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Abstract

Do signi�cant pro-immigration reforms�that open legal pathways for labor and fam-

ily immigration�increase populist voting? Despite the common assumption that such

reforms would lead to counter-productive voter backlash informed by the literature

on immigrant group threat, the extent to which immigration policy itself in�uences

voters has been unclear. To address this question, this paper estimates the impact

of immigration policies on (right-wing) populist voting and immigration attitudes by

exploiting the timing of major changes to immigration legislation in a new dataset link-

ing the best available public opinion and policy data across the last forty years in 24

European countries. My analysis shows that, while the absolute levels of immigration

policy openness are associated with slightly higher populist voting across countries in

a naive cross-sectional analysis, pro-immigration (or anti-immigration) policy changes

do not a�ect populist voting or immigration concerns within countries. This suggests

pro-immigration reforms do not back�re due to voter backlash.
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Introduction

In one of her recent interviews, the former US presidential candidate Hillary Clinton�a

pro-immigration politician who had previously remarked about her �open borders dream�1�

recommended curbing the existing �generous and compassionate� immigration policies which

were �in�aming voters and contributed to the election of Donald Trump and Britain's vote

to leave the EU.�2 Similarly, a great number of otherwise immigration-friendly politicians

and scholars across the political spectrum have repeatedly attributed the rise of populism to

voter backlash to immigration and the corresponding political failure to su�ciently restrict it.

Despite a lack of solid empirical evidence, these popular arguments against pro-immigration

reforms based on particular instances of alleged immigration backlash have been extremely

in�uential among policymakers. After all, since most voters across high-income countries op-

pose increasing immigration, policymakers often tend to dismiss any possibility of signi�cant

pro-immigration reforms as �politically unfeasible.�

In line with these arguments, there has been a large literature documenting the �group

threat� that immigrants pose to natives and the related voter response to immigration shocks

in terms of the rising salience of the issue, populist voting, or even xenophobia (Hopkins,

2010; Kaufmann, 2019; Dennison, 2020; Claassen & Mclaren, 2021). The extent to which

immigration policy itself directly in�uences political behavior or causes backlash beyond

its e�ects on demographic change, however, is still unclear. This important omission is

unfortunate since, outside of the immigration realm, scholars have widely recognized that

government policies do not just re�ect but also signi�cantly shape voter preferences (Ura,

2014; Bishin et al., 2015; Tankard & Paluck, 2016).

Do signi�cant pro-immigration reforms that increase legal pathways for labor and fam-

ily immigration3�especially in the contexts where most people have negative immigration

1According to Vox from October 7, 2016.
2According to the Guardian from November 22, 2018.
3Despite their complexity, most immigration policies regulate the long-term admission of non-citizens into
the country. While governments also have distinct policies concerning irregular and humanitarian migration,
as well integration and enforcement, these policies are largely contingent on the allowed number of legal
immigrants (Ruhs, 2013) so I do not focus on them here in detail due to space limitations.

1
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attitudes�cause voter backlash? Can these reforms even be counterproductive to what they

are trying to achieve by increasing xenophobia and right-wing populist vote4?

To address these questions, I estimate the potential impact of pro-immigration (and

anti-immigration) reforms on voting behavior and public attitudes by exploiting the vari-

ation in timing of select (labor and family) immigration policy changes over the last four

decades across Europe. While there are valid theoretical reasons to expect that voters

retaliate against the liberalization of international mobility by voting for populist and anti-

immigration parties, it is also possible that many people can accept such liberalization as

legitimate or even grow to embrace immigration further.

Overall, I show that the absolute levels of immigration policy openness are associated

with slightly higher levels of right-wing populist voting across countries in a naive cross-

sectional analysis of panel data. However, I also demonstrate that pro-immigration (or anti-

immigration) policy changes do not robustly a�ect populist voting or immigration concerns

within countries when time-invariant and standard time-varying confounders are accounted

for in panel �xed e�ects models. If anything, pro-immigration policies may be related to more

positive voter attitudes both within and between countries. Taken together, this evidence

suggests that meaningful policy reforms that liberalize legal immigration are unlikely to

back�re due to voter backlash.

The Backlash Argument and Immigration

Most generally, the notion of public backlash refers to an adverse reaction to the advance-

ments of (disadvantaged) social groups and causes by a su�ciently large segment of the

population that may ultimately be counterproductive to these advancements. The adverse

reaction may relate to changes in public attitudes toward the disadvantaged groups, causes,

4While populism�usually de�ned as a type of antagonistic political rhetoric that emphasizes the general will of
�the people��does not have to be anti-immigration in principle, it predominantly is so in practice (especially
in its European right-wing variant). I will thus use right-wing populist voting as a proxy for anti-immigration
political behavior for the purposes of this paper, which is consistent with the other literature on the topic
(e.g., Dennison & Geddes, 2019).
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and related policies in question, the intensity of these attitudes, or their behavioral mani-

festations. While these changes do not have to be political, the public backlash to various

advancements in today's democracies is often channeled electorally where people can and do

vote for politicians, parties and programs with an aim to reverse these advancements.

While a variety of scholars across di�erent disciplines employ the concept of backlash,

there is little agreement about its precise de�nition. Nonetheless, the underlying argument is

usually about more then just the mere existence of a negative reaction to a certain change by

some people (Bishin et al., 2015; Norris & Inglehart, 2019). After all, as long as voters have

heterogeneous preferences, no change can possibly yield a unanimous public support in a large

polity. Any non-trivial and analytically fruitful backlash argument necessarily explicates that

a signi�cant adverse reaction against a particular advancement can be counterproductive

to the advancement's goals in the long run. Importantly, when the backlash argument

is invoked, the advancement is counterproductive exactly due to the direct adverse popular

reaction to it, independent of any actual economic or other social e�ects of such advancement.

Therefore, most backlash arguments can be viewed as empirically testable claims about voter

responses to political change of the following kind: �regardless of its merits, if you cause

advances too much now, you may eventually get less than otherwise would be the case due

to the more active resistance of those who disagree with your cause.�

Throughout history, backlash arguments along these lines have been applied to a vari-

ety of disadvantaged groups and causes, including slavery abolition, women su�rage, racial

equality, and same-sex marriage. Of course, backlash arguments can be and are often fac-

tually mistaken and they can also be strategically employed by the opponents of a certain

cause to undermine it (Keck, 2009). One of the reasons for that is, though falsi�able in prin-

ciple, the �excessiveness� of any advancement (or adverse reaction to it) is context-dependent

and largely subjective.5 Furthermore, the inherent ambiguity of what constitutes the right

time frame makes it di�cult to specify appropriate counterfactuals and come to an agree-

5In the case of social status or other zero-sum rivalries, any advancement of the lower-status groups over the
status quo can be perceived as excessive by the higher-status groups (Kustov, 2019).
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ment about whether the backlash has occurred. When it comes to the harsh government

restrictions on international labor mobility in today's high-income democracies, backlash

arguments usually try to convey that any signi�cant pro-immigration advancement over the

status quo has a potential to encourage more people to vote for populist or anti-immigration

politicians in the short term, which can undermine or even reverse this very advancement in

the long term.

Conceived this way, there can be both the �weaker� and the �stronger� versions of the im-

migration backlash argument. According to the weaker (or less extreme) backlash argument,

pro-immigration advancements merely increase opportunities for political entrepreneurs to

rally against immigration due to rising salience (or relative importance) of the issue among

those who oppose these advances, which in turn increases the probability of anti-immigration

voting and subsequent immigration restrictions. According to the stronger (or more extreme)

backlash argument, pro-immigration advancements do not just increase the probability of

rising issue salience and anti-immigration voting but also change the underlying preferences

of the electorate by making people more anti-immigration (or �xenophobic�).6

Voter Backlash to Immigrants versus Immigration Policy

What constitutes pro-immigration advancements that voters lash back against? Most promi-

nently, scholars have conceptualized immigration backlash as an adverse voter response to

the rising physical presence of immigrants in terms of ethnic demographic change.7 While

this rather intuitive idea�often dubbed as �group threat��has been extensively studied in the

social science literature, the existing observational evidence is far from being conclusive (see

Pottie-Sherman & Wilkes, 2017; Kaufmann & Goodwin, 2018; Claassen & Mclaren, 2021).

At the same time, (quasi-)experimental studies which (as if) randomly assign demographic

composition are di�cult and rare.

6Note that this distinction parallels the ongoing debate in political psychology between galvanizing and
mobilizing e�ects of (immigration) threat (Mader & Schoen, 2019; Kustov et al., 2021, e.g., see).

7Some political economy scholars may also view immigration backlash as an instance of voter responses to
globalization shocks alongside international trade and foreign capital �ows (see Naoi, 2020).
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More generally, there is a growing longitudinal evidence that questions the very possibility

of the strong backlash argument as a response to demographic change due to the relative

stability of immigration preferences or the small explanatory power of geographic context

(Kustov et al., 2021; Maxwell, 2019). Nonetheless, there has been relatively more evidence

in support of the weak backlash argument in terms of increasing salience of immigration

and populist voting due to rapid demographic change (Dennison, 2020; Kaufmann, 2019).8

Still, some scholars point out that even these e�ects are likely signi�cantly moderated by the

media environment and parties' competition for whom immigration shocks merely present

one additional opportunity to shift their agenda focus (e.g., Hopkins, 2010; Mader & Schoen,

2019; Dai & Kustov, 2022).9

Indeed, the focus on the immigration-induced demographic change arguably misses a sig-

ni�cant part of the issue since immigrant presence (both actual or anticipated) is evidently

neither necessary nor su�cient for voter backlash (Solodoch, 2021). Even if one fully grants

the possibility that ceteris paribus rapid immigration �ows increase the salience of immi-

gration among voters and the probability of populist voting across contexts, this can only

explain a small part of variation in these outcomes. Furthermore, from the perspective of

policymakers, the evidence regarding immigrant presence is not very helpful inasmuch as it

has multiple complex causes beyond migration policy (see Czaika & De Haas, 2013). The

extent to which immigration policy itself in�uences political behavior beyond its e�ects on

immigration levels and �ows, however, is still unclear (for recent notable papers, see Flores,

2017; Abou-Chadi & Helbling, 2018; Vrânceanu & Lachat, 2021; Solodoch, 2021).

To illustrate this point, consider the full implications when someone argues that im-

migration backlash contributed to Brexit. Even if one explicitly focuses on the e�ects of

8For additional supportive quasi-experimental studies exploiting the 2015 Refugee Crisis, see Hangartner et al.
(2019) (for less supportive evidence, see Schaub et al., 2020). It is important to note, however, that even
the best quality evidence on popular backlash to substantial refugee shocks and the related policies cannot
be easily extrapolated to the regulation of regular immigration �ows explored here.

9Other scholars have also explored the voter responses to more or less pro-immigration political rhetoric
or media discourse as analytically distinct from both immigration demographic and policy changes (e.g.,
Flores, 2018). While an examination of the potential voter backlash to pro-immigration rhetoric in itself is
warranted, it is beyond the scope of this paper.
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immigration-related demographic change, such a causal argument also necessarily contains

an implicit counterfactual claim that if the UK's immigration policy had been su�ciently

more restrictive, then the UK would have fewer immigrants and thus Brexit would not have

happened. In other words, to the extent anti-immigration voters negatively react to the

increases of immigrant presence, they should also negatively react to any pro-immigration

policy change that facilitates these increases within the immediate electoral context.10 To

give even a more extreme example, if the UK government had suddenly declared the end

of all border enforcement, this could plausibly cause signi�cant backlash among voters in

an upcoming election regardless of how many people actually migrated (or wanted to mi-

grate) there simply due to the existence of some categorical opposition to loosing control

over immigration in the British public (also see Kustov, 2020; Solodoch, 2021).

So how do voters respond to immigration reforms? To answer this question, I build on

the related literature exploring the possibility of voter backlash to other contentious laws

and policies such as same-sex legislation. Overall, this literature recognizes that, in addition

to simply re�ecting public preferences, government policies and laws can signi�cantly a�ect

voter attitudes and behavior by inducing widespread resistance or legitimation (e.g., Ura,

2014). In the case of LGBT issues, while many authors have speculated to the possible

backlash to the proliferation of same-sex legislation, most studies have been unable to detect

these e�ects. Furthermore, across various contexts and empirical strategies (from survey

experiments and event studies to di�erence-in-di�erences approaches), scholars have found

that, if anything, legal LGBT advances have increased their public acceptance (Bishin et al.,

2015; Flores & Barclay, 2016; Abou-Chadi & Finnigan, 2019; Aksoy et al., 2020).11

10Of course, voters may fail to react if they underestimate the signi�cance of a certain policy (as it was
prominently the case with the 1965 Immigration Act in the United States). Such critique, however, is
arguably applicable to any political stimuli in the world of uncertainty and bounded rationality.

11Interestingly, unlike in the case of immigration, scholars rarely studied backlash to increasing or more visible
LGBT population where backlash is more likely to be conceptualized in terms of policy change.
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Specifying Empirical Expectations

As emphasized above, it is analytically fruitful to consider the hypothesized popular backlash

to pro-immigration policies as being independent of their long-term e�ects as long as immi-

gration is generally disliked by a signi�cant share of voters (due to its perceived negative

e�ects, ethnic prejudice or other causes). Any consistent and non-trivial backlash argument

is thus not about the consequences of pro-immigration policy changes per se but rather about

the net negative attitudinal or behavioral voter responses to these changes. To that end,

here I focus on the more proximate and immediate manifestations of immigration backlash

related to the attitudinal and electoral change in the aggregate, rather than the reactions of

particular voter subgroups or other possible broad and slow-evolving e�ects (e.g., related to

the increase in ethnic violence, decrease in social cohesion, or more restrictive immigration

policy itself in the long term).

Departing from the studies of policy impact on political behavior mentioned above, I

have formulated the following empirical expectations with regard to the �backlash� e�ects of

immigration policy reforms as opposed to immigration �ows or changes in media discourse

explored elsewhere (see Figure 1). First, and most important, both the stronger and the

weaker backlash arguments stipulate that pro-immigration reforms probabilistically increase

the short-term share of right-wing populist vote in the electorate (baseline Hypothesis 1).

Second, the stronger backlash argument stipulates that pro-immigration reforms can

increase anti-immigration preferences in the electorate within the course of the electoral cycle

(Hypothesis 2a). This idea has been present both in the media and academic literature, and

it is also in line with the evidence documenting attitudinal change on LGBT issues. Unlike

LGBT issues, however, public immigration preferences have been rather stable since the very

start of opinion polling across the immigrant-receiving countries (Kustov et al., 2021). At the

same time, most of the recent immigration reforms have also been relatively minor and it is

hard to �nd an equivalent immigration advancement to the legalization of same-sex marriage.

Consequently, an alternative plausible expectation is that, unless the change is truly radical,
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immigration policy cannot signi�cantly a�ect immigration preferences which are normally

very stable. To the extent signi�cant policy change does occur sometimes, it is also possible

that pro-immigration reforms can alter the underlying social norms and legitimize these

advancement across the electorate in the short term�countervailing the backlash-induced

increases in anti-immigration preferences or even further decreasing them (Hypothesis 2b).

Third, regardless of immigration preferences themselves or their change, however, im-

portant political outcomes such as populist voting may still be dependent on the salience

(or personal issue importance) of immigration among voters. Unlike the case of preference

stability, there is substantial evidence linking contextual factors to changes in the salience

of immigration attitudes. Accordingly, the weaker backlash argument stipulates that pro-

immigration reforms can at least increase the issue salience of immigration even if does

not immediately trigger changes in immigration levels (Hypothesis 3). Unlike the stronger

version, this expectation is also more plausible econometrically simply due to the greater

volatility of immigration salience (e.g., Dennison, 2020).

Although it is usually assumed that the relationship between pro-immigration policy

and populism is mediated through either immigration preferences or salience, there can be

other possible causal pathways such as related to various ethnic and anti-elitist preferences

(Kaufmann, 2019). Consequently, at least for the purposes of this paper, I assume that

all sets of hypotheses are independent of each other (i.e., immigration reforms can a�ect

populist vote even when they are not related to immigration attitudes).

While my substantive focus here is on the e�ects of pro-immigration reforms, it is impor-

tant to consider the �ip side of the common backlash argument or what it implies for how

voters respond to (almost equally common) anti-immigration reforms. Most prominently,

Kaufmann (2019) puts forth a symmetric argument that anti-immigration reforms should

conversely appease existing restrictionist sentiments, lower the salience of the issue, and un-

dermine populist support in the electorate. Most other backlash arguments mentioned above

do not discuss this issue explicitly, but they seem to similarly assume that voter responses

8



Figure 1: The Immigration Backlash Argument: Causal Pathways and Hypotheses

Note that the possible causal pathways in gray are intentionally omitted from my analysis.

to positive and negative changes are symmetric (in line with Hypotheses 1-3 above).

Nonetheless, one could also argue that voter responses to pro-immigration and anti-

immigration reforms might operate under distinct causal mechanisms. Although a compre-

hensive treatment of the issue is beyond the scope of this paper, one important alternative

empirical expectation to consider is that anti-immigration reforms simply should not a�ect

populist voting or immigration attitudes (Hypotheses 1-3c). If most voters already have

stable anti-immigration preferences, the passage of anti-immigration reforms is congruent

with such preferences and thus can be seen as nothing more than an adequate public policy

response by the public.

Data and Methods

Unlike many other government policies, the causal identi�cation of immigration reform e�ects

are complicated by the fact that they are predominantly �assigned� at the national level and

thus cannot be easily randomized. At the same time, since immigration policy changes

also likely re�ect the preferences of voters and parties in power alongside other unobserved

factors, any cross-sectional associations (or the lack thereof) are likely subject to reverse

causality and omitted variable bias. The standard econometric solution to these problems is
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to produce plausible causal estimates of policy e�ects by utilizing longitudinal or panel data

from as many countries and years as possible.

To test for the voter backlash to immigration reforms, I have thus gathered a TSCS

dataset linking the best available voter behavior, public opinion, and policy data at the

country-year level for 1980-2014 across 24 European countries.12 The most prominent set of

statistical techniques for this purpose is related to either unit or two-way �xed e�ects (FEs)

regression models, which can account for unobserved confounders under a number of more

or less realistic assumptions. The main identifying assumption of such approach here is that

populist vote or immigration attitudes would have developed similarly in countries with and

without the observed immigration reforms had they not been adopted.

While the inclusion of unit FEs in a linear model adjusts for all unit-speci�c and time-

invariant confounders, the inclusion of time FEs adjusts for common trends. Accordingly,

two-way (unit and time) FE models have been especially popular in the policy literature

as the (as-if) generalization of the design-based �di�erence-in-di�erence� technique, which

identi�es treatment e�ects by simply comparing the average change over time in the outcome

variable for the treatment group with the one in the control group (assuming parallel trends).

This practice, however, has been recently challenged by some scholars who point out to the

unclear counterfactual interpretation of two-way FEs and the impossibility of simultaneously

adjusting for unit-speci�c and time-speci�c confounders in a nonparametric way (Kropko &

Kubinec, 2020; Imai & Kim, 2021).

I thus use the simpler unit FEs as my starting speci�cation to answer the following

question: �as immigration policy changes within a certain country, how does it relate to

the changes in aggregate voter behavior (or attitudes) over time?� Most of the following

step-by-step speci�cations can be summarized as follows (for country c and year t where y

12Unlike related research on policy backlash (e.g., Vrânceanu & Lachat, 2021; Abou-Chadi & Finnigan, 2019),
I do not use individual-level public opinion data since such data have a much more limited coverage. While
useful for examining potential heterogeneous e�ects by voter characteristics (which is beyond this paper's
scope), individual-level data do not provide any advantage over aggregate-level data in the immigration
policy setting where all �treatments� are assigned at the country-year level.
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stands for populist vote or attitudes, X stands for a set of lagged control variables, C stands

for country-�xed e�ects, and T stands for time-�xed e�ects):

yct = β0 + β1Immigration Reformct + β2Cc + β3Tt + β4Xct−1 + β5CcTrend+ β6yct−1 + ϵct.

Besides FEs and standard control variables, some models include linear country-speci�c time

trends to account for the di�erential trajectories in voter behavior potentially confounded

with immigration reforms (see Aksoy et al., 2020). Given that past anti-immigration voter

preferences and populist electoral victories likely decrease the probability of pro-immigration

reforms, I also include lagged outcomes in some of my speci�cations to account for this issue.

Importantly, all coe�cient estimates are reported using heteroskedasticity-robust and (given

that the policies are �assigned� at the level of countries) country-clustered standard errors.13

As for the main dependent variable, I rely on the Timbro Authoritarian Populism Index

which provides a comprehensive measure (1980-2020) of the share of votes cast for �right-

wing populist� parties in European national legislatures (in each country-year since the last

elections) as coded by the expert Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES). These are exactly

the parties that have been either explicitly anti-immigration or otherwise attractive to the

anti-immigration electorate in line with the backlash argument explicated above (for the list

of parties, see Appendix). Given that populist vote is not observed every year, some of my

models also estimate a version of the equation above at the more empirically appropriate

country-election level.14

To complement this behavioral variable with the more �ne-grained, attitudinal mea-

sures of voter preferences, I also rely on the country-year �immigration conservatism� index

compiled by Caughey et al. (2019) as my second dependent variable. Based on the aggre-

13Since there is no consensus in the literature regarding whether the usually more conservative (and economet-
rically justi�able) country clustering should be preferred to the heteroskedasticity robustness in the relatively
small-N samples like the one here, I report both types of standard errors for the sake of transparency.

14I also corroborate my analysis using Timbro index for all right-wing and left-wing populist parties, as well
as using the alternative coding of �far-right populist parties� from the Popu-List project with no change in
the substantive results (not shown).
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gation of major public opinion survey questions regarding immigration (e.g., �Do you think

immigration should be decreased?�), this index indicates the general restrictiveness of the

electorate in a given country/year. As another attitudinal dependent variable, which has

been increasingly emphasized in the literature, I also rely on �immigration salience� as mea-

sured by the responses to the �most important issue� question that mention immigration in

Eurobarometer (see Claassen & Mclaren, 2021).15

As for the main independent variables, I rely on two major immigration policy datasets:

The Immigration Policies in Comparison (IMPIC, 1980-2010) (Helbling et al., 2017) and De-

terminants of International Migration (DEMIG POLICY, 1980-2014) (de Haas et al., 2015).

While IMPIC allows comparing the absolute levels of immigration policy openness across

countries and years (used as the �rst explanatory variable in my analysis), DEMIG codes

the relative changes to immigration policy by its valence and magnitude in each particular

country and year.16 To make these datasets comparable, I also calculate IMPIC's annual

�rst di�erence or the change in the IMPIC score from the previous year (or the previous elec-

tion when appropriate). Given the common symmetry assumption described above, these

two further explanatory variables based on either the annual summary of DEMIG or the

annual change in IMPIC treat immigration reforms as a continuum from anti-immigration

to pro-immigration policy changes.17

Although I treat the measures of immigration policy change based on either IMPIC and

DEMIG as conceptually related, the resulting correlation coe�cient between their symmetric

versions is only marginally positive (r = 0.2). Most changes to immigration law include both

pro- and anti-immigration provisions, which often makes the assessment of their restrictive-

15Unfortunately, the immigration preference and especially salience measures are available for a more limited
set of countries and years (1990-2014 and 2002-2014 respectively).

16To summarize all DEMIG policy changes by country-year and country-election, I follow de Haas et al.
(2019) and calculate the weighted average of reforms by their valence and magnitude. While DEMIG data is
generally not suited for comparison between countries, to the extent the paper is focused on the relationship
between immigration policy changes and voter behavior within countries, it should be appropriate as a
treatment variable in unit and and two-way FEs models.

17To allow for the possibility of asymmetric responses, however, I also examine the possible e�ects of pro-
immigration and anti-immigration reforms based on these measures separately in Tables A7, A8, and A9
with no change in the substantive results.
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ness and comparison di�cult (for both scholars and voters alike). To address the possible

ambiguity issues, I also create a composite binary measure of unambiguous pro-immigration

policy shocks which simply takes a value of 1 if the change is coded as positive by both

datasets (for the list of identi�ed major pro-immigration changes, see Appendix).18

As emphasized earlier, since my primary focus is on the possible voter backlash to reform-

ing legal immigration pathways, my main empirical speci�cations only include the � `Labor

migration� and �Family reuni�cation� components of IMPIC and the comparable �Legal en-

try and stay� component of DEMIG (while excluding humanitarian and irregular migration

policies from these indices).19 While my main results do replicate for the �Asylum and

refugees� and �Control� components of IMPIC and the �Border and land control� component

of DEMIG (Table A5), it is worth noting that the coverage of both datasets ends prior to

the peak of Europe's refugee crisis, which limits the external validity of these analyses.20

Some speci�cations include the (lagged) control variables common to this literature: the

share of immigrant population, unemployment rate (log), and GDP per capita (log). Since

the way how governments implement (e.g., Kolbe & Studies, 2020) and how voters respond to

immigration policies (e.g., Chou et al., 2021) may depend on the identity of the incumbent, I

also control for the left-right ideology of the government coalition since the latest election as

measured by the Schmidt index. All variables have been standardized to vary from 0 to 1.

Descriptive Analysis

Do pro-immigration reforms fuel populism? I start with a (naive) descriptive analysis doc-

umenting the basic trajectories of populist voting and immigration policy across time and

countries. As can be seen from Figure A1, both the share of right-wing populist voting

and the openness of immigration policy have gradually increased in Europe over the last

18For a discussion of important di�erences between the two datasets, see Schmid & Helbling (2016).
19I do not analyze the �Co-ethnics� component of IMPIC or the �Integration� and �Exit� components of DEMIG
due to the unclear theoretical expectations regarding the potential voter backlash to these policies.

20I also use the separate IMPIC scores for labor and family migration (see Tables A7, A8, and A9), as well as
nation-level reforms as coded in DEMIG only (not shown) with no change in the substantive results.
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forty years. Although some version of this stylized fact has been often used by political

commentators to draw the connection between these phenomena, this does not mean that

there is any causal relationship or even that the same correlated trend has held within each

particular country.

Indeed, there is a lot of between-country heterogeneity in the trajectories of immigration

policy and populism (see Figure A5). While countries like Germany and Switzerland notably

show a trend similar to Europe as a whole (more open immigration and rising populism),

one may �nd quite a few counter-examples. Slovakia, for instance, has experienced both the

slow liberalization of its immigration system and the fall of populist vote while Greece and

Finland have further restricted immigration alongside rising populism. At the same time,

countries like Portugal and Spain have prominently managed to liberalize its immigration

system without experiencing any signi�cant wave of right-wing populism. Finally, despite the

understandably slow change of immigration policy, Figure A5 generally indicates a wide range

of both between-country and within-country variation in both dependent and independent

variables, which is crucial for e�ect estimation under TSCS methods.21

Setting aside the variation across time, it appears that the positive relationship between

immigration policy openness and populism also holds cross-nationally. In particular, accord-

ing to Figure A2, few countries with restricted immigration have experienced any signi�cant

right-wing populist vote, while there is a lot of variation in populism across countries that

are relatively open to immigration. Interestingly, however, immigration policy openness is

negatively related to restrictive immigration preferences of the public.

To get at the contemporaneous relationship between the changes in immigration policy

and populist voting, I also examine the �rst di�erences of these variables. As can be seen from

Figure A3, there does not seem to be any relationship between the change in immigration

policy and right-wing populist voting between elections. When it comes to immigration

preferences, however, it is negative as in the case of absolute levels.

21For a summary of the trajectories of immigration policy and preferences, see Figure A6. In line with the
previous literature (Dennison & Geddes, 2019; Kustov et al., 2021), Figure A6 documents the relative stability
of immigration preferences and the relative volatility of immigration salience.
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At the same time, when one compares the amount of accumulated pro-immigration policy

change and populist vote (or anti-immigration preferences) over the last forty years, this re-

lationship is also negative across countries for both variables (see Figure A4). Although such

analysis is evidently underpowered and it is still subject to endogeneity concerns, it is de-

scriptively true that in the long run those countries that liberalized their immigration system

the most did not experience more populist voting or restrictive voter attitudes. Importantly,

none of these bivariate relationships explored so far necessarily imply that changes in im-

migration policy cause (or do not cause) changes in populist vote or immigration attitudes

within particular countries.

Panel Data Regression Analysis

After establishing the theoretical and empirical possibility of backlash (and possible coun-

terevidence) in the descriptive analysis, I take advantage of the time-series cross-sectional

nature of my dataset and �t a set of �xed-e�ects linear regressions to estimate the e�ects

of pro-immigration policy changes within countries (that are free from between-unit time-

invariant confounders).

Table 1 summarizes the results of these empirical models. As can be seen, while the

general openness of immigration system (IMPIC score) has a consistent positive relationship

with populist vote, most of the coe�cients are substantively small and none of them are

statistically signi�cant after accounting for time-invariant di�erences between countries and

clustering even in the baseline model. Even if one takes some of the more conservative

estimates at their face value, Table 1 (3-5) implies that going from the most restrictive to

the most open immigration system is related to only 2-3 percentage points of populist vote.

Alternatively, this means that a one standard deviation increase in immigration openness is

at best related to a 0.05-0.08 standard deviation increase in populist vote.
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Since the general immigration openness is a slow moving variable which may be partially

subsumed by including �xed e�ects, I further consider the possible e�ects of the much more

volatile shocks to the immigration system as measured by either the annual changes to

the immigration system (IMPIC score), the number/direction of immigration reforms in a

particular year (DEMIG score), or the binary combination of the two. As before, none of

these results are substantively or statistically signi�cant.

As an important robustness check, in Table A1 I also consider a set of models look at the

between-election variation only, which yields no change in the substantive results. At the

same time, Table A4 indicates that none of the immigration policy changes are related to the

overall turnout in the electorate. Table A7 further shows the (null) e�ects of disaggregated

policy indices. Finally, it is not the case that the null e�ect of pro-immigration policies on

populism is conditional on the underlying preference restrictiveness on the electorate or the

ideology of the government coalition in power (i.e., there is no interaction e�ect between

these sets of variables, not shown).

It is worth noting that, across all models, the very direction of policy coe�cients strongly

depends on a particular measure or speci�cation in use. Given that I ran 80 di�erent model

speci�cations with right-wing populism as an outcome and found statistically signi�cant

coe�cients (in either direction) for policy in only 3 of those models, this is about what one

would expect based on random chance. Even if one considers the most consistently positive

coe�cient of immigration openness under the less conservative model and standard error

speci�cations, it is still not substantively signi�cant in terms of its magnitude.

Additional Evidence on Immigration Attitudes

Although immigration policies do not seem to be related to right-wing populist vote (or

overall turnout), it is still possible that they can a�ect a much more proximate outcome of

immigration attitudes, including both voter preferences and issue salience. While previous

research has documented the general stability of preferences and volatility of salience (Kustov
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et al., 2021; Dennison & Geddes, 2019), an important advantage of using either measure over

populist voting is that it changes�whenever they exist�are not con�ned to election years. I

thus further replicate the models from Table 1 on these aggregate attitudinal outcomes.

Overall, as Tables A2 and A3 indicate, voters do not change their immigration attitudes

in the more salient and/or restrictive direction in response to pro-immigration reforms. If

anything, it appears to be the opposite�immigration openness and pro-immigration reforms

are related to more positive immigration preferences and less salience of the issue. The

positive relationship between immigration policy openness and voter preferences is partic-

ularly remarkable since it holds even after accounting for �xed e�ects and other controls.

For instance, Table A2 (3) implies that a one standard deviation increase in immigration

openness is related to a 0.4 standard deviation decrease in anti-immigration preferences.

Nonetheless, it would be premature to claim any causal policy e�ects since the poten-

tial for reverse causality and omitted variable bias here is arguably even more present than

in the case of populist vote. For instance, one can argue and show that improvements in

immigration preferences in public opinion polls push (or simply better allow) policymakers

to pass pro-immigration reforms. Still, it is notable that the positive relationship between

pro-immigration policy and preferences is very consistent across all model speci�cations. Fur-

thermore, there appears to be no relationship between immigration openness and (placebo)

economic issues as measured by Caughey et al. (2019) (see Table A6).

At the same time, the positive correlation between the openness of immigration policy

and voter preferences is not statistically signi�cant after including country-speci�c trends

and it appears to be particularly driven by labor migration (see Table A8). Furthermore,

none of the more volatile �reform� variables are signi�cantly related to immigration attitudes.

Overall, while the robustness of the positive �legitimizing� relationship between policy and

preferences may be reasonably disputed, it is notable that none of the results are consistent

with the idea of counterproductive attitudinal backlash to immigration policy.
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Table 1: (Pro-)Immigration Policy Changes and Right-Wing Populist Vote

Right-Wing Populist Vote, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20)

Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 8.910 1.543 3.140 3.534 2.021
(1.542) (1.597) (1.570) (1.941) (1.655)
[5.002] [5.116] [4.569] [2.478] [1.130]

∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −2.068 −0.769 −0.916 −0.225 0.786
(2.689) (2.898) (2.484) (1.879) (1.716)
[2.423] [2.744] [2.464] [1.802] [0.656]

(Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) 10.279 4.466 2.760 1.286 −0.424
(2.770) (2.590) (2.523) (1.723) (1.024)
[5.778] [4.605] [4.063] [1.951] [1.043]

Pro-immigration Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) 3.044 1.943 1.691 1.052 0.226
(1.409) (1.401) (1.325) (0.631) (0.625)
[1.817] [1.528] [1.538] [0.826] [0.697]

Right-Wing Populist Vote, % (t-1) 0.635∗∗∗ 0.637∗∗∗ 0.696∗∗∗ 0.713∗∗∗

(0.113) (0.113) (0.089) (0.094)
[0.060] [0.061] [0.060] [0.075]

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es
Country-speci�c Linear Trends No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es
Observations 656 656 626 626 609 638 638 610 610 609 771 771 738 738 721 724 724 691 691 676
Adjusted R2 0.490 0.568 0.610 0.853 0.912 0.482 0.573 0.613 0.854 0.912 0.499 0.599 0.637 0.866 0.928 0.474 0.582 0.619 0.844 0.918

The table shows the relationship between pro-immigration policy (change) and right-wing populist vote. For variable descriptions, see Appendix.
Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in square brackets (with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors given in parentheses):
∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Conclusion

According to most evidence, the enormous bene�ts of more open global labor mobility out-

weigh its many possible costs (for review, see Clemens, 2011; Caplan, 2019). Still, it is also

the case that most voters in rich countries�even those who are educated and unprejudiced�

oppose increasing immigration, and often (com)passionately so (Kustov, 2021). Many schol-

ars and policymakers reasonably worry that any signi�cant relaxation of existing restrictions

would face voter resistance and ultimately be counterproductive. Building on the best avail-

able public opinion and policy data from the last forty years in Europe, this paper provides

a data-driven assessment of such concerns, which is of both theoretical and practical in-

terest. Overall, my results indicate that existing pro-immigration reforms have not been

counterproductive in terms of increasing populism or immigration concerns.

Speci�cally, despite the gradual increase of both populism and pathways for legal immi-

gration over the last decades, the timing of existing pro-immigration reforms is not related

to the increases in populist vote in subsequent elections. Similarly, pro-immigration reforms

are not related to any negative changes in immigration preferences or their salience to voters.

If anything, it appears that most pro-immigration reforms may further legitimize freer im-

migration in the electorate. To the extent most immigration is as of now already restricted,

the evidence thus suggests that even signi�cant relaxations of these restrictions do not cause

popular backlash. At the same time, additional immigration restrictions are not related to

the reduction of populist vote or xenophobia either.

Of course, my analysis is not without limitations. First, one can still reasonably worry

about reverse causality. To the extent that populist parties may restrict immigration right

after they come to power, for instance, this could arguably bias the regression estimates

against �nding any contemporaneous backlash e�ects of pro-immigration reforms. Even

more broadly, if some limited electoral success of populists may in�uence the subsequent

positions of mainstream parties by lowering their resolve to pass pro-immigration reforms,

this can also bias the results downward.
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According to my estimates, however, most immigration reforms (as measured by DEMIG)

are not more likely to happen during election years, and those that do, overwhelmingly hap-

pen prior to the national elections (not shown). After all, many of the signi�cant changes to

the immigration system are usually planned in advance and sometimes takes years to negoti-

ate. At the same time, the most recent evidence indicates that populist parties have largely

failed to shift the positions of center-left and center-right parties on the issue (Dancygier &

Margalit, 2020) or change the immigration policy itself when in power (Lutz, 2019).

Second, it is still possible that there are shorter-term e�ects of immigration reforms

on voter behavior and attitudes that simply cannot be captured in the country-year data.

Relatedly, some reforms may have an impact only on some voters, and some of these impacts

may even cancel each other out in the aggregate (e.g., when reforms increase or decrease

populist voting among anti-immigration or pro-immigration voters). To the extent these

e�ects exist, however, they do not seem to be long-lasting enough to be counter-productive,

i.e., have a meaningful impact on the electoral fortunes of populist parties.

Still, future research may bene�t from expanding the data coverage to more countries

and years, as well as exploring the potential heterogeneous e�ects of di�erent policy types

on di�erent types of voters across a variety of time periods, especially using individual-level

longitudinal data. For example, selective pro-immigration reforms that explicitly focus on

advancing national interest (e.g., increasing high-skilled immigration) may have the most

legitimizing impacts among those who currently oppose immigration (see Kustov, 2021). At

the same time, some of the more controversial pro-immigration law enforcement policies that

instead draw public attention to the lack of border control (Harell et al., 2017) may conversely

generate backlash even among those who are not particularly hostile to immigration.

Third, while backlash is usually conceptualized as a response to pro-immigration ad-

vancements, one can also imagine the �reverse backlash� to anti-immigration advancements,

especially given the increasing polarization on the issue. One prominent example is the pro-

immigration reaction of the UK public in the aftermath of Brexit (Schwartz et al., 2021).
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More generally, since the US and UK attitudes toward immigration have never been more

positive than they are now, (assuming these trends persist) the notorious Trump or the

Brexit backlashes may not be counterproductive to pro-immigration advancements after all.

Finally, immigration reforms are rarely fully exogenous to voter behavior. Consequently,

one can argue that the reason why policy backlash has not been empirically present is that

even the most signi�cant pro-immigration reforms of the last forty years are conservative

enough for voters not to be considered �excessive� within the existing political equilibrium

(e.g., see Chou et al., 2021). Even with this limitation in mind, the evidence presented here

certainly challenges the common claim that existing pro-immigration policy advancements�

at least when it comes to opening pathways for legal labor and family immigration�may have

been counterproductive or conducive to the rise of populism.
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Supplementary Materials (Online Appendix)

Testing the Backlash Argument: Voter Responses to

(Pro-)Immigration Reforms



Major variables

� Immigration Openness (IMPIC) Index is calculated as the (reverse coded) average of IMPIC's labor

(AvgSRegA) and family (AvgSRegB) immigration (restrictiveness) summary scores for a particular

country/year

� ∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) is calculated as the di�erence between Immigration Openness

(IMPIC) Index at year t and t− 1 for a particular country/year

� (Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) Index is calculated as the weighted average of all immigration

policy changes within a particular country/year that varied from -1/-0.75/-0.5/-0.25 (major/mid-

level/minor/�ne-tuning anti-immigration change) to 1/0.75/0.5/0.25 (major/mid-level/minor/�ne-

tuning pro-immigration change)

� Pro-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) is calculated as a binary variable which takes a

value of 1 if the policy change (in a particular country-year or between-election period) is coded as

positive by both datasets.

� (Right-wing) Populist Vote, % is based on the Timbro Authoritarian Populism Index (Heino, 2016)

which measures the share of votes cast for (right-wing) populist parties in each country-year since the

last elections in a national legislature (see the list of parties below). For an alternative coding see The

PopuList (Rooduijn et al., 2019).

� Voter Anti-immigration Preferences are based on the �immigration conservatism� index compiled by

Caughey et al. (2019). Derived as the aggregation of major public opinion survey questions regarding

immigration (e.g., �Do you think immigration should be decreased?�), this index indicates the general

restrictiveness of the electorate in a given country/year. For (Relative) Economic Preferences, see

Caughey et al. (2019).

� Voter Immigration Salience is based on the responses to the �most important issue/problem� question

(that mention immigration) in Eurobarometer (see Claassen & Mclaren, 2021).

� Immigration stocks, unemployment rate (log), and GDP per capita (PPP, log) are taken from the

World Bank.

� Cabinet Composition (Schmidt Index): (1) hegemony of right-wing (and centre) parties, (2) dominance

of right-wing (and centre) parties, (3) balance of power between left and right, (4) dominance of social-

democratic and other left parties, (5) hegemony of social-democratic and other left parties (Armingeon

et al., 2021).
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Examples of Labor and Family Immigration Policy Changes

Among the most pro-immigration policy changes identi�ed by both datasets is Ireland's New

Employment Permits Act of 2006 which signi�cantly simpli�ed and facilitated immigration

and permanent residency for a range of skilled workers and their families. Among the

most anti-immigration policy changes is Italy's �Bossi-Fini� law (Act 189) of 2002, which

regularized many undocumented workers but also made future labor migration into the

country much more di�cult by imposing a strict job contract requirement and reducing the

duration of available work permits (for details about these laws and regulations, see the

detailed DEMIG country �les).

More generally, the following 48 countries and years have been identi�ed by both IMPIC

and DEMIG as experiencing positive labor and family pro-immigration policy changes from

1980 to 2010 (the major policy changes above the median value are highlighted in italic):

Austria 1997, Belgium 1999, Czechia 1991, Czechia 1992, Czechia 2006, Czechia 2009, Den-

mark 1983, Denmark 2007, Denmark 2008, Finland 2006, France 1998, Germany 1991,

Greece 2006, Hungary 2004, Hungary 2010, Iceland 1993, Iceland 2003, Ireland 2007, Italy

1986, Italy 2001, Italy 2009, Luxembourg 2007, Luxembourg 2008, Netherlands 2004, Nor-

way 1999, Norway 2001, Norway 2005, Poland 1997, Portugal 1998, Portugal 2006, Slovakia

1992, Slovakia 1999, Slovakia 2002, Slovakia 2004, Slovakia 2010, Spain 1986, Spain 1996,

Spain 1997, Spain 1998, Spain 2000, Spain 2002, Spain 2003, Spain 2009, Switzerland 1984,

Switzerland 2003, Switzerland 2007, Switzerland 2008, United Kingdom 2000.

ii

https://www.migrationinstitute.org/data/demig-data/demig-policy-1/download-the-data/demig-policy-data-downloads
https://www.migrationinstitute.org/data/demig-data/demig-policy-1/download-the-data/demig-policy-data-downloads


List of Right-Wing Populist Parties (Timbro)

Austria

� Freiheitliche Partei Österreichs

� Bündnis Zukunft Österreich

� Freie Partei Salzburg

Belgium

� Vlaams Belang � Front National

Czechia

� Usvit prime demokracie

� Svoboda a Prímá Demokracie

� Realisté

� �ád národa

Denmark

� Dansk Folkeparti

� Fremskridtspartiet

� Nye Borgerlige

Spain

� Vox

Estonia

� Eesti Konservatiivne Rahvaerakond

Finland

� Sann�nländarna

� Blå reform

� Förändring 2011

France

� Front National � Mouvement National Républicain

Germany

� Alternative für Deutschland

Greece

� Laikos Orthodoxos Synagermos � Elliniki Lisi

Estonia

� Eesti Konservatiivne Rahvaerakond

Iceland

� Mið�okkurinn � Íslenska þjóðfylkingin

Ireland

� National Party � Irish Freedom Party

iii



Italy

� Lega (Lega Nord)

� Fratelli d'Italia - Alleanza Nationale

� La Destra

� Die Freiheitlichen

Luxembourg

� Alternativ Demokratesch Reformpartei

� Fräi Partei Lëtzebuerg

� Biergerlëscht

Netherlands

� Partij voor de Vrijheid

� Forum voor Democratie

� Lijst Pim Fortuyn

� Een NL

� Partij voor Nederland

� Centrum Democraten

Norway

� Fremskrittspartiet � Demokratene i Norge

Poland

� Prawo i Sprawiedliwo±¢

� Konfederacja Wolno±¢ i Niepodlegªo±¢

� Kukiz 15

� Kongres Nowej Prawicy

Portugal

� Chega

Slovakia

� Slovenska Narodna Strana � Sme Rodina

Slovenia

� Slovenska demokratska stranka

� Slovenska naciolna stranka

� Lista novinarja Bojana Poºarja

� Zedinjena Slovenija

� Lipa

Sweden

� Sverigedemokraterna � Ny Demokrati

Switzerland

� Schweizerische Volkspartei

� Lega dei Ticinesi

� Mouvement Citoyens Genevois

� Freiheits-Partei der Schweiz

� Eidgenössisch-Demokratische Union

United Kingdom

� UK Independence Party

� Brexit Party

� The English Democrats
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Tables and Figures

Table A1: (Pro-)immigration Policy Changes and Right-Wing Populist Vote Across Elections

Right-Wing Populist Vote, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 7.657 0.503 −0.591
(3.542) (4.412) (3.612)
[6.943] [7.014] [4.325]

∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −5.277 −25.239 −7.457
(17.864) (17.985) (13.462)
[12.242] [19.000] [10.569]

(Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) 9.085 −1.567 1.141
(6.394) (4.197) (4.221)
[6.101] [4.420] [4.410]

Pro-immigration Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) 4.123 1.345 −1.198
(2.176) (1.945) (1.109)
[3.057] [2.349] [0.924]

Right-Wing Populist Vote, % (t-1) 0.690∗∗∗ 0.687∗∗∗ 0.643∗∗∗ 0.754∗∗∗

(0.191) (0.192) (0.145) (0.213)
[0.123] [0.125] [0.082] [0.124]

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Controls No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es
Observations 193 181 178 191 179 178 206 193 190 185 174 171
Adjusted R2 0.470 0.589 0.749 0.454 0.592 0.749 0.500 0.624 0.783 0.448 0.560 0.733

The table shows the relationship between pro-immigration policy (changes) and right-wing populist vote.
All independent policy variables have been aggregated over the case-speci�c 1-5 year period since the
previous election. For variable descriptions, see Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are
given in square brackets (with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors given in parentheses): ∗p<0.05;
∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A2: (Pro-)Immigration Policy Changes and (Anti-)immigration Voter Preferences

(Anti-)Immigration Preferences

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20)

Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.271∗∗∗ −0.239∗ −0.303∗∗ −0.042 −0.035
(0.040) (0.046) (0.049) (0.068) (0.060)
[0.073] [0.106] [0.107] [0.138] [0.086]

∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 0.089 0.072 0.077 0.015 −0.018
(0.059) (0.070) (0.090) (0.070) (0.080)
[0.049] [0.066] [0.074] [0.052] [0.061]

(Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) −0.051 −0.018 −0.046 −0.058 −0.001
(0.039) (0.038) (0.036) (0.027) (0.020)
[0.048] [0.045] [0.042] [0.037] [0.023]

Pro-immigration Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) −0.024 −0.017 −0.016 −0.020 −0.010
(0.016) (0.016) (0.016) (0.013) (0.009)
[0.018] [0.018] [0.016] [0.012] [0.009]

(Anti-)Immigration Preferences (t-1) 0.669∗∗∗ 0.671∗∗∗ 0.706∗∗∗ 0.686∗∗∗

(0.067) (0.067) (0.055) (0.060)
[0.028] [0.031] [0.024] [0.025]

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es
Country-speci�c Linear Trends No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es No No No No Y es Y es
Observations 462 462 441 441 426 462 462 441 441 426 569 569 545 545 530 529 529 504 504 489
Adjusted R2 0.793 0.791 0.803 0.882 0.938 0.759 0.766 0.771 0.881 0.938 0.751 0.763 0.767 0.881 0.944 0.762 0.771 0.775 0.878 0.939

The table shows the relationship between pro-immigration policy (changes) and (anti-)immigration voter preferences. For variable descriptions, see
Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in square brackets (with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors given in
parentheses): ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A3: (Pro-)Immigration Policy Changes and Voter Immigration Salience

Immigration Salience

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20)

Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.383∗∗∗ −0.097 0.060 0.025 0.027
(0.119) (0.080) (0.107) (0.121) (0.115)
[0.081] [0.075] [0.147] [0.111] [0.111]

∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 0.059 0.040 0.035 −0.027 0.032
(0.108) (0.084) (0.091) (0.089) (0.049)
[0.103] [0.091] [0.088] [0.115] [0.064]

(Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) 0.004 0.030 0.003 −0.040 −0.015
(0.059) (0.050) (0.045) (0.029) (0.025)
[0.099] [0.087] [0.068] [0.031] [0.026]

Pro-immigration Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) 0.004 −0.004 −0.015 −0.034 −0.026
(0.024) (0.019) (0.014) (0.012) (0.012)
[0.014] [0.012] [0.015] [0.018] [0.016]

Immigration Salience (t-1) 0.478∗∗∗ 0.481∗∗∗ 0.746∗∗∗ 0.782∗∗∗

(0.104) (0.104) (0.087) (0.109)
[0.076] [0.076] [0.106] [0.148]

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es
Country-speci�c Linear Trends No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es No No No Y es Y es
Observations 171 171 171 171 150 171 171 171 171 150 266 266 265 265 243 226 226 225 225 203
Adjusted R2 0.882 0.936 0.942 0.970 0.975 0.875 0.936 0.941 0.970 0.975 0.822 0.877 0.905 0.949 0.968 0.829 0.889 0.915 0.953 0.972

The table shows the relationship between pro-immigration policy (changes) and immigration issue salience among voters. For variable descriptions,
see Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in square brackets (with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors given in
parentheses): ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A4: (Pro-)immigration Policy Changes and Voter Turnout Across Elections

Turnout, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12)

Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −12.670∗ −2.534 −2.167
(4.363) (3.576) (3.498)
[5.966] [3.736] [2.068]

∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 29.918∗∗ 7.192 6.839
(17.241) (16.511) (16.206)
[11.545] [15.131] [15.652]

(Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) −8.696 −3.560 −3.445
(8.544) (4.078) (3.439)
[6.128] [3.794] [3.178]

Pro-immigration Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) −2.739 0.120 −0.445
(1.437) (1.057) (1.040)
[1.555] [0.850] [0.950]

Voter Turnout, % (t-1) 0.354∗∗∗ 0.321∗∗∗ 0.367∗∗∗ 0.343∗∗∗

(0.081) (0.082) (0.075) (0.090)
[0.080] [0.076] [0.073] [0.092]

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Controls No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es
Observations 195 181 181 193 179 179 209 193 193 188 174 174
Adjusted R2 0.792 0.872 0.889 0.788 0.878 0.891 0.756 0.872 0.890 0.784 0.885 0.898

The table shows the relationship between (pro-)immigration policy (changes) and voter turnout. All
independent policy variables have been aggregated over the case-speci�c 1-5 year period since the previous
election. For variable descriptions, see Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in
square brackets (with heteroskedasticity-robust standard errors given in parentheses): ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01;
∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A5: (Pro-)Immigration Policy Changes and Right-Wing Populist Vote (Alternative Policies)

Right-Wing Populist Vote, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15)

Asylum and Refugees Openness (IMPIC) 5.545 −8.252∗ −9.153∗

(4.320) (3.866) (4.437)
∆ Asylum and Refugees Openness (IMPIC) 1.339 4.558 4.785∗

(1.988) (2.631) (1.984)
External and Interal Control (IMPIC) −19.979∗ 1.550 2.530

(8.815) (7.923) (8.129)
∆ External and Interal Control (IMPIC) −3.993 −0.439 1.425

(5.494) (4.903) (7.367)
Border and Land Control Reforms (DEMIG) −0.612 0.034 −0.243

(0.482) (0.394) (0.352)

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es
Observations 656 656 626 638 638 610 656 656 626 638 638 610 771 771 738
Adjusted R2 0.476 0.576 0.617 0.482 0.574 0.614 0.530 0.567 0.608 0.482 0.573 0.613 0.491 0.598 0.636

The table shows the relationship between humanitarian, border, and enforcement-related pro-immigration policies and right-wing populist vote. For
variable descriptions, see Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in parentheses: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A6: (Pro-)Immigration Policy Changes and Voter Economic Preferences (Placebo Test)

Economic Preferences

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18) (19) (20)

Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 0.030 0.111 0.037 0.039 0.004
(0.091) (0.079) (0.080) (0.070) (0.024)

∆ Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.025 −0.044 −0.050 −0.026 −0.060
(0.077) (0.069) (0.087) (0.082) (0.067)

(Pro-)immigration Reforms (DEMIG) −0.093 −0.026 −0.022 −0.018 −0.009
(0.058) (0.048) (0.048) (0.046) (0.021)

Pro-immigration Change (IMPIC/DEMIG) −0.015 −0.006 0.001 −0.001 −0.006
(0.027) (0.022) (0.023) (0.017) (0.010)

Economic Preferences (t-1) 0.859∗∗∗ 0.859∗∗∗ 0.849∗∗∗ 0.859∗∗∗

(0.020) (0.019) (0.016) (0.017)

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es No Y es Y es Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es No No Y es Y es Y es
Country-speci�c Linear Trends No No No Y es No No No No Y es No No No No Y es No No No No Y es No
Observations 546 546 501 501 486 546 546 501 501 486 645 645 605 605 590 612 612 564 564 549
Adjusted R2 0.651 0.723 0.764 0.846 0.944 0.650 0.716 0.764 0.846 0.944 0.661 0.752 0.789 0.861 0.948 0.652 0.736 0.779 0.855 0.945

The table shows the relationship between (pro-)immigration policy (changes) and economic preferences. For variable descriptions, see Appendix.
Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in parentheses: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.x



Table A7: Immigration Policy Changes and Right-Wing Populist Vote (Alternative Operationalizations)

Populist Vote, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18)

Labor Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 5.511 2.089 2.897
(4.016) (3.870) (3.830)

Family Immigration Openness (IMPIC) 4.625∗ −1.495 −0.453
(2.247) (3.142) (2.775)

Pro-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC) 0.563 −0.724 −0.505
(0.398) (0.489) (0.469)

Pro-immigration Reforms Only (DEMIG) 1.246∗∗ 0.327 0.196
(0.480) (0.382) (0.309)

Anti-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC) 0.827 −0.861 −0.524
(0.653) (0.798) (0.646)

Anti-immigration Reforms Only (DEMIG) 0.807∗ 0.238 0.465
(0.386) (0.328) (0.329)

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es
Observations 656 656 626 656 656 626 638 638 610 771 771 738 638 638 610 771 771 738
Adjusted R2 0.487 0.569 0.612 0.478 0.568 0.608 0.482 0.574 0.613 0.502 0.598 0.636 0.483 0.574 0.613 0.495 0.598 0.638

The table shows the relationship between immigration policy (changes) and right-wing populist vote. For variable descriptions, see Appendix.
Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in parentheses: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A8: Immigration Policy Changes and (Anti-)Immigration Voter Preferences (Alternative Operationalizations)

Populist Vote, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18)

Labor Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.223∗∗∗ −0.209∗∗∗ −0.228∗∗∗

(0.040) (0.053) (0.057)
Family Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.040 0.016 0.0001

(0.082) (0.098) (0.126)
Pro-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC) −0.018 −0.010 −0.009

(0.015) (0.014) (0.014)
Pro-immigration Reforms Only (DEMIG) −0.008 −0.004 −0.005

(0.005) (0.005) (0.004)
Anti-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC) −0.004 0.001 −0.0002

(0.013) (0.013) (0.012)
Anti-immigration Reforms Only (DEMIG) −0.003 −0.002 0.0001

(0.003) (0.004) (0.004)

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es
Observations 462 462 441 462 462 441 462 462 441 569 569 545 462 462 441 569 569 545
Adjusted R2 0.812 0.812 0.819 0.759 0.766 0.771 0.759 0.766 0.771 0.752 0.763 0.767 0.758 0.766 0.771 0.750 0.763 0.767

The table shows the relationship between (pro-)immigration policy (changes) and (anti-)immigration voter preferences. For variable descriptions, see
Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in parentheses: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Table A9: (Pro-)Immigration Policy Changes and Voter Immigration Salience (Alternative Operationalizations)

Populist Vote, %

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11) (12) (13) (14) (15) (16) (17) (18)

Labor Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.235 −0.382 −0.283
(0.660) (0.490) (0.421)

Family Immigration Openness (IMPIC) −0.184∗∗∗ −0.028 0.048
(0.050) (0.059) (0.090)

Pro-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC) −0.002 −0.014 −0.013
(0.013) (0.010) (0.009)

Pro-immigration Reforms Only (DEMIG) 0.001 0.005 0.002
(0.008) (0.007) (0.005)

Anti-immigration Policy Change (IMPIC) 0.012 0.011 0.015
(0.014) (0.013) (0.015)

Anti-immigration Reforms Only (DEMIG) −0.001 0.002 0.002
(0.008) (0.007) (0.007)

Country FE Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es Y es
Year FE No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es No Y es Y es
Controls No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es No No Y es
Observations 171 171 171 171 171 171 171 171 171 266 266 265 171 171 171 266 266 265
Adjusted R2 0.876 0.937 0.942 0.882 0.936 0.942 0.875 0.936 0.942 0.822 0.877 0.906 0.876 0.936 0.942 0.822 0.877 0.906

The table shows the relationship between pro-immigration policy (changes) and immigration issue salience among voters. For variable descriptions,
see Appendix. Robust standard errors clustered by country are given in parentheses: ∗p<0.05; ∗∗p<0.01; ∗∗∗p<0.001.
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Figure A1: Immigration Openness and Right-Wing Populist Vote in Europe (1980-2014)
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Black lines indicate country-mean populist voting; grey lines indicate immigration policy openness.
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Figure A2: Immigration Openness, Preferences, and Populist Vote across Countries
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The �gure depicts the bivariate relationship between immigration policy openness and right-wing populist
voting (left) or anti-immigration preferences (right) at the country-year level. All points are shaded by
country. For variable descriptions, see Appendix.

Figure A3: Short-term Change in Immigration Openness, Preferences, and Populist Vote
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The �gure depicts the relationship between the short-term change in immigration openness and right-wing
populist voting (left) or anti-immigration preferences (right). For variable descriptions, see Appendix.

Figure A4: Long-term Change in Immigration Openness, Preferences, and Populist Vote
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The �gure depicts the relationship between the long-term change in immigration openness and right-wing
populist voting (left) or anti-immigration preferences (right). For variable descriptions, see Appendix.
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Figure A5: The Trajectories of Immigration Policy and Right-Wing Populist Vote Across
Europe (1980-2014)
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Black lines indicate the shares of right-wing populist vote (with major election years marked by points).
Grey lines indicate immigration openness (IMPIC). Pluses and minuses of various size indicate more or less
signi�cant pro- and anti-immigration reforms (DEMIG). Note that some countries have missing data.
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Black lines indicate anti-immigration preferences. Black dashed lines indicate immigration salience. Grey
lines indicate immigration policy openness (IMPIC). Pluses and minuses of various size indicate more or less
signi�cant pro- and anti-immigration reforms (DEMIG). Note that some countries have missing data.
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