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People's perceptions and reality can and often are poles apart. An exploration of people’s perceptions of
immigration in Europe, UK and Germany, demonstrates major variations. The public in Britain perceive
immigration increasingly as a problem, though other nations, such as Germany, exhibit a more nuanced
position. These perceptions feed into the general mood in Europe, which appears to be increasingly antiimmigration (and anti-EU) because of one of its fundamental principles, namely the freedom of
movement (an issue which is not portrayed accurately). For example, the Ipsos Mori’s Political Monitor
from September 2014 showed that 30% of British voters identified asylum and immigration as one of the
issues that would be very important to them in the May 2015 UK General Election. Clearly asylum and
immigration top concerns for voters (together with the economy and the NHS). But are people’s
perceptions of asylum and immigration correct?

Immigration Perceptions: out of kilter
In the next post, I shall look at the evidence of immigration, with a particular focus on EU migration.
From a casual reading of the media reporting, one could be forgiven for concluding that immigration is
increasingly seen as being “the” problem Britain, but lesser so in Germany. The aim of this post is to
examine public perceptions in Britain, Germany and Europe more generally about migration, since this is
the driver of opinions, voting patterns and ultimately immigration policies. To do this, I use the
“Transatlantic Trends” (2014) report from the German Marshall Fund which has been exploring this issue
since 2002, as well as the results of the IPSOS MORI “Perils of Perception Global Survey” (2014).
Most Europeans (58%), including Germans (66%) and Britons (58%), say that they have at least a few
friends who were born in other countries. Nevertheless, a significant majority did not approve of their
own government’s handling of immigration: this applied to 60% of Europeans, with disapproval most
pronounced in Spain (77%), Greece (75%), United Kingdom (73%), Italy and France (both 64%). The
level of disapproval of their own government’s handling of immigration was much lower in Germany
(51%), Portugal (48%) and Sweden (38%), which incidentally also exhibit notable levels of immigration.
Europeans think that the most common reason for immigrants to come to their country are “to work”
(61%), but the second most cited reason was “to seek social benefits” (41% - note that the figures do not
add to 100% since respondents were asked for two main reasons). This was particularly pronounced in the
Netherlands (56%), France (54%) and UK (55%). “To seek asylum” was the third most frequent
motivation attributed to immigrants in Europe (40%), especially in the case of Sweden (68%), Germany
and the Netherlands (both 47%), and Italy (46%).
In terms of asylum seekers / refugees, whereas 34% of Europeans said policies were “about right now”,
40% said their country’s policy should be more restrictive, including Italy (57%), Greece (56%) and the
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UK (48%). However, some were actually willing to have less restrictive refugee policies, especially
Germany (31%), the Netherlands (26%), Poland and Spain (both 24%).
55% of European were not worried about immigration from within the EU but 43% were. The Swedes
(82%), Poles (72%) and Germans (65%) were most likely to say they were not concerned by immigration
within the EU; the Portuguese (62%), Spaniards (53%) Italians and Brits (both 51%) were the least likely
to agree with this view.
42% said that they were not worried about immigration from outside the EU but 56% were. Respondents
in Greece (84%) were most likely to say that they were concerned by immigration from outside the EU,
followed by Italy (76%) and France (59%).
The most interesting perceptions concern two important themes, namely perceptions of the percentage of
immigrants versus the real figure and perceptions of whether immigration is a problem when the real
figure is shown, as opposed to when it is not.

Estimates of Immigrants as % of the population
When an IPSOS survey asked the question “Out of every 100 people, about how many do you think are
immigrants?” and the same again for “Muslim” the results are remarkable, as illustrated in Table 1.
Table 1: Perceptions and reality in relation to Immigrants and Muslims

Great Britain
Germany
France
Italy
Spain
Sweden

Mean % of
immigrants
24.4
22.5
27.8
30.2
23.1
23.5

Actual % of
Immigrants
13
13
10
7
12
16

Mean – Actual &
% difference
11.4 (46.7%)
9.5 (23.6%)
17.8 (64.0%)
23.2 (76.8%)
11.1 (48.0%)
7.5 (31.9%)

Mean % of
Muslims
20.7
19.1
30.9
19.7
16.1
16.7

Actual % of
Muslims
5
6
8
4
2
5

Source: IPSOS Perils of Perception Global Survey (2014); author’s calculations
Table 1 shows a number of features of perception vs reality in relation to migration:
All the listed countries consistently overestimated the % of migrants by very significant amounts
(e.g. Italy and France), by significant amounts (i.e. Great Britain and Spain) or by pretty
significant amounts (Germany and Sweden). The closest to the real figure was Germany, but the
estimate was still about a quarter higher than the actual % of immigrants.
The same applies to the estimates of the Muslim population, only it is much more radically
overestimated without exception. In some cases, the perception of Muslims is so out of kilter with
reality, that in France people perceive that there are actually more Muslims (30.9%) than overall
immigrants (27.8%).
In all other countries, Germany and Britain included, people believe that Muslims make-up the
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vast majority of immigrants in their country, if one compares the Mean % of Immigrants with the
Mean % of Muslims.
There would appear to be an urgent and systemic need of awareness raising in every country if the
perceptions and the reality are to be aligned, especially the size of the Muslim community.
But the IPSOS MORI survey is not only interesting for the above results. It also asked the respondents for
the cause of their overestimate of actual immigration. The results are highlighted below.
Table 2: Causes of Overestimates of Actual Immigration
Britain
21%
19%
46%
39%
11%
60%

Information seen on TV
Information seen in newspapers
What I see in my local area
What I see when I visit other towns/cities
The experiences of friends and family
People come into the country illegally
uncounted
I still think the proportion is much higher
49%
I was just guessing
33%
Other / Don’t know / misunderstood question 8%

Germany
11%
8%
36%
47%
14%
36%

France
10%
8%
35%
37%
7%
64%

Italy
9%
3%
34%
22%
5%
58%

Spain
7%
7%
34%
22%
5%
58%

Sweden
A
4% 1
3% 8
24% 3
25% 3
6% 8
38% 5

40%
36%
11%

57%
4%
11%

41%
23%
5%

41%
23%
5%

37% 4
36% 2
17% 1

Source: IPSOS Perils of Perception Global Survey (2014); author’s calculations
The main justifications for the overestimate of the percentage of immigrants were:
A consistent view that immigrants are coming into the country illegally and thus not counted by
the official statistics. This ranged from 64% in France to 60% in Britain (the only country that is
both an island and fully in charge of its own borders in that every single person can be controlled)
to 38% in Sweden and 36% in Germany.
In second place, people simply maintained that they think they are right, rather than the official
statistic shown (average of 42%).
The third most important justification was based on what they see in their local area and when
they visit other towns/cities (average of 35% and 32% respectively), followed by the admission
that they were just guessing (26%), which is probably much more important than recorded.
TV and newspapers seem to play a relatively minor role in explaining the overestimates, except in
Britain (about 20%). It is probably a coincidence that none of the British newspapers appear to
have reported these data, though the other survey results received a high degree of exposure.

Information affects perceptions of immigration
We now turn to the Transatlantic Trends (2014) report, which demonstrates in an experiment carried out
in 2010 and repeated in 2014, that provision of information does affect public perceptions about the
number of immigrants. Half of each national sample received the official estimates of immigrants as a
percentage of a country’s population. The other half did not. The two groups were then asked whether
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there were too many immigrants in their country. The results of the two halves of the sample are
illustrated in the graph below.
Graph 1: Too Many Immigrants in Our Country?

Source: Chart 17: Too Many Immigrants in Our Country (Transatlantic Trends, 2014)
The half that received the official estimate before answering the question were less likely to say there
were “too many” immigrants in their country, especially in Greece, United Kingdom and Italy. 58% of
Greek respondents without official information said there were too many immigrants, but only 27% of
those with official information said the same. In the UK the same drop was evident from 54% to 31% (in
Italy from 44% to 22%; in Germany from 21% to 17%).
Overall in Europe, 32% of those who did not receive the official statistics thought there were too many
immigrants in their country; of those receiving the official statistics beforehand, only 21% or one-in-five
thought there were “too many,” representing a very significant (65.6%) decrease.

More Information, Less Rhetoric. Please.
The above discussion has highlighted the importance of public perceptions of immigration, with a focus
on Europe, Germany, Britain and a few other countries. Despite the similarities in the immigration issues
faced by them, overall, people are very poorly informed of the actual levels of immigration. Their
estimates of immigration are badly out of kilter compared with the reality, but they are particularly so
when it comes to estimates of Muslims in their countries.
There is clearly a need for awareness raising and public education about both issues. It would appear that
many people do not believe the official figures when shown them after their estimates are given, stressing
that the official figures do not pick-up illegal immigration and sticking to their guns in terms of their own
estimates or experiences. A slightly different approach, namely giving half the respondents the official
immigration figure and the other half no official information, reveals that those that receive the official
estimate were much less likely to say that there were “too many” immigrants in their country. It is hard to
avoid the conclusion that provision of information does change perceptions about immigrants.
But this appears to have cut little or no ice with much of the media and the politicians. Both appear, with
some notable exceptions, to be hell bent on pandering to populist perceptions. Yet those very perceptions
are significantly influenced by whether they are aware of the real level of immigration or not. If they are,
the perception of immigration as a problem declines significantly. These two issues reinforce the critical
importance of awareness raising and courage on the part of the media and politicians to counteract widelyheld but inaccurate perceptions. Such perceptions are contributing directly to an apparently inexorable
increase in anti-immigration (and anti-EU) feeling in Europe. It is high time for both of them to perform
their duty towards the general public more responsibility.
Will it happen, for example, in the lead-up to the British General Election? I am doubtful. To be fair, a
scan of the media since the recent bye-elections won by UK Independence Party (Ukip) suggests a
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slightly more balanced approach to the prevailing anti-immigration sentiment, if not the continuing
EU/Euro scepticism common in the bulk of British media reporting. The former is at least cause for
cautious optimism.
With Christmas and the New Year approaching, I would like to take the opportunity to wish my readers a
peaceful Festive Season ahead.
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