
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

  



 

 
 

 
 

 

 

The Ask the Expert Policy Briefs are highly informative tools proposed in the framework of 

the ReSOMA project. They tap into the most recent academic research on the 9 topics 

covered by ReSOMA and map it out in a way that is accessible to a non-academic audi-

ence. By doing so, the briefs introduce the policy-relevant research conducted by re-

searchers with different approaches and perspectives on the same topic. 
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Ask the Expert Policy Brief 

Public opinion on migrants and migration policies  

By Zeynep Kaşlı1 

 

Public opinion on migrants and 

migration policies  

In the last years, along with the increas-

ing politicization of migration in the last 

decades, public opinion on migration 

and the role of media in public per-

ception have come under closer scru-

tiny. So far, academic debates have 

mainly focused on issues of framing. 

Scholars of political behavior, political 

psychology and communication, 

compiling data in different settings 

and through the use of different re-

search methods, are pioneers in this 

field. 

This expert brief gives an overview of 

the current state of the art which could 

be classified as three strands of re-

search: politicization of migration and 

formation of what is called public opin-

ion; media’s role in shaping public per-

ception and policies through issue 

framing; and lastly the interdepend-

ences between media framings and 

different sectors of the societies and 

states. 

                                                             
1 This brief is based on literature compiled via CrossMigration database. The author would like to 

thank the providers for privileged access to the portal which will be open access by 2020.  

Politicization of Migration and for-

mation of “public opinion”  

Comparative or single case studies 

across Europe and the US show that 

migration has been politicized or pol-

icy-makers follow public views and de-

mands on immigration at different de-

grees and at different times (Blitz 2018; 

Ford et al 2015; Morales et al 2015; van 

der Brug et al 2015). On the one hand, 

despite the seemingly strong public 

demand for immigration restriction, 

policy-makers have faced a trade-off 

between being ‘responsive’ to public 

demands and ‘responsible’ for provid-

ing the needs of a flexible, globally in-

tegrated economy, as it is the case in 

the UK since 2004 (Ford et al 2015). On 

the other hand, European govern-

ments have developed restrictive poli-

cies despite public sympathy towards 

refugees and asylum seekers, proving 

that the reconnection of security and 

humanitarian policy is a key character-

istic of a ‘post-post-Cold War era’ (Blitz 

2018).  

It is surprisingly the mainstream parties, 

and especially those in government, 
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that are central players in this process 

whereas ‘challengers,’ namely radical 

right-wing parties, play a relatively lim-

ited role. The gap/distance between 

policies and public opinion on immi-

gration is found to be related to the 

combination of negative public atti-

tudes with extensive media coverage, 

and not related directly to the strength 

of radical right-wing parties (Morales et 

al 2015). Yet these parties generally 

have most ‘ownership’ on the issue of 

immigration, which makes them 

claims-makers in the news regardless 

of the party size and government sta-

tus ( van der Brug and Berkout 2015).  

Some public opinion studies, however, 

remind us that there is not a homoge-

nous public opinion against which the 

effect of policy-opinion gap or the ef-

fect of media coverage on public 

opinion is observed. For example, alt-

hough assimilation model gained 

popularity in Luxembourg between 

1999 and 2008 among all groups, na-

tive residents are more supportive of 

this model compared to foreign-born 

residents and second-generation im-

migrants with two foreign-born par-

ents who score higher on preferences 

for multicultural integration (Callens et 

al 2014). Similarly the survey experi-

ments underpin the importance of in-

dividual differences, such as differ-

ences in people’s level of empathy 

which moderates the effects of both 

threat and humanitarian induce-

ments in the given information envi-

ronment (Newman et al 2015) or indi-

viduals’ motivation to control preju-

dice on key issues of multiculturalism 

(Blinder et al 2019). As a recent cross-

country study suggests, these results re-

veal differences in individual’s opinion 

not only across key policy issues, such 

as support for religious schools, but 

also across European countries with or 

without multicultural path of accom-

modation (Blinder et al 2019). 

This brings us to a methodological note 

on interpreting public opinion research 

in general and on immigration atti-

tudes in particular. Based on novel sur-

vey data, it has been proven that indi-

viduals’ perceptions of immigrant and 

immigration may diverge significantly 

from what government statistics and 

policies identify or target as immigrants 

(Blinder 2013) and that the ac-

ceptance of immigrants is dependent 

on the perceived presence of immi-

grants (Cea D’Ancona 2015). There-

fore, the relationship between public 

imaginaries on immigration and (anti-

)immigration policy preferences stands 

on a slippery slope.   
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Role of issue framing on public 

perceptions and policies  

Research shows that media framing of 

immigration may focus on the short-

term implications of immigration on 

the receiving society or economy at 

the expense of broader societal and 

global effects. This was apparently the 

case in the sole focus of Canadian 

newspapers (2004-2009) on domestic 

physician shortages and the total dis-

regard of academic concerns over 

the brain drain of physicians and 

nurses from developing countries (Py-

lypa 2013). Media framing also seem 

to be instrumental for restrictive policy 

solutions as it was the case in the 

global city of Hong Kong where pol-

icy-makers refer to media coverage 

of the causes of requests for asylum 

and their recommendations for deal-

ing with the “problem” and disregard-

ing how much restrictive immigration 

policies would affect local economy 

(Ng et al 2018).  

Recent studies on public opinion sug-

gest that it is vulnerable to various 

types of framing and cue effects. For 

example, press portrayals seem to 

match public perceptions of migrants, 

with “illegal immigrants” and “failed 

asylum seekers” as predominant de-

pictions in broadsheet and tabloid 

newspapers in the UK (2010-2012) 

(Blinder and Allen 2018). Yet media 

framing is also found effective in sway-

ing public opinion, for example in the 

US where a majority of Americans sup-

port harsh immigration policies while 

also supporting deferred action for un-

documented college students during 

the DREAM Act campaign (Haynes et 

al 2016). Similarly, a survey experiment 

shows that humanitarian concern sig-

nificantly decreases support for restric-

tive immigration policy in an infor-

mation environment which evokes 

both threat and countervailing hu-

manitarian concern regarding immi-

gration (Newman et al 2015).  

An adjacent literature draws attention 

to individuals’ interaction with news 

coverage for opinion formation or rel-

ative importance of media framing 

across different migration-related is-

sues. A survey experiment conducted 

in Switzerland shows that voters re-

sponded to frames and cues by in-

creasing support for the position that is 

in line with their pre-existing partisan at-

tachment and this “reinforcement ef-

fect” was most visible among low 

knowledgeable voters that identified 

with the party that owned the issue 

(Bechtel et al 2015). Another survey ex-

periment conducted in the US, just one 

week after President Donald Trump 

signed a controversial executive order 

to reduce the influx of refugees to the 

United States, reveals that participants 

in refugee-dense counties are less re-

sponsive to threatening frames 

(Ferwerda et al 2017). The positive im-

pact of proximity is complemented by 

the findings of the Concordia Discors 

project conducted across Europe on 
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the role of the local dimension in me-

dia representations of immigrants and 

ethnic minorities as it shows that 

neighborhoods with their own shared 

sense of a vital narrative are better 

able to structure media representa-

tions, control and frame news referring 

to them against moral panic fostered 

elsewhere (Pogliano 2016). This brings 

us to the final point on the relationship 

between media and public opinion, 

that is, media autonomy. 

Media autonomy and issue 

framing  

Recent studies show that media au-

tonomy, a key aspect of freedom of 

expression, has different implications 

on this matter. It is important to pay at-

tention to especially social media 

communication, regardless of its rep-

resentative power, as it allows to ob-

serve attitudes and grievances that 

would be harder to observe otherwise 

in opinion surveys or experiments. For 

example, in Portugal, where politics 

and mainstream media have been re-

sistant to the recent spread of popu-

lism, social media is the only milieu 

that allows the introduction and dis-

semination of populist views or styles 

of communication in the public de-

bate, and that amplifies the visibility of 

this kind of discourses as much as they 

are linked to the local/national politi-

cal and social changes (Salgado 

2019). Similarly, a recent study based 

on internet searches in 3099 U.S. coun-

ties (2014-2016) reveal that anti-Mus-

lim searches are strongly associated 

with pro-ISIS searches, particularly in 

communities with high levels of pov-

erty and ethnic homogeneity; settings 

where minority groups are isolated 

and therefore highly visible or com-

pete with majority groups for limited fi-

nancial resources (Bail et al 2018).  

Scholars looking at the autonomy of 

newspapers, more conventional me-

dia sources, assess them in terms of 

their relationship with the government 

and differences across scales. A com-

parative study of British regional shows 

that the regional media, unlike the na-

tional media, makes a clear distinc-

tion between national and local is-

sues, uses a positive, humanizing 

frames on especially local topics and 

a rather negative national discourse 

on topics such as legislation (Cooper 

et al 2016). Ironically, a research on 

the items of migration coverage in na-

tional British newspapers (2006-2015) 

highlight the role of bureaucratic pro-

cedure on what appears as media 

autonomy by showing that the differ-

ences in the use of terms and lan-

guage between the press and the 

politicians’ preferred lines stem from 

the routine press interactions with the 

nonpolitical Office for National Statis-

tics which enable press coverage (Al-

len and Blinder 2018). 

In sum, media coverage on migration 

and migration policies has an impact 

on public opinion, yet this effect varies 
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across medium and is determined by 

individual factors, ranging from pre-

existing partisanship to proximity to 

newcomers. Societal conditions that 

would allow positive contact and 

thrive pro-immigrant perceptions and 

experiences seem important to pre-

vent the (re)production and dissemi-

nation of disinformation on migration 

in conventional or new media outlets. 
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