
Looking forward – where does 
migration policy go from here?

Alan Manning, LSE



Overview of comments

• There is a window of opportunity to build a relatively open, more 
humane immigration system

• But there are also risks
• Important to be aware of them and mitigate where possible

• Perception of loss of control
• Gaps between rhetoric and reality
• Over-reaching
• Over-selling
• Numbers

• If, at any time, immigration is a major political issue then probably a 
problem – no news is good news



Perception of Loss of Control

• Public do not like the feeling that immigration is out of control; small 
boats now, free movement post-2004, US Southern border

• Even if numbers are small, people may worry about trends
• Small boats is currently main UK risk here
• From similar experiences in other countries we know how to end 

these episodes; returns to country of departure (France) and 
something for France to agree (not easy but have to try)

• Should be more safe and legal routes
• UK likely ends up taking more refugees
• Something for everyone to like, or something for everyone to loathe?



Gaps Between Rhetoric and Reality

• Sometimes a gap between stated intention of policy and what the 
actual outcome is

• The current ‘Illegal Immigration Bill’?
• This undermines public confidence
• Can mitigate these risks:

• Due diligence on visa design
• Don’t just think about what can go right with a visa, think about what can go 

wrong
• Monitor and evaluate (much too little of this)

• Post-study work visa is an example where I don’t think due diligence 
was done; unclear whether it is a sustainable policy



Over-reach?

• There is always a lot of business lobbying to loosen restrictions on 
work/student migration; this is not just Brexit-related

• This is always presented as in being in wider public interest, not 
narrow sectional interest

• Often what is best for business is best for Britain but not always; 
should be sceptical

• On many other issues scepticism of business comes easily e.g. worker 
rights, lower taxes

• But not so much on immigration; the natural sceptics of business tend 
to be in favour of more immigration



An Expansionist Bias?

• Freeman (1995) argued that liberal democracies have a tendency for 
immigration to run ahead of public opinion because ‘organized 
opinion’ is generally in favour of a more liberal system

• The problem is that this leads to building resentment among 
immigration sceptics which eventually emerges in some form of 
populism; 

• We have been through one such period (still in it or coming out of it?)
• There is a swing towards more restrictive policy and may end up in a 

worse situation then if had not expanded so much; over-reach
• UK policy has lurched and we could do with steering a steadier course



Over-selling

• The debate on immigration is often:
• very binary (immigration good vs. immigration bad) and 
• polarized (immigration v good vs. immigration v bad)

• This means both the costs and benefits of immigration are routinely 
exaggerated



Commonly expressed economic arguments for 
immigration that are not self-evident truths
• The economy needs migrants

• The economy is not some deity we need to placate; its about people
• Shortages mean we need migrants

• Shortages are almost always caused by poor pay/conditions
• Short of people who want to do the jobs, not who are able

• Immigration is good for the growth we want
• Immigration means more people means more GDP
• But effect on GDP per capita much less clear

• Immigration and aging
• All serious demographic analysis finds immigration can only have a small 

impact on aging



Numbers

• The success or failure of immigration policy should not be based on 
numbers alone – the ‘tens of thousands’ net migration target was a 
mistake (and not just because it was undeliverable)

• But wrong to think that numbers are irrelevant
• Most countries see quotas as important to maintaining public 

confidence in immigration system
• UK currently unusual in having very few quotas
• Good for flexibility but there are risks



Numbers pt 2

• Doubt net migration of 500k p.a. for many years would be politically 
sustainable

• It would mean relatively fast population growth and migrant share 
rising about 5 percentage points over a decade.

• Very likely net migration will fall but are risks on work/study
• I would like us to have a more open, humane policies on family + 

asylum
• But there is a risk the ability to do this gets crowded out by work and 

students 



Conclusion; building public confidence

• Immigration policy involves saying ‘yes’ to some people who would 
like to move to UK, ‘no’ to others (unless believe in open borders 
now)

• But our discussion is very binary:
• On one side those who are clear about who they would say ‘no’ to, but harder 

to discern who they would say ‘yes’ to
• On the other those who are clear about who they would say ‘yes’ to, but 

often vague about who they would say ‘no’ to
• Mutual suspicion between the two groups

• I believe in being as clear as possible about who you would say ‘yes’ 
to and who you would say ‘no’ to
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