PUBLIC HOSTILITY
TOWARDS IMMIGRATION:
UNDERSTANDING THE
CONTRADICTIONS




PUBLIC HOSTILITY
TOWARDS
IMMIGRATION:
UNDERSTANDING
THE
CONTRADICTIONS

© Ipsos | Public hostility towards immigration: Understanding
the contradictions|2025| Public

Labour's immigration white paper is
clearly aresponse to growing public
concern. But shifting public opinion
on such a complex and emotive
issue is not easy, especially when
public opinion has so many - often
contradictory - aspects. This
paper, based on extensive Ipsos
research, explores the
contradictions within public opinion
on immigration, examining the
disconnect between perceptions
and realities.

Current public opinion on
immigration

Most Britons oppose current immigration levels.
An Ipsos/British Future survey conductedin
summer 2024 revealed 55% wanted fewer
immigrants, with 38% wanting a significant
reduction. Half anticipated higher net migration
within a year, rising to 61% among those already
favouring decreased immigration. By April 2025,
Ipsos polling showed 67% of Britons believed
immigration was too high. Consequently,
immigration has climbed the public agenda,
ranking second only to economic worries in our
latest April Issues Index. Thisis a significant
jump from its position outside the top tenin
April 2022. At the same time, net migration to
the UK fell by 20% from 906,000 in 2023 to
728,000in 2024



https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/immigration-tracker-september-2024
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/two-thirds-britons-say-total-number-people-entering-uk-too-high
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/economy-and-immigration-remain-britains-biggest-issues

Views on specific immigrant groups

Despite this general opposition, most Britons
hold more nuanced views. Only 14% wanted
fewer immigrant doctors or nurses, 19% fewer
seasonal fruit and vegetable pickers, and while
30% preferred admitting fewer students, just
19% supported a reduction in academics?. This
shows the desire to reduce immigrationisn't
driven by animosity towards specific worker
groups.

However, hostility towards asylum seekers

significantly influences current public attitudes.

When asked which group they associate with
‘immigrants’, 70% of British adults identified

asylum seekers, exceeding workers or students.

Negative perceptions of asylum seekers, often
shaped by media narratives, perceived cultural
differences and security concerns, are

indiscriminately applied to all immigrants, even

by those not inherently opposed to immigration.
Thisis evident in Ipsos research: 68% think there

are too many asylum seekers, compared to 41%
for workers and 37% for students(Figure 1).

Misperceptions and contradictions
regarding refugees

A key driver of hostility towards asylum seekers -
and, by extension, broader immigration - are
doubts about refugees’sincerity, alongside
concerns about their impact on public services,
housing and crime. Ipsos’ World Refugee Day
research found 62% believe asylum seekers are
economic migrants falsely claiming refugee
status to take advantage of welfare services.
Furthermore, many overestimate UK refugee
intake compared to other countries: the UK's
intake of asylum seekers is not
disproportionately high compared to many other
European nations. In the year ending June 2024,
the UK ranked fifthin Europe for total asylum
applications received, representing 8% of total
applications across the EU+and UK. When
considering the number of asylum seekers
relative to population size, the UK ranked 19t3,

Figure 1: Public views towards different groups applying for refugee status

Do you think the number of [...]is too high, too low or about right?
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Base: 1,100 Online British adults aged 16-75, 11th-13th April 2025
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https://www.ipsos.com/en/unhcr-ipsos-survey-shows-enduring-public-support-refugees-alongside-stark-variations-attitudes

These misperceptions explain some of the
contradictions in British public attitudes towards
refugees. In April-May 2024, 75% agreed people
should be able to take refuge in other countries,
including the UK, to escape from war or
persecution, yet 44% simultaneously supported
closing borders to refugees entirely*. Many of
those advocating border closure tend to believe
that most refugees are “boqus”(88%)and that the
UK takes more than its fair share. Yet, they are
divided on whether most refugees will
successfully integrate (45% think they will) and
make a positive contribution to the UK (40% think
they will). The perception of refugees as not
genuine seems more influential than practical
concerns, though the two are likely linked.

Attitudinal segmentation

The importance of this belief (or disbelief)in the
genuine nature of refugeesis highlighted in Ipsos
new attitudinal segmentation(Figure 2). While
extreme groups hold fairly uniformly positive or

’

negative views on most metrics, middle groups,
like the “pragmatic group”(approximately 13% of
the population), show more complex views.
While clearly believingin the principle of refuge
(82%), positive contributions by refugees(85%),
and successful integration(84%), they also
support closing borders(58%). This again links
back to a lack of trust in the motivations of
refugees, with 87% of this group believing most
refugees are ‘bogus’, compared to 81% of the
most positive group who rejected this view.

The belief that many refugees are not genuine
significantly fuels negative attitudes. However,
changing views on such an emotive issue isn't
simply about correcting misinformation or
negative stories on social media. For a start,
most of the pragmatic group primarily trusts
traditional media, not social media, for
information about refugees, with political leaders
and parties ranking lower. Furthermore, this
group was not made up of a majority of
Conservative or Reform UK supporters.

HOSTILE

Supports closed borders and fears
refugees' potentialimpact on national
security.

Prefers limited refugee access
via existing channels, favouring
temporary stays over
permanent residency.

Generally apathetic towards refugees
and content with the status quo.

Base: 927 adults in UK, 19 APRIL - 10 MAY 2024
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VALUES-ALIGNED

Supports refugee rights, including full

access to services and integration,

based on humanitarian principles.
PRAGMATIC
Promotes practical solutions for refugee
integration, balancing border control
with lawful entry and highlighting
positive refugee impacts.

Figure 2:
Segmentation
based on attitudes
towards refugees

PASSIVE

Holds a positive view of refugee
integration and contributions but doesn't
actively participate in pro-refugee
activities.



The psychology of public
opinion

This highlights a deeper challenge: how people
form and change political beliefs. Opinions are
rarely formed solely through rational analysis of
all the facts. Instead, we use mental shortcuts,
relying on trusted sources and emotional
responses alongside reasoning. Once we
identify with a particular stance, it becomesa
lens through which we process new
information. Thisis evident in both
“confirmation bias”, where we favour
information supporting existing views®, and
“motivated reasoning”’, where trust in new
information depends on our attitude towards its
sourceb. Consequently, even accurate
information can be disregarded if it contradicts
established beliefs.

Furthermore, negative beliefs about
immigration or refugees may not be the cause of
hostility, but rather a consequence. Strongly
held positions on both sides of the debate often
involve rationalisations that are symptoms, not
origins, of underlying beliefs. Negative
preconceptions about immigrants or refugees
may seem - even to the people holding these
views - to justify hostility, but they might simply
be expressions of it. Therefore, disproving
specific concerns, like the impact on housing,
may not reduce hostility and could even backfire
by reinforcing perceptions of censorship and
validating existing attitudes.

Labour’s response to public
anxieties

Recent global events have amplified the refugee
crisis and increased the salience of migration as
a contentious political issue worldwide,
including in the UK. But hostility to refugees is
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not solely a reaction to recent events; it has
deep-seated social roots. A key driver of
negative views is the belief that many asylum
seekers are economic migrants falsely claiming
refugee status to access welfare services,
social housing and other public services at the
expense of British citizens. Changing such
ingrained beliefs requires more than simply
presenting facts; it demands understanding of
how people form and maintain their beliefs,
which are often resistant to change, especially
when tied to identity and values.

Labour'simmigration white paper focuses on
broaderimmigration restrictions on legal
immigration, such as raising skill thresholds for
work visas and increasing the qualifying period
for settlement. It has less focus on some of the
wider public anxieties surrounding asylum
seekers discussed in this paper, although they
do announce that further measures on asylumin
response toirregular and illegal migration are
coming later in the year. However, recent
announcements by Keir Starmer offer a glimpse
into Labour's developing asylum policy. He
confirmed ongoing discussions with multiple
countries regarding the establishment of "return
hubs" for failed asylum seekers. This initiative
has faced an immediate hurdle with Albania, a
potential host country, declining to participate.

In the meantime, Labour needs to balance
demands for greater control of migration
against the risks of this strategy alienating
voters who support skilled worker immigration,
particularly for roles experiencing shortages
(and concerns from business and university
groups). Consequently, Labour may face
criticism from across the political spectrum,
caught between those advocating stricter
immigration controls and those supporting a
more compassionate approach to asylum.



Technical notes

For the Immigration Tracker survey, Ipsos
interviewed 3,000 GB adults online on 29 July-12
August 2024 on behalf of British Future with
funding from Unbound Philanthropy and the
Barrow Cadbury Trust. For the 2024 Ipsos World
Refugee Day survey, Ipsos interviewed 1,000 UK
adults aged 18-74, and 33,202 adults in 52
countries globally, online on 19 April-10 May
2024, on behalf of UNHCR. Forthe 2025
research, Ipsos interviewed a representative
sample of 1,700 online British adults aged 18-75
between the 11th and 13th April 2025.
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Ipsosis the UK leader in social research, evaluation and strateqgy. Our
Public Affairs experts bridge the gap between government and the
public, providing robust research and analysis, directly supporting policy
development.

We cover broad issues that shape the delivery of public services in
modern society and how to engage the public in the policy-making
process.

We are a team of more than 300 social research, evaluation and policy
specialists, each offering expertise in a particular part of the public
sector, ensuring we have a detailed understanding of specific sectors
and policy challenges.

This, combined with our methodological and communications expertise,
ensures that our research makes a difference for decision makers and
communities, driving better policy and practice.

The challenges facing the UK, and the ambition of the new Government
demands a broad research and evidence toolkit. Beyond data collection,
we pride ourselves in our ability to translate insights into actions.
Overleaf, we provide an overview of the essential tools for maximizing
mission impact.
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How can research and evidence support
public service reform?

Deliberative Research

Deliberative research, dialogue
and public engagement bring
the public voice into decision
making.

From Citizens Assemblies, to
Public Dialogue, deliberation
and public engagement are
critical tools for finding
solutions to complex knotty
problems that involve informed
trade-offs and require people-
centred change.

Contact:
Michelle Mackie

Evaluation

Policy and programme
evaluation helps demonstrate

impact & identify opportunities
for learning and should be a key

part of any new programme
delivery.

As the leading provider of
evaluation services to UK
central government and
agencies, we support clients
with economic, process and
impact evaluations.

Contact:
Chris Hale

Strategy and Advisory

We support policy makers to
develop strategies and policies
that deliver for citizens.

Our team of former Civil
Servants work with
policymakers to co-design
strategies and policies, bringing
to bear Ipsos'deep
understanding of ‘what works'
and citizens experience on

policy.

Contact:
Nathan Bransden

Communications

Effective public
communications are a critical
tool for driving positive social
change.

Our dedicated communications
research specialists help public
sector organisations with their
strateqgic planning, testing,
monitoring and evaluation,
assisting them in their work to
inform and engage the public
successfully.

Contact:
Bridget Williams
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Behavioural Science

The application of behavioural
science helps create positive
individual, organisational and
societal change.

Our research and consultancy
helps define, diagnose, design
and evaluate the opportunities
for behaviour change
interventions that will help
achieve new policy aims.

Contact:

Steven Ginnis

Trends and Foresight

Foresight done right, and
activated, is empowering. It
helps focus attention on what
can be changed now fora
better tomorrow.

Our Trends and Foresight
experts integrate data, insight
and frameworks to understand
macro forces, shiftsin society,
markets, and people, and
signals of the future.

Contact:
Michael Clemence



https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/strategy-and-advisory
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/behaviour-and-social-change-hub
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/evaluation
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/ipsos-trends-and-foresight
https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/qualitative-research-and-engagement-centre
mailto:nathan.bransden@ipsos.com
mailto:michelle.mackie@ipsos.com
mailto:steven.ginnis@ipsos.com
mailto:Chris.Hale@ipsos.com
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https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/evidently-better-putting-evidence-and-policymaking-work-side-side
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