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Why Immigration Policy is Hard

® |t forces societies to make morally uncomfortable distributive choices in a
world with radical global inequality

® Both sides of the public debate evade those choices by exaggerating empirical
claims

A Balanced Policy Platform
® Modest, slow increase in migrant share
® Work visas mainly limited to high-skills workers
® Family visas only for spouse and children
® Better fight against illegal immigration

® More efficient system for asylum seekers (decisions on requests + resources
for integration)

It seems a very moderate platform that a majority could support
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Immigration policy is politically hard

Is there a coalition that could support this platform?

® Data suggest a majority prefers radically more conservative platforms
® Looking at the data, it might seem somewhat surprising at first

® My take: mostly (almost entirely?) driven by mispercpetions on illegal
immigration and cultural clash
® Immigration mostly seen through a cultural lens, and parties use this lens in
their communications
® Economic (“They are stealing our jobs”) arguments have more limited
explanatory power
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Support for alternative immigration scenarios

Total support minus total oppose, percentage points

Scenario Italy UK Germany
A large increase in the number of new migrants -45  -63 -72
L . -21  -42 -42
Immigration levels remaining as they are
19 24 31
A large decrease in the number of new migrants + + +
+18 +1 +18

No more new migrants + requiring large numbers
of recent migrants to leave

Source: YouGov, 2025.
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Level of illegal immigration over last 10 years has been good or bad?

Italy UK Germany

Mostly good for the country 3 5 3
Both good and bad 16 19 16
Mostly bad for the country 70 66 75

Level of legal immigration over last 10 years has been good or bad?

Italy UK Germany

Mostly good for the country 30 36 24
Both good and bad 28 33 31
Mostly bad for the country 28 22 38
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What these surveys seem to suggest

* A minority think that legal immigration is bad for the country

“Sending back to their home country” approaches are mostly directed
towards illegal immigrants

® Even harsher critics of immigration are mostly fine with work visas or legal
asylum seekers

This should suggest a moderate position on immigration

After all, illegal immigrants are a small minority of all immigrants:

® Estimates of illegal immigrants: Italy 340k, Germany 500k, UK 900k
® Legal non-EU immigrants: Italy 4 million, Germany 6 million, UK 13 million

® Yet, a majority wants “large numbers of recent migrants to leave”.

How can we reconcile these numbers?



Do you think there are more immigrants staying
legally or illegally in your country?

60% of ltalians, 44% of Germans, and 46% of British people believe there
are more illegal than legal immigrants in their country

Percent of respondents

Answer Italy UK Germany
Much more staying illegally than legally 34 32 26
Somewhat more staying illegally than legally 26 15 18
About the same 11 8 16
Somewhat more staying legally than illegally 13 14 18
Much more staying legally than illegally 8 19 14
Don't know 9 13 9

Source: YouGov, 2025.
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Misperceptions on cultural similarity

Share of muslim immigrants overestimated by Italians (by 14 p.p.) Germans
(by 14 p.p.) and UK (by 11 p.p.) (Alesina et al. 2023)

We also know that the evidence “overwhelmingly suggests that immigrants
do not increase crime levels in the communities where they settle” (Marie and
Pinotti, 2024)

Only 24% of Italians, 29% of Germans, and 32% of British people think that
legal immigrants share their same values (YouGov 2025) ...Is this true?

Yes for moral (culture war) issues: immigrants are more conservative than the
average native on abortion, gay rights, divorce..

® (although probably they are as conservative as the natives who oppose
immigration)

What about democratic values and civic-mindedness?



Immigrants have more civic and democratic values than natives

Confidence: civil service

Confidence: government

Confidence: parliament

Democracy: people obey their rulers
Trust: people of another nationality
Confidence: justice system

Neighbours unwanted: different race
Trust: people of another religion

Justify: accepting a bribe

Justify: political violence

Democracy: civil rights vs state oppression
Importance of democracy

Confidence: police

System: democratic

Democracy: free elections

Confidence: political parties
Democracy: women same rights as men
Justify: cheating on tax

System: army ruling

System: strong leader

Democracy: religious authorities interpret laws

— Less democratic,

civic & tolerant
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More democratic,
civic & tolerant —

+0.1 +0.2

Standardized effect (SD of outcome) with 95% Cl

Source: My calculations using the 2017 European Values Study. Coefficient on “immigrant”
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Immigration as a Multidimensional Policy

Immigration policy is both about economics and about culture (Alesina and
Tabellini, 2024)

® Natives do not seem too concerned about the economic dimension: it is
not primarily a matter of losing economically from legal immigration

® Most of the pushback seems rooted in deep cultural views: it is a matter of
what is morally right or wrong

® |t is morally wrong that immigrants come here illegally
® |t is morally wrong that immigrants do not share “our values”

Why is the cultural dimension so salient in people’s mind?

® Attitudes toward immigration deeply rooted in moral universalism (Enke et
al. 2023): “the extent to which people exhibit the same level of altruism and
trust towards strangers as towards in-group members”

® |Immigration makes salient the distinction between insiders and outsiders
® Conflict moves from “economic winners vs losers” to “us vs them” (Bonomi et
al. 2021)
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Voters see immigration as a cultural issue = parties’ positioning
adopts a cultural rhetoric

“Those who do not assimilate into Italian culture and civilization cannot
become part of the Italian people. They will be respected as workers and
compensated with wages, not citizenship” (Roberto Vannacci)

“Extreme and centrist parties, anti- and pro-immigrant parties, and
government and opposition parties are equally likely to use moral language
on immigration.” (Bakkaer Simonsen and Widmann, 2025)

Incentives for parties of both sides to downplay economic dimension:

® Part of the right-wing base (businesses, especially small-medium ones) benefits
economically from low-skills migration
® Part of the left-wing base (less skilled workers) hurt by immigration.

Voters might be more likely to engage in motivated reasoning that confirm
their deeply rooted moral views, leading to large misperceptions
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Broad Implications

Why a moderate platform mail fail: cultural discourse on immigration pushes
people to extreme views + cultural values hard to change

Moral nature of immigration policy = critics of immigration focus on “illegal
immigrants” and “cultural distance”

Increased animosity towards immigrants

State capacity investments are distorted: perception that majority of
migrants are illegal = more resources to “send them back home", less on
integration of legal immigrants



