
ers. Many empirical questions remain open: Can we simply assume that posting is a 
purely East–West affair, involving economically disparate parts of the EU? Or do other 
flows also exist? If so, does East–West movement predominate? Or if other flows are 
also important, what does this tell us about the concept of a single European labour mar-
ket? Furthermore, with circular mobility on the rise, what is the intensity of circularity? 
Regarding East–West posting flows, the literature has argued that these have been stimu-
lated by the transitional restrictions for the accession countries (Dølvik and Visser, 2009; 
Van Overmeiren, 2009); this would imply a reduction in posting after the restrictions 
were lifted. Furthermore, is posting only a matter of movements by EU citizens or is 
posting part of a broader trend reflecting a popularity for posting across the board, also 
for third-country nationals? And finally, even though literature points to some sectors of 
the European economy in which posting is especially prevalent, notably construction, are 
other sectors also significantly affected?

With the unique Belgian data, we address these questions below. We start, however, 
with a brief overview of mobility data in the EU. For the sake of clarity, we use the defi-
nition of a ‘posted worker’ contained in the 1996 EU directive: ‘a person who, for a 
limited period of time, carries out his [or her] work in the territory of an EU Member 
State other than the State in which he [or she] normally works’. A ‘posted worker’ is an 
employee who is sent by the employer to carry out a service in another EU Member State 
on a temporary basis. Our data cover both posted workers and workers who enter 
Belgium for specific service assignments on a self-employed basis. By ‘circular mobil-
ity’, we mean intra-EU movements based on the free movement of services that involve 
temporary and repetitive movements between home and host countries.

How much mobility is there?

As we have indicated, long-term labour mobility across the EU remains quite modest. 
Statistics on its extent derive mainly from the Labour Force Survey (LFS) published by 
Eurostat (Bonin et al., 2008; Dhéret et al., 2013), and also from administrative data (Riso 
et al., 2014). The LFS provides statistics on labour force participation rates in EEA 
Member States, including EU mobile workers registered in the host country. It is likely 
that LFS data underestimate the actual migration flows.

Eurostat estimates that in 2013, around 8.1 million economically active EU citizens 
lived in another EU Member State, representing 3.3 percent of the total EU labour force. 
However, the annual mobility rate between EU countries in 2011–2012 was only around 
0.2 percent of the total EU population or roughly half a million (compared to a US mobil-
ity rate for that period of 2.7 percent). Also, the 3.3 percent EU mobile workers represents 
a smaller share of the EU labour force than non-EU migrant workers, who constitute 
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4.3 percent (European Commission, 2014). Still, the intra-EU worker flow has increased 
since EU enlargement, from only 2.1 percent in 2005 (out of a smaller total population).

EU data indicate a clear contrast between the modest levels of long-term mobility and 
the high and increasing levels of posting flows. However, data on posting are scarce. The 
European Commission (2012) mapped the number of postings across Europe, basing its 
analysis on E101 and A1 social insurance forms. By 2011, these indicated a total of 
1.51 million postings (now based on the new PD A1 form) across the EEA. Of these, 
around 1.21 million related to postings to specific countries. For Belgium, the Commission 
registered 125,000 received postings. Germany (311,000), France (162,000) and the 
Netherlands (106,000) also receive high levels of postings. There is no obvious reason to 
expect that patterns of posting in other neighbouring countries with less comprehensive 
data differ markedly from the Belgian experience.

The Commission further notes an increase in the number of postings. In 2012, the 
overall number of postings was 16 percent higher than in 2010, and in 2013, 27 percent 
higher (Pacolet and De Wispelaere, 2014). Barslund and Busse (2016) confirm a level of 
1.9 million postings to specific countries in 2014. However, based on our data as well as 
academic critique, we suspect that these results are an underestimate (Dølvik and Visser, 
2009).

The hybrid EU labour market: the case of Belgium

Keeping the general data on the two types of mobility in mind, we now turn to our 
Belgian data. As noted in the introduction, the country offers unique and detailed data on 
posting because of a registration system introduced in 2007. The Belgian online compul-
sory registration system, LIMOSA, requires self-employed workers as well as posting 
firms to register posted workers for any service delivered in Belgium, irrespective of 
duration. This applies to every form of temporary employment of foreign employees, 
self-employed workers or interns. The registering foreign employer must specify the 
posted worker’s identity, the employer, the Belgian service user, the period and location 
of employment in Belgium and the timetable. The foreign employer or self-employed 
worker receives a ‘LIMOSA-form’ which posted workers must keep with them for the 
entire duration of their posting. The Belgian user of the posted service needs to check 
that the posted workers carry their registration document with them before starting the 
job; otherwise, the user must undertake the registration. This duty is enforced by penal 
sanctions (Maes, 2014).

The LIMOSA system enables us to map whether the same posted workers repeatedly 
register within 1 year, hence whether there are streams of circular mobility. We believe 
that the reliability of the database is high, given its compulsory nature. Any employer 
who decides not to register his or her workers is organizing work illegally, but inevitably 
we have no means of measuring the extent to which this occurs. Although (or perhaps 
because) the LIMOSA system is one of the rare accurate sources of data on posting 
within Europe, as noted above, it ran into legal difficulties. As Dølvik and Visser observe, 
reliable statistics on posted workers do not exist as registration schemes are deemed 
‘disproportionate restrictions’ on the freedom to provide services (Dølvik and Visser, 
2009). Hence the Commission successfully challenged the LIMOSA system at the CJEU, 
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obliging the Belgian authorities to reduce the amount of information required from the 
employers. Nevertheless, the database still offers rich information on posting, giving a 
perspective on the broader situation in the EU. One limitation of our current data is that 
we have not been able to gather information on the duration of the workers’ stay. Even 
though this information exists in the LIMOSA database, it was not granted to us for pri-
vacy reasons.

Belgium is also important because, as indicated above, it is one of the top receiving 
countries for postings of workers (Wagner, 2015). Furthermore, it is a small country with 
a very open economy and high unemployment levels. Many labour shortages persist 
even following the economic crisis, in particular in Flanders. Officially, Belgium imposes 
a brake on labour migration by third-country nationals, but in fact has one of the cheapest 
and fastest systems of work permits for certain categories of worker, primarily the highly 
skilled. High-skilled labour migrants, managers, researchers, for example, are categories 
that enjoy this flexible labour migration procedure. For lower skilled workers, the proce-
dure is less flexible and based on a labour market test, and the inflow of low-skilled 
third-country nationals through work permits is very limited. After EU enlargement, like 
most EU15 Member States, Belgium imposed transitional restrictions on the free move-
ment of workers from accession country, and these were only lifted gradually.

Keeping the above in mind, we briefly present and contrast influx figures into 
Belgium for long-term free movement of EU citizens and postings. The comparison 
reveals that posting based on the free movement of services outnumbers the other free 
movements significantly. Data for 2013 reveal that some 77,000 EU citizens entered 
Belgium on the basis of free movement other than of services. This relatively modest 
figure covers workers, students and family members. Not all data are public, but out of 
these 77,000, we know that almost 25,000 come for reasons of family reunion (Myria 
Federal Migration Centre, 2015). The posting data indicate much higher flows in 2012, 
about 380,000 postings/registrations were done in Belgium. This figure represents the 
number of service deliveries done in that year. This figure increased the next year by 
almost 70,000 postings: in 2013, there were LIMOSA registrations of 450,000 postings 
and self-employment (Tommelein, 2014). These individual service provisions were 
executed by some 150,000 workers in 2012, representing 3.7 percent of the Belgian 
workforce. One single person can execute different shorter projects in Belgium in a 
form of circular short-term mobility. Free movement of services is indeed a circular 
form of mobility.

Table 1 shows the number of unique persons registered in the LIMOSA database by 
citizenship. The figures confirm but also put in perspective a few general perceptions 
about mobility in Europe. First, posting is usually associated with the movements from 
Eastern to Western Europe. One of the main reasons for these flows is the East–West gap 
in labour costs posing a major economic incentive for Western European clients, contrac-
tors and posted workers (Dølvik and Visser, 2009). We would presume, then, that the 
Belgian figures would reflect these movements as the major inflow into Belgium. This 
is, however, not the case. Table 1 shows that posting is mainly a Western European affair 
with the EU15 as the main player. The majority of posting and self-employed service 
comes from older Member States, and mainly from neighbouring countries. The number 
of EU10 and EU2 service providers does grow steadily, as we will discuss later.
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The dominance of intra-EU15 posting suggests that other factors than wage dispari-
ties play a role in the popularity of posting. We come back to these below. The figures 
also indicate that service provision through posting or self-employment may be influ-
enced by economic cycles: numbers fell during the worst years of the economic crisis. 
The three principal countries of origin for service provision to Belgium are the 
Netherlands (25%), Germany (11%) and Poland (14%), followed by France (11%), 
Portugal (6%) and Romania (5%). France, Germany and the Netherlands, all direct 
neighbours of Belgium, provide almost half of all service providers.

An important thesis in the posting debate in earlier years focused on the ‘posting 
route’ for accession country citizens as a means to avoid the transitional mobility restric-
tions imposed by most ‘old’ Member States (Dølvik and Visser, 2009; Van Overmeiren, 
2009). In this case, the lifting of mobility restrictions at most 7 years after accession 
should have resulted in a decline in the level of posting from the new Member States. 
Our Belgian posting data do confirm that a posting route existed during the years of 
mobility restriction: posting was popular among EU10 and EU2 citizens during the tran-
sitional periods. For the EU10 countries which joined the EU in 2004, Polish workers 
predominate with some 22,000 service providers in 2012, far more than the second-
ranking country, Hungary, with some 5000. For Romania and Bulgaria, which joined in 
2007, we likewise record a strong increase in the number of service providers, with about 
8000 Romanians in 2012 and 3000 Bulgarians, in both cases much more than double the 
level in 2008. What is interesting, however, is that posting seems to have become even 
more popular once the restrictions were lifted, in the case of the EU10 countries in 2010: 
postings were substantially higher in 2011 and 2012.

The prevalence of posting among third-country nationals, including intra-
EU movements

It is useful to place intra-EU mobility within the broader context of labour migration, as 
the prevalence of posting may fit within a broader trend. Our Belgian data provide some 
interesting insights in this respect. As in most EU countries, third-country nationals can-
not freely enter Belgium to deliver a service, but need to apply for a work permit. 
Belgium (through its regions) developed a flexible labour migration system for certain 
categories of workers, mostly highly skilled. The latter represent the highest inflow of 
labour migration from third countries, as conditions for medium- to low-skilled workers 

Table 1. Number of registered posted workers and self-employed service providers.

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

EU15 86,376 80,718 81,292 86,444 92,977
EU10a 22,548 21,561 22,281 29,842 33,980
EU2b 4163 4446 5039 7736 11,325
Third-country 14,800 13,140 13,684 14,835 15,119

Source: Belgian National Social Security Office, LIMOSA data, own calculations.
aCzech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus.
bRomania and Bulgaria.
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are quite restrictive. Belgian labour migration statistics enable us to identify whether 
third-country nationals enter for a regular employment permit or a posting-work permit. 
Additionally, the LIMOSA database includes third-country nationals who enter Belgium 
with a permit for a posting job in Belgium.

Labour migration statistics confirm that the highest inflow takes place for the highly 
skilled ‘posted’ category, comprising highly skilled third-country nationals who are 
posted to Belgium from a third country (non-EU). In Flanders (the largest receiver of 
labour migrants), for example, 1702 highly skilled workers came on the basis of a normal 
employment contract in 2013; but 2650 highly skilled workers came as posted workers 
(Mussche et al., 2010). Posting stands out as the most popular form of labour migration 
for third-country nationals, as is the case for the mobility patterns of EU nationals. The 
predominance of posting seems to reshape classical labour migration from third coun-
tries into a much more mobile and flexible phenomenon.

Additionally, what is remarkable is that third-country nationals who enter Belgium 
are often posted from within the EU. The LIMOSA database enables us to identify the 
location of the employer of the worker (the country from which the worker is posted). 
Several thousand third-country nationals are posted to Belgium from another EU15 
country; under EU law, they are exempt from applying for a work permit. The figures 
show that the largest category of third-country nationals who are posted from another 
EU15 country are Turkish citizens, followed by workers from Brazil, Morocco, Algeria 
and Ukraine. In 2012, about 1500 Turkish workers were posted from within the EU15, as 
against only some 200 from outside the EU (including from Turkey). In this way, posted 
workers can circumvent the restrictive labour migration policies that Belgium imposes 
on medium- and low-skilled workers. By obtaining a work permit in another EU member 
state, they are not subject to further restrictions but can move freely across the EU. This 
mobility pattern of third-country nationals is another example of the general popularity 
of posting.

It is not only third-country nationals who are posted from EU15 countries; the same 
is true for EU8 and EU2 workers. Between 2008 and 2012, there was a clear increase 
noticeable of the number of EU8 employees who are posted from EU15 countries 
(Table 2).

Posting is generally associated with a few industrial sectors, particularly construction 
(Persson, 2009; Wagner and Lillie, 2014). The Belgian data confirm construction as the 
number one posting sector. Table 3 gives an overview of the top 10 sectors where service 
provision occurs, as recorded by LIMOSA. The largest share by far goes to construction 
followed by the metal industry and maintenance of electrical machinery.

Table 2. Third-country nationals and EU8 workers posted to Belgium from the EU15.

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Turkey 1818 1634 1406 1654 1506
Brazil 161 226 210 280 518
Morocco 316 253 270 317 361
EU8 3666 4236 4602 6527 7655

Source: Belgian National Social Security Office, LIMOSA data, own calculations.
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Why posting has risen faster than long-term mobility

These data reveal large-scale circular intra-EU movements, at least in some countries. 
These movements significantly alter the mobility picture of the EU. Our aim is to under-
stand how the high flows of service mobility alter our theoretical understanding of the 
single European labour market. Our data indicate that the very high and growing levels 
of posting demand a reassessment of the single EU labour market. Traditionally, this has 
been envisioned exclusively as an exercise in long-term labour mobility, but such mobil-
ity has remained modest. Furthermore, because only this type of labour mobility is con-
sidered, scholars have assumed the comparability of the EU and US labour markets 
(Blanchard and Katz, 1992; Boeri et al., 2002). Bonin et al. (2008), for example, com-
pared EU cross-national mobility of 1 percent with higher inter-state mobility in the 
United States (3%) and Canada (2%).

Our data suggest, however, that comparing long-term mobility between the United 
States and the EU does not do justice to the diversity of mobility that constitutes the typi-
cally European labour market. Long-term mobility is greatly supplemented by high lev-
els of short-term service mobility, with third-country service mobility within the EU, 
with self-employed mobility based on the freedom of establishment and with undocu-
mented mobility. Intra-EU15 and intra-EU28 posting is an integral part of the European 
labour market, enabling Europeans to circumvent the hurdles and reservations related to 
permanent migration. The EU is so diverse linguistically, culturally and economically 
that a comparison with the United States is hard to sustain.

The obstacles to higher labour mobility between EU countries have been studied 
extensively (Bonin et al., 2008). They include demographic, institutional and personal 
factors, all of which can be alleviated by resorting to posting instead of permanent mobil-
ity. Personal factors play a major role in hampering intra-EU mobility (Krause et al., 
2014). Kovačič et al. (2006, cited in Riso et al., 2014) found that the main obstacles for 
Slovenian workers moving to another EU member state were separation from a partner, 
having dependent children and the family situation. A Eurobarometer survey in 2009 

Table 3. Top 10 sectors by number of service providers.

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Construction 37,578 34,115 34,575 41,854 53,469
Metal industry 23,827 27,726 31,715 37,595 39,539
Maintenance of electric machinery 15 4840 7436 9338 10,332
Petrochemicals 13,623 9482 8657 8241 7275
ICT 5522 5623 6268 6722 6857
Transport and storage 8305 6871 5921 5755 5989
Food 92 2267 3449 4108 4713
Cleaning 2120 2256 2546 3191 3803
Engineers and scientists 4817 3613 3234 3465 3662
Agriculture 2147 2486 3027 3257 2969

Source: Belgian National Social Security Office, LIMOSA data, own calculations.
ICT: information and communication technology.
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(European Commission, 2010) also found that personal factors were important con-
straints on mobility, though the most important factor was a lack of language skills. 
Difficulties in adapting to a different culture, which may also be considered ‘personal’ 
factors, were also important. Heinz and Ward-Warmedinger (2006) similarly point to the 
lack of familiarity with other European languages as well as costs of moving as personal 
constraints.

Another important set of factors can be called ‘institutional’: the Eurobarometer sur-
vey listed uncertainty about finding a job as the second most important barrier to mobil-
ity, and finding suitable housing as the third. Similarly, Heinz and Ward-Warmedinger 
(2006) refer to legal and administrative barriers, inefficient housing markets, the limited 
portability of pension rights, problems with the international recognition of professional 
qualifications and the lack of transparency of job openings.

Finally, demographic factors have been cited by Zimmerman (2013) as reasons for the 
limited level of mobility in Europe. Increased female labour market participation is 
linked to the growth of dual-income households, making it harder for both partners to 
move. Increased home ownership also inhibits mobility.

The literature also focuses on factors that make circular mobility in the form of post-
ing more attractive to employers than permanent migration to another EU country. The 
best documented factors are economic: research has established that employers use post-
ing to avoid labour regulation and to employ low-wage migrants in precarious jobs (Caro 
et al., 2015; Dølvik and Visser, 2009; Refslund, 2015b).

Additionally, institutional factors play an important role in the growth of posting. One 
such factor is the maintenance of social security and welfare links with the home country. 
This counts both for EU15 and for EU12 citizens. For Eastern Europeans, the transitional 
periods curbed migrants’ free access to the labour market, but also to the social security 
systems of the host countries. Because of the restricted and overly complicated access to 
the welfare systems in the west, migrants tend to keep their institutional ties with their 
home countries, which encourages circular rather than permanent mobility (Kureková, 
2013). So welfare systems in workers’ home countries as well as proximity and the ease 
of travel make short-term mobility an attractive European option (Kureková, 2013; 
Meardi et al., 2012).

Conclusion

This article has shed light on the scale and nature of service mobility in the EU, analysing 
the Belgian experience. The unique official data for Belgium indicate that posting is a 
significant addition to traditional longer term mobility in shaping a hybrid single 
European labour market. Even though posting is usually only regarded as a (problematic) 
movement from the ‘poorer’ East to the ‘richer’ West, we observe that service provision 
is actually as much a matter of intra-EU15 movement as it is of broader intra-EU28 
movement, and hence is not driven by economic disparities alone.

Posting is bound to stay popular in view of the advantages it seems to offer, for the 
employers, the contractors in the host countries and the workers. We observed that even 
when transitional restrictions for worker mobility from new EU Member States were 
lifted, posting levels did not decline and indeed increased. Moreover, posting seems to 
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develop into the preferred form of economic migration across the board, also for third-
country nationals who enter EU Member States with traditional work permits. For 
Belgium, but also for other countries such as the United Kingdom, we know that the 
majority of third-country labour migration also takes the form of posting. Moreover, 
once in the EU, third-country migrants and their employers circumvent national require-
ments for work permits by using posting across the continent.

Even though posting is vulnerable to fraud and social dumping, we can qualify the 
phenomenon as one of the drivers of a hybrid European single labour market. To meas-
ure posting adequately across the EU, better data collection is necessary. However, this 
is also the case for longer term worker mobility. This is not to say that there is no future 
for the free movement of workers. Rather, we agree with Zimmerman (2013) that 
‘Europe will face in the future a much higher level of circular and permanent migra-
tion’ (p. 1). And as Hazans and Philips (2011) notes for potential Baltic emigrant work-
ers, the psychological cost of moving decreases as time goes by. A relatively extensive 
European diaspora develops across Europe, and can support an increase in long-term 
mobility, for all EU28 citizens. Such mobility has many potential benefits for the 
European labour markets and society. It is much less vulnerable to social dumping and 
fraud and supports the social security system of the host country. This type of mobility 
is of a more stable nature and can moderate the demographic challenges of receiving 
countries.

Some policy choices can be made at the European and national levels to ensure a 
proper balance between the different aspects of free movement: workers as against ser-
vices. First, very concrete steps can be taken to make the ‘classic’ single EU labour 
market radically more integrated. One important factor that has been identified as a hur-
dle to mobility is workers’ concerns finding a suitable job in the destination country, a 
deterrent related to the institutional limitations on transparency and information regard-
ing job openings (Bonin et al., 2008). Here lies an important opportunity for policy-
makers. The EU needs a highly integrated pan-European public employment office, in 
other words a radically upgraded EURES, which would enable a much higher level of 
information exchange and transparency on the European labour market as well as a 
mainstreaming of EU job opportunities (Dhéret et al., 2013).

To enable a better understanding of the downside of both forms of movement, we fol-
low Ferrera (2009) in his call to develop an EU ‘social space’, whose aim should be to 
safeguard or reconstruct the institutional preconditions of the national welfare states and 
an institutional reconciliation between national welfare systems and the EU.
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