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population issues.Migration policy is a hotly debated issue in 

many developed countries. Some right-wing 
politicians view it as a boon, and some liber-
al politicians consider it a bane and the more 
nuanced politicians take the middle ground. 
Far-right politicians in particular often state 
that the borders should be closed. But what do 
citizens have to say on the topic? Are they like-
ly to support such strong statements? And do 
the demographic circumstances of the country 
in question matter? Countries or city states with 
a high population density are likely to be more 
selective regarding who should cross their bor-
der than countries that are sparsely populated. 
High-density countries like the Netherlands or 
Singapore are likely to encounter more conges- 
tion problems in, for instance, housing, infra-
structure, and land use, compared to low-densi-
ty countries like Canada and the U.S. 

How do citizens look upon the contribution 
of immigrants to their country and what is 
their stance on immigration policy, The World 
Values Survey offers some light on how coun-

try settings but also the attitudes of citizens may 
matter in welcoming or restricting immigrants. 
The figure below shows in a nutshell how citi-
zens living in countries with a high population 
density differ from traditional and ‘new’ immi-
gration countries. In high-density countries, 
a majority of citizens wants strict limits on the 
number of foreigners entering their country. 
South Korean citizens differ markedly from the 
other three countries, but this might very well 
be because due to having the world’s lowest 
fertility rate of 0.7, the threats associated with 
population ageing loom large in South Korea’s 
future. The citizens in new and traditional 
immigration countries are far more focused on 
the labour market potential of immigrants and 
not on setting strict limits. They often do not 
face the complicating factors of a densely pop-
ulated country. Canada, for example, with its 
current population of 40 million inhabitants 
(4 per km2) is striving for the goal of 100 mil-
lion citizens in 2100. Canadian policy makers 
explained this goal in their ‘Century Initiative’: 
“Our population growth is tied to our quality of 

Getting a grip on immigration: 
the citizens’ view

life. If we have more people, we have a larg-
er workforce and we create more economic 
activity.” What is perhaps even more striking 
is the attitude in European countries, like 
Germany and the UK, where citizens show 
themselves to be very open to the labour 
market potential of immigrants. Population 
ageing and expected labour market shortag-
es can apparently cause a change of heart. 
The Dutch viewpoint is markedly different: 
67 per cent of the Dutch want strict limits 
and this is in strong contrast to the UK or 
Germany with respectively 31 and 36 per 
cent who want strict limits. Right now the 
Dutch, in particular the older citizens, feel 
that immigration numbers are ‘out of con-
trol’ and see it as high priority to regain con-
trol. 
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What is the citizens’ view on immigration policy? Should labour 
migration be given priority no matter what or should governments be 
more restrictive? The World Values Survey shows that countries with 
a very high population density are far more restrictive than moderate 
or low-density countries. Citizens in traditional or new immigration 
countries show a markedly different attitude. 

Opinions of citizens on how their government should carry out immigration policy, 2017-2022

Note on data: US refers to 2017, Australia, Hong Kong, Germany and South Korea to 2018, Canada, New Zealand and Singapore to 2020 and the Netherlands 

and UK to 2022. Source: World Values Survey.
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Let anyone come who wants to work Let people come as long as there are jobs available

Place strict limits on the number of foreigners who can come here Prohibit people coming here from other countries
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