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Abstract

We advance research on attitudes towards immigration using an experimental design that more
clearly separates between skill level and labor market demand. In single profile conjoint de-
sign experiments fielded in England and Japan, we replicate the well-established finding that
high-skill immigrants are generally preferred to low-skill immigrants. However, we also show
a more nuanced result in that labor market demand — regardless of skill level — is also im-
portant. Indeed, in both England and Japan, the public is willing to accept low-skill workers in
high-demand occupations at levels at least as much as for high-skill but low-demand occupa-
tions. Labor market demand is an important factor in understanding attitudes towards economic
migration.
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Birthrates across the OECD are “well below those needed for population replacement” (OECD
2023), which poses significant problems to nations and governments as the number of retirees grows
relative to the size of the workforce. Immigration is a potential solution to the issue of a shrinking
population; however, opposition, particularly in the context of rising right-wing populism, makes
it a politically contentious issue for leaders and policymakers. This problem is especially acute in
Japan and the United Kingdom, two countries that (a) have birthrates below the OECD average, (b)
face worker shortages across a variety of occupations, and (c) face unique immigration challenges
given their specific particulars. Having left the European Union, the UK can no longer rely on free
movement from EU member states to fill employment vacancies, so must rely on visa programs
(which can be costly in time and money). In Japan, the topic of immigration is largely taboo, where
political leaders seem to deliberately keep migration policy away from the public eye.

Public attitudes toward immigrants have been extensively studied (see review articles, Ceobanu
and Escandell 2010; Esses 2021; Fussell, Hunter, and Gray 2014; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014).
Previous research convincingly shows that high-skilled immigrants are preferred to low-skilled im-
migrants (Aalberg, Iyengar, and Messing 2012; Facchini and Mayda 2012; Fietkau and Hansen
2018; Ford and Mellon 2020; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015; Hain-
mueller, Hiscox, and Margalit 2015; Helbling and Kriesi 2014; Igarashi, Miwa, and Ono 2022;
Iyengar et al. 2013; Naumann, Stoetzer, and Pietrantuono 2018; Solodoch 2021; Turper et al. 2015;
Tzeng and Tsai 2020; Valentino et al. 2019). This attitude “seems to be a universal trend” (Igarashi,
Miwa, and Ono 2022, p. 1), and only a few studies contest this common result (Malhotra and New-
man 2017; Newman and Malhotra 2019).

This paper expands this area of research by arguing that labor market demand is an important ad-
ditional factor beyond skill alone that influences judgments about immigration. This paper contends
that, though accurate, skill level alone may be an incomplete picture in how people make decisions
about the desirability of potential immigrants. Our study asks Japanese and English respondents
whether they would grant a hypothetical migrant a work visa while varying their occupations along

with the country of origin, gender, age and length of visa characteristics. Although we replicate



the finding that higher-skilled immigrants are generally preferred, we also find that labor market
demand is additionally important. A second novel finding that emerges is the greater variation in
support by occupation among English respondents. The latter finding is perhaps reflective of an
English political and media environment where immigration debates are front and center and the
cause of internal strife within and across political parties, rather than deliberately downplayed as it
is by Japanese political elites.

Economists are often at odds with the public, as they argue that immigration contributes to
economic growth by expanding the workforce, fostering innovation, and addressing demographic
challenges like aging populations (Borjas 2014). From a political economy perspective, they argue
that immigration also improves global competitiveness and promotes cross-border collaboration,
while diversifying markets and improving resource allocation efficiency (Dustmann and Frattini
2014). How do we reconcile the positive effects of immigration with a hostile political environment?
One possibility is that public support for admitting unskilled workers, particularly in high-demand
sectors, provides policymakers with greater flexibility in shaping immigration policy. Alternatively,
anti-immigration sentiment may simply be sufficiently disconnected from economic considerations
that even relatively high levels of support when immigration decisions are framed this way to alter
political discourse. In short, admitting workers in high demand but lower-skill occupations such as
social care and agriculture may not have to be done discreetly or as policy “carve-outs.” Framed
correctly, a public debate over immigration can be healthy and does not have to be as contentious

as it has become in England or remain in the shadows as it has in Japan.

Impact of Occupation Roles

There is a robust literature that examines attitudes towards immigrants and immigration, but we
believe that there is still more to learn by considering labor market demand as separate from skill
level. Focusing on specific occupations, we can better separate these two distinct concepts than
when using more blunt approaches, such as using education as a proxy for skill (e.g., Helbling and

Kriesi 2014; Tzeng and Tsai 2020) or asking questions about the abstract skill level (e.g., Gerber



et al. 2017; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010). Although educational levels can capture true differ-
ences in skill, Malhotra, Margalit, and Mo (2013, pp. 393-394) highlight several measurement
and conceptual problems with this approach. They claim that non-economic aspects vary between
highly educated and low educated, and skill varies within the same education category (see also
Polavieja 2016 for critiques on using education as a variable to measure people’s skill levels).

Several landmark analyses directly ask respondents questions that use general assessments of
skill separate from labor market demand, such as whether immigrants are high- or low-skilled (Ger-
ber et al. 2017; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010), professional or unskilled (Ford and Mellon 2020), or
compare manual with nonmanual labor (Kage, Rosenbluth, and Tanaka 2022). Although valuable,
this approach does not clarify how individuals categorize immigrants within these broad labels.
When participants try to imagine high-skilled immigrants, some might picture a nurse, while oth-
ers might picture a computer programmer or a university professor. Moreover, some of these mental
images can conflate skill with labor market demand (such as people with expertise in artificial in-
telligence).

Another approach used in the literature — and the one we adopt — is to measure skill via occu-
pation. The definition of skill is diverse in academic scholarship (Boucher 2020), but contrasting
occupational categories (Denney and Green 2021; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015; Iyengar et al.
2013; Solodoch 2021) is a suitable approach because job titles can capture both economic and ed-
ucational background to a large extent (Solodoch 2021, p.1017). Moreover, the occupation is par-
ticularly suitable for conjoint studies and is the approach often used to indicate the level of skill in
this type of experimental design (e.g., Hainmueller, Hiscox, and Margalit 2015; Steele, Abdelaaty,

and Than 2023).

Employment Demand in Host Country

We believe that we can advance a more nuanced understanding of support for migration by more
directly considering employment demand in addition to skill. A shortcoming of some previous

studies is their lack of explicit differentiation between the skill level of potential immigrants and



the demand for employment (e.g., Denney and Green 2021; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015). Our
design explicitly includes occupations representing all four combinations in a 2 x 2 framework of
skill level (high/low) and labor market demand (high/low). The level of employment demand means
how much each occupation demands laborers in the job market of the host country.

We argue that labor market demand is distinct from two prevalent approaches: employment
competition (e.g., Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; Hainmueller, Hiscox, and Margalit 2015; Kunovich
2013; Malhotra, Margalit, and Mo 2013; Mayda 2006; Naumann, Stoetzer, and Pietrantuono 2018;
O’Rourke and Sinnott 2006; Pardos-Prado and Xena 2019) and welfare fiscal burden anxieties (e.g.,
Dustmann and Preston 2007; Facchini and Mayda 2009, 2012; Fietkau and Hansen 2018; Gerber
et al. 2017; Helbling and Kriesi 2014). Regarding these two primary approaches in the literature
(competition and fiscal anxiety), Hainmueller and Hiscox (2010) conduct a survey experiment in
the United States and find a preference for high-skilled immigrants regardless of an individual’s
personal skill or wealth and conclude that neither theory explains public attitudes. Solodoch (2021,
p. 1014) suggest that sociotropic or non-economic concerns — ‘civic-minded calculations on the
state of the nation’” — might play a more significant role in explaining why people believe what
they do when it comes to favoring more or less immigration (see also McLaren and Johnson 2007).
Valentino et al. (2019) finds that participants are more likely to admit high-skilled new arrivals
than low-skilled, regardless of the socioeconomic status of the participant. Socio-tropic consid-
erations such as these versus more egocentric concerns like labor market competition suggest that
local populations are concerned about accepting immigrants by considering their possible influence
on the entire economy. If locals ponder the overall country-level economic situation when making

judgments, they also should be sensitive to labor market demand.

Additional explanatory factors in immigration judgments

Previous research yields inconsistent and contradictory results over whether economic or non-
economic elements affect public attitudes more strongly. Some publications suggest that economic

factors have a greater influence on public opinion compared to aspects such as the ethnic back-



ground of new arrivals to the country (Aalberg, Iyengar, and Messing 2012; Harell et al. 2012;
Iyengar et al. 2013; Turper et al. 2015). Using data from the United States and the Netherlands,
Turper et al. (2015) argue that economic threats have more influential impacts than cultural dis-
parities. However, other studies point out that cultural factors have comparatively more prominent
effects on public attitudes (e.g., Miiller and Tai 2020; Sides and Citrin 2007).

Additional explanatory factors at the level of the potential immigrant include race/ethnicity,
country of origin, gender, and age. Ford (2011) demonstrates that, in the United Kingdom, immi-
grants who are white and culturally similar are preferred over those who are non-white and culturally
different. Another study in the UK provides evidence that the negative attitude towards Eastern Eu-
ropeans is due to economic threats and crimes (Hellwig and Sinno 2017). Similarly, Iyengar et al.
(2013) show that nationality is a major contributing factor to the assessment of immigrants in seven
countries. Combining these approaches, some scholars treat the country of origin as a measure of
attitudes towards different ethnicities (Dustmann and Preston 2007; Turper et al. 2015). However,
the economic-cultural “threat” divide is nuanced; Bloom, Arikan, and Lahav (2015) show that in
European countries, the culturally threatened natives prefer similar people in terms of race and eth-
nicity, but the material threat makes the Europeans support racial and ethnically distant immigrants
because of the low possibility of contesting resource acquisition.

Turning to gender and age, we see that conjoint studies consistently show a preference for women
over men (Denney and Green 2021; Findor et al. 2022; Steele, Abdelaaty, and Than 2023). Ward
(2019) shows that concerns about the admission of male immigrants are rooted in the perception of
men as threats to security and safety. When it comes to age, there is evidence that younger (working
aged) immigrants are preferred to older ones (Findor et al. 2022; Hedegaard and Larsen 2023).

Our expectation is that labor market demand will be an important factor in explaining attitudes
toward immigration, above and beyond the skill level. In other words, we expect respondents to
prefer immigrants in high-demand occupations to those in low-demand occupations, regardless of
their skill level. We assess this conjecture using a single-profile conjoint design where we vary

occupation by both skill level and labor market demand. One virtue of the conjoint approach we



adopt is that it allows us to consider additional factors (or attributes, in the language of conjoint

studies), such as age, sex, and country of origin.

Case selection

Japan and the United Kingdom have similar profiles — island nations with stable political systems
with roughly similar per capita GDPs in the bottom half of the G7 (7th and 5th, respectively).
Despite these similarities, there are important differences between the two nations when it comes
to immigration and public debate around the topic.

In the smaller United Kingdom (population near 70 million people), net migration averaged
roughly 200,000 annually since the early 2000s, though it was considerably higher in the last few
years. In 2022, net migration soared to more than 700,000 due to the combined effects of the post-
Brexit points-based immigration overhaul, provisions made for those fleeing war (Ukraine) and
political turmoil (Hong Kong), and a burgeoning student visa program. Looking more specifically
at the post-Brexit “points-based” system for work visas, this change led to a significant increase in
the number of visas issued to non-EU nationals (Sturge 2022). Higher education was a significant
draw as the number of student visas increased, and as part of the post-Brexit landscape, these visas
also offered more favorable terms by allowing graduates to remain in the UK for at least two years
to find work.

Consistent with our conjectures, UK visas were easier to obtain in high-market demand occupa-
tions. In some cases, workers could secure visas on salaries as low as £22,000 if their job category
featured on the official “shortage occupation list.” These factors, changes to policy, labor demand,
and very high (and increasing) inflows, contributed to a general media framing of the issue that is
critical of immigration. Despite a broadly negative environment, staffing shortages in essential but
low-paid sectors, such as social care for seniors, exert pressure to soften anti-immigration sentiment.

In Japan (population over 125 million), net migration is much smaller in both absolute and per-

centage terms. For the past few decades, Japan has faced economic stagnation, exacerbated by low



birthrates and a foreign-born population of only 2% (Akram 2019). Although the foreign work-
force in Japan reached record highs in 2023 (Rehm 2023), Japan remains a far more homogeneous
society than the United Kingdom. Former Prime Ministers Shinzo Abe and Kishida Fumio were
reluctant to communicate the need for increased immigration to fulfill the skills gaps brought on
by an aging population or to explain the significant policy changes that had been made to enable
increased, if hidden, migration to Japan.

Neither Abe nor Kishida pushed for comprehensive immigration reform. Rather, they opened
the (side) door to migrants by tweaking 2018 amendments to the Immigration Control Act, relying
on what Rehm (2023) calls “side doors—pathways to admit primarily lower skilled foreign workers
while legally denying their presence.” More formally, these side doors are found in the “Techni-
cal Intern Training Program” (TITP), a program first introduced in 1993 that allows workers from
developing countries to come to Japan to receive training in industry, under the premise of those
receiving skills returning to their home countries after their quasi-apprenticeship in Japan. Ambi-
guities in the legal status of immigrants in these programs led to charges of abuse of these workers.
Amendments to TITP in the 2010s clarified the status of these workers and introduced points-based
preferential treatment for highly skilled foreign professionals in 2012. However, Oishi (2012) notes
a limited impact of the points system to facilitate high-skill workers due to the generally unattractive
working and living environments for migrants in Japan.

Similar to the UK, changes to the Japanese visa system have specifically prioritized jobs with
high demand in the labor market. In 2018, Prime Minister Abe introduced a “Specified Skilled
Worker” (SSW) system to boost foreign workers in economic sectors with labor shortages. Oishi
(2021) notes that these reforms included a change in the definition of “skill” in the laws and were
more reflective of the needs of the labor market than the skilled / unskilled dichotomy. Rehm (2023)
reports that 70% of the SSWs come from programs linked to TITP. However, it remains difficult to
move from SSW to permanent residency and relocate family members of these workers to Japan.
In short, immigration policies and immigrants often lurk in the shadows of Japanese civil society

and immigrants remain far less visible in Japan than in the UK due to their much smaller numbers



relative to the country’s population.!

Data, Methods, and Design

Design and Dependent Variable: In June 2023, a conjoint experiment was embedded within a
monthly survey of a representative sample of 646 English and 1,501 Japanese respondents. In
this type of profile evaluation study, respondents are shown repeated “trials” of details about a
potential (hypothetical) immigrant, called a profile. For our case, each Japanese respondent was
shown four profiles, while English respondents were shown eight. This yielded 6,004 Japanese and
5,144 English responses.?

In the language of a conjoint study, each profile has randomly assigned “levels” across a number
of different dimensions or “attributes.” The advantages of the conjoint design “enable researchers
to non-parametrically identify and estimate the causal effects of many treatment components simul-
taneously” (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014, p. 2). We consider variations in support
for migrants in specific high-skilled versus low-skilled occupations, and additionally examine dif-
ferences in support when other characteristics of the hypothetical migrant vary, specifically their
age, national background, sex, and term of visa. A more detailed list of attributes and levels and a

sample profile that respondents viewed are available in Table 1.

We deliberately chose a single profile design (allow vs. not allow) because we care about both

IThis characterization, valid when we fielded the surveys in June 2023, may be shifting. In late July 2025, the
Upper House election concluded with the newly emergent far-right populist party Sanseito ("Party of Do-It-Yourself™)
capturing 14 of the 124 seats contested (Kelly and Geddie 2025). The party’s campaign was rooted in anti-immigrant
and conspiracy-laden rhetoric. Although still a minor force, its electoral surge prompted Prime Minister Ishiba to
take concrete action: unveiling, in the race’s closing days, the “Office for the Promotion of a Harmonious Society
with Foreign Residents”, aimed at addressing voter anxieties over foreign-resident crime, over-tourism, driver’s license
conversions, and property purchases. The heightened visibility of immigration issues, fueled by a party explicitly
opposing foreigners and their behaviors, suggests that Japan’s historically subdued framing of immigration in political
life may be poised to change significantly (Lau, Takiguchi, and Nishioka 2025).

2YouGov and Rakuten Insight conducted fieldwork in England and Japan, respectively. The monthly survey part
of a wider series of monthly surveys measuring the components of political trust in the two countries in the wake of
COVID-19, with funding provided by the Japanese Society for the Promotion of Science (Grant 20211704) and the
UK Economic and Social Research Council (Grant ES/W011913/1). Additional project information can be found at
https://www.trusttracker.org/. The objectives of the broader project required an England-specific, rather
than UK-wide, sampling frame; therefore, we generalize our findings only to England in the remainder of the paper.


https://www.trusttracker.org/

the differences across profiles as well as the specific quantity of support for admitting a potential
immigrant. The single profile design allows for simple comparisons across the varied profiles but
also aligns with a real-world situation where a migrant applies for a work visa using their personal
characteristics and is either given a visa or is not. The outcome variable for our single profile design
asks respondents “[s]hould this person receive a work visa to come to [COUNTRY]?’?

Consistent with previous research, we expect that respondents will prefer more skilled potential
migrants to less skilled ones, and they will favor offering visas to workers where there is higher
labor market demand. We measure skill and labor demand using specific occupations (see Table
2). We do not expect the direction of support by job role and country of origin to be different
between nations. However, the discussion of immigration, immigration levels, and the complexity
of forming a coherent, politically viable immigration policy is much more visible in political and
media debates in the England than it is in Japan. Therefore, we expect that the variation in support
between immigration characteristics is greater in England than in Japan.

Using occupation as a measure of both skill level and labor market demand: The key migrant
characteristic of interest is occupation and how this varies by skill level and demand in the receiving
nation. We take this approach by drawing on (Denney and Green 2021) and (Solodoch 2021) in
their studies of immigration in South Korea and the Netherlands, respectively. Rather than making
implicit comparisons by occupation and demand, our design explicitly chooses occupations that
vary both in underlying level of skill and in labor market demand in Japan and England, which we
present in Table 2.

To select occupation types for hypothetical immigrants to Japan and the United Kingdom, we
follow (Naumann, Stoetzer, and Pietrantuono 2018) and (Gusciute, Miihlau, and Layte 2022) by
classifying occupations of survey respondents that were inspired by the four skill level divisions
in the 2016 edition of the International Standard Classification of Occupations (ISCO-08). The
high-skilled occupations were drawn from the skill levels of ISCO 3 and 4, while the low-skilled

occupations were selected from the levels 1 and 2 (see Online Appendix A). To determine labor

3For discussions of when single profile designs are appropriate in political science experiments, see Bansak et al.
(2021) and Badas and Stauffer (2023).



Table 1: Attributes and Levels

Attributes Levels
Age (years old) 24 (reference category)
44
64
Gender Male (reference category)
Female
Occupation Computer programmer (reference category)

Doctor

Lawyer

Office manager

Fruit and vegetable picker
Home care worker

Retail salesperson

Call Centre Telemarketer

Country of origin

Japan

Peru (reference category)
China

South Korea

Vietnam

England

India (reference category)
Australia

Poland

Nigeria

Length of stay

Long term (reference category)
Short term

market demand, we reviewed policy documents, official visa schemes, and media reports from each
country. In the UK, for example, the demand for fruit pickers and home care workers has increased
significantly in the post-Brexit era (Daniel and Cooper 2022), and these occupations have been in-
cluded on the Government’s Shortage Occupation List (Thiemann et al. 2024). In Japan, where
immigration has historically been limited, the aging population and the shrinking workforce have
driven the need to expand migrant labor, particularly for low-skilled jobs. In response, the gov-
ernment introduced the Specified Skilled Worker Visa System (SSW) in 2019, which prioritizes
sectors such as agriculture and nursing care. The occupations in our ‘high demand’ category are

featured on these various shortage or special visa lists. In contrast, occupations such as retail work,
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Table 2: Occupation - Level of Skill and Level of Employment Demand

Occupation | High demand Low demand

High skilled | Computer programmer Lawyer
Doctor Office manager

Low skilled | Fruit and vegetable picker | Retail salesperson
Home care worker Call center telemarketer

telemarketing, and office staff are not included in the migration priority frameworks of either coun-
try.

While demand for high-skilled workers like computer programmers is growing globally, the
specific need for professions like lawyers and office managers remains relatively low, especially be-
cause these positions typically require domestic qualifications or culturally embedded knowledge.
Doctors also face significant barriers to qualification, but we classify them as a high-demand oc-
cupation. In the UK, the departure of many EU-trained physicians following Brexit led to active
efforts to recruit medical professionals from other countries (Campbell 2022). In Japan, the number
of immigrants is steadily increasing, and the rapid growth in foreign tourism has generated a grow-
ing demand for multilingual doctors (Hamada 2025). These needs are particularly acute in settings
where communication barriers can have serious implications, leading to increased interest in re-
cruiting foreign-trained medical professionals. Therefore, although the demand for all high-skilled
occupations is not equivalent, our classification reflects structural labor shortages and immigration
policy responses in each national context.

Other attributes and levels: As discussed in the literature review, a key focus of previous ex-
periments was the measurement of variations in the support for migrants by their country of origin.
We were faced with a difficult choice — use the same countries for both our samples (even though
the meanings attached to those countries might be different) or try to use choices that we expect will
evoke similar perceptions, which requires using different experimental levels within the country of
origin attribute across the two samples. We opted for the second approach, limiting our choices to
the top 15 source countries for each country rather than using the same levels for the nation of ori-

gin. Data were retrieved from e-Stat for Japan and the Office of National Statistics for England. For
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cultural proximity, we chose Australia for the UK and South Korea for Japan. Vietnam and Poland
are a significant source of workers in Japan and Britain, respectively, so these were also chosen. In
the United Kingdom, India and Nigeria are Commonwealth nations, former British colonies, which
send migrants with ethnic minority backgrounds to the UK. Japan occupied a significant portion
of China during World War Two, and today China is the largest supplier of migrants to the nation.
Finally, Peru is home to a significant Japanese diaspora, and Peruvians of Japanese descent are
returning in small but significant numbers, particularly to work in understaffed sectors.

Other migrant attributes that could prime support or opposition include the sex of the applicant,
with women potentially gaining more support because they are perceived as less threatening and
less likely to commit a crime (Ward 2019). Respondents may view younger adult migrants as more
likely to work, pay taxes, and be less of a burden on the social welfare system. Following Hedegaard
and Larsen (2023), our hypothetical migrant is 24, 44, or 64 years old, and our expectation is that
the respondents should be more likely to endorse younger migrants. Finally, we introduce another
novel aspect to our conjoint about the time required for a visa. Although the specifics vary between
countries, many countries have long- and short-term work visas. Governments can respond to
seasonal needs, such as during harvest time in agriculture, by issuing short-term visas. Respondents
may be more supportive of temporary migration to meet labor needs, with the idea that the migrant
would soon return home.

Analytic approach: We report the marginal means (MMs) because the key experimental at-
tribute of interest is the multicategory occupation variable, and AMCEs are sensitive to the ref-
erence categories chosen in each manipulation (Clayton, Ferwerda, and Horiuchi 2021; Leeper,
Hobolt, and Tilley 2020). In our case, MMs are average respondent support for offering a hypothet-
ical migrant with the given attribute of interest a visa. This approach allows for direct comparison
of the level of preference for granting a visa to someone in a chosen profession vis-a-vis another of
our listed professions. Likewise, if the MM is higher for a migrant from one country over another,
for women over men, for the youngest category over others, or for short-term over long-term visa

awards, we can say that our results imply a stronger support for those in the former versus the latter
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Figure 1: Experimental conjoint task examples

(a) England (b) Japan
UK visa applican profile X -
How old is the person? 24 ERSChS
What gender is the person? Female
What job is the person applying for? Retail worker fFip 24
What country is the person from? India
Is the person seeking a long term or short term visa? Long term 51 SBif
IAZERS) £ INFEIEARTEE
Should this person receive a work visa to come to the UK?
HEE rhE
O Yes RENTIOES (RH/8H) | &8

O e

COHRBEFARICTEIICOHDORFI ET ZFIEETNINETLLOIN?

categories (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020).

Results

Our primary argument is that it is important to consider both skill and labor market demand when
thinking about judgments about allowing potential workers into a country. Before discussing these
specific results, for which we generally find support, it is first important to point out the high level of
support for issuing visas across the board. Overall, 61.6% of profiles shown in England and 65.7%
of profiles in Japan were deemed worthy of receiving a visa.

We take the analysis in turns, first presenting the results by occupational skill, followed by
occupational demand. Figure 2 paints an extremely familiar picture: higher-skilled immigrants are
preferred to those with lower skill levels.

Given some of the subtle differences in how we implemented the conjoint design in each country,
we do not pool the data for analysis. Fortunately, we get remarkably consistent results in both
cases. The left panel of Figure 2 shows that English respondents have significant differences in

supporting a hypothetical migrant according to occupational skill. For aggregated trials in which
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Figure 2: Occupation skill level on support for accepting immigrants
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the respondent has a highly skilled respondent, they are willing to grant a visa close to 70% most
of the time in both Japan and England. Support for a migrant in a lower skilled occupation falls
slightly to the low to mid 60s in percentage terms in Japan (statistically insignificant), but falls
considerably to the middle 50s in England. However, these numbers still suggest surprisingly high
levels of support even for low-skilled employees, a result that runs strongly counter to conventional
wisdom about support for immigration in these countries!

Taking into account labor market demand decisively helps explain these results. When we
disaggregate respondent support for granting visas by skill demand rather than skill, we can clearly
see the importance of labor market demand. In both Japan and England, Figure 3 shows support for

granting working visas to those in high-demand occupations also hovers near 70 percent. In both
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Figure 3: Occupation labor market demand on support for accepting immigrants
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nations, we see significant declines in approval for visas for those in low-demand occupations; in
Japan, support falls to approximately sixty percent, while in England it falls to the low to mid 50s.

Figure 4 reveals nuanced variations across job categories. High-skill, high-demand workers
receive the most support. High-skilled but low-demand and high-demand but low-skill have similar
levels of support — but the latter actually garners slightly higher levels of support, a finding that
holds in both countries. Support for low-demand/low-skill workers is dramatically less (although
this is more pronounced in England).

Significant differences in other hypothetical characteristics of migrants are worth noting and
comparing across the two nations. Our analyses echo prior findings demonstrating differences in

support for migrants by country of origin and our experiment reinforces these findings. English
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Figure 4: Occupation factoring in both skill
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respondents are most likely to support migrants from culturally close Australia, but support for
workers from Poland is a close second and the differences between nations are not significant. Sup-
port from the Commonwealth nations that provide England with large numbers of racial minorities
still attains majority approval but is significantly less than that of the two former white majority
nations. In England, support for migrant workers differentiates far more by occupation than it does
by national background. For Japan, most respondents approve of granting visas to migrants from
all the hypothetical national backgrounds, likely because the Japanese are more inclined to see
the needs for immigrants to fill job vacancies. However, there is notably less support for Chinese
migrant workers.

The question at the end of each vignette asks if the respondent would give migrants with hypo-
thetical characteristics a visa enabling them to work in the nation. It is no surprise that support is
considerably reduced for the migrant near retirement age, but respondents in both nations do not dif-
ferentiate between a young and middle-aged worker. In both nations, there is slightly more support
for a female worker over male counterparts, but these differences are not significant. Respondents
also do not significantly vary their support by length of the visa offered to the worker.

To ensure that the trends observed above are not driven by respondent characteristics, we con-
ducted subgroup analyses to examine the heterogeneity of effects. We used five moderator variables:
gender, age, educational attainment, political ideology, and general trust. Age was dichotomized
into respondents aged 45 and under versus those over 45. Educational attainment was coded as ei-
ther college graduate or non-college graduate. Ideology was measured on an 11-point scale (0-10),
with values of 0—4 classified as left-leaning, 5 as centrist, and 6-10 as right-leaning. General trust
was measured on a 7-point scale, with values of 3 or lower coded as low trust, and 4 or higher as
high trust. Full results from these analyses are presented in Online Appendix B.

As expected, respondents with higher trust, left-leaning ideology, and a college degree generally
showed greater support for granting visas to immigrants. However, the overall pattern of preferences
regarding skill and labor market demand remained consistent across all subgroups. In both the UK

and Japan, immigrants in high-skill, high-demand occupations were consistently the most preferred,
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followed by those in high-skill/low-demand and low-skill/high-demand occupations. Immigrants
in low-skill, low-demand occupations were least preferred, with support particularly low among

respondents with right-leaning ideologies and low levels of trust.

Conclusion

Our analyses replicate and expand upon existing research demonstrating that citizens differentiate
between high- and low-skilled immigrants (e.g., Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010), while offering a
more nuanced perspective: in both England and Japan, public attitudes toward immigration are
shaped not only by skill level but also by labor market demand. Notably, support for granting visas
to immigrants filling essential but low-wage jobs, such as home care workers, is statistically in-
distinguishable from support for visas in high-skilled occupations that require a university degree
but are not in high demand. Our results indicate that labor market demand influences immigra-
tion preferences as much as skill level, challenging the conventional view that skill is the primary
determinant in visa approval.

We find remarkably consistent results between our two target countries. Nonetheless, under
a speculative “eyeball” test, the experimental effects of our conjoint levels for skill and demand
appear to be slightly greater in England than in Japan. This finding raises interesting questions
for future research about the extent to which cultural and linguistic factors affect baseline levels of
support and moderate the effect(s) of immigrant characteristics.

Our cross-national comparison of public attitudes in England and Japan may offer a useful lens
into how national context may shape evaluations of immigration, given their distinct immigration
experiences and the differing influence of media and political discourse. In England, immigration
is a highly politicized and widely debated issue, often ranking among the most important public
concerns. In 2024, 38% of the British named immigration the most important issue facing the
country, and this level rose precipitously in the period 2022-2024 (Richards, Ferndndez-Reino,

and Blinder 2025). This salience probably contributes to the wider variation that we observe in the
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evaluations of migrant profiles by English respondents.

In contrast, immigration in Japan is both less demographically prominent and less politically
charged. Only 2-3% of Japan’s population is foreign-born, and in surveys, immigration rarely ranks
among the top national concerns. These low levels of immigration may help explain why the issue
has not become a source of political polarization. According to the Pew 2018 Global Attitudes Sur-
vey, 75% of the Japanese respondents believed that immigrants wanted to adopt Japanese customs,
the highest level of agreement among the countries surveyed (Gonzalez-Barrera and Connor 2019).
Although our own survey does not include direct measures of immigration salience or detailed me-
dia exposure data, this interpretation is consistent with widely available public opinion data and
offers an empirically grounded, if cautious, explanation for the cross-national patterns we observe.

Our results suggest that the public may be willing to accept economic arguments emphasizing
labor market demand over skill alone. While these type of demand-based economic needs are
recognized implicitly in many visa systems, including those in England and Japan, there might be
broader scope for positive public engagement. This is particularly relevant in sectors facing acute
labor shortages, where public resistance to immigration may be lower than commonly assumed
(Solodoch 2021). In response to an excellent point raised by one of the reviewers, we consider what
would happen if there were a mismatch between occupations designated on official government
shortage lists and broad public perception via media coverage (that is, low demand occupations are
perceived as high demand or vice versa). If this were to happen, our expectation is these perceptions
of labor market demand shaped by media coverage would be more important than whether or not
those occupations were included on a government occupation shortage lists. We encourage future
research to consider the accuracy of labor market demand perceptions across a broad range of
occupations.

One important facet of our experiment is that we observe fairly high support for offering visas.
We suspect that focusing on visas for putatively competent and qualified workers results in an ele-
vated baseline level of support, compared to the full universe of potential entrants. At the suggestion

of one of the reviewers, we explored whether respondents have a budget constraint in the number
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of visas they are willing to allow. While not a formal constraint, we proxy budget constraint by
the trial number with higher numbers indicating later trials. When we treat trial number as a linear
predictor, there is a negative and significant coefficient implying that later trials where less likely to
receive a visa — which would be consistent with a budget constraint. That said, it is hard from our
data to discern whether this is exclusively a budget constraint or is potentially learning (in later tri-
als, respondents are less likely to accept marginal profiles knowing there are more attractive profiles
available). To try and further differentiate between these explanations we look at the the marginal
means for the first half of trials (1-4 England, 1-2 Japan) and the second half of trials (5-8 Eng-
land, 3-4 Japan), looking specifically at skill, demand, and their combination. We observe declines
nearly across the board. The lone exception is high-demand but low-skill occupations — the rate of
supporting a visa stays the same or even potentially increases slightly (Online Appendix D, Figures
S10 and S11). We strongly urge future work to consider an experimental task that imposes some
sort of budget constraint on the number of visas one could accept.

Although our findings indicate high support for immigrants coming explicitly to work, it re-
mains an open question whether the same public acceptance would apply to immigrants with in-
demand skills who are not necessarily tied to an immediate job. For example, would a highly skilled
immigrant in a high-demand field receive similar levels of support if their visa was not employment-
dependent? Would the absence of explicit labor market integration weaken public backing, or might
other factors such as cultural proximity, language proficiency, and perceived contributions to inno-
vation in a destination economy play a more significant role? Addressing these questions would
contribute to a deeper understanding of how the intersections of economic need, migration policy,

and national identity shape immigration preferences across different national contexts.
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