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The Ask the Expert Policy Briefs are highly informative tools proposed in the frame-

work of the ReSOMA project. They tap into the most recent academic research on 

the 9 topics covered by ReSOMA and map it out in a way that is accessible to a 

non-academic audience. By doing so, the briefs introduce the policy-relevant re-

search conducted by researchers with different approaches and perspectives on 

the same topic. 
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Ask the Expert Policy Brief 

Public opinion on migrants: The effect of  

information and disinformation about EU policies 

By Zeynep Kaşlı 

 

There is a tremendous increase in fake news on migration, particularly through online and 

social media in Europe and across the world. But what effect does this have on public opin-

ion?  As summarized in our first brief, recent studies uncover that the negative public atti-

tudes are related to extensive media coverage, while the effect of media coverage on 

public opinion vary across medium and scale (local versus national media). Social exper-

iments draw attention to different individual factors in shaping what we observe as “public 

opinion,” ranging from one’s empathy level, already existing partisanship to geographical 

proximity to newcomers.  

This brief is a summary of our interview with two key experts in migration governance and 

public opinion in Europe: Dr. Leila Hadj Abdou, Teaching and Research Fellow at Migration 

Policy Center in European University Institute; and Dr. Lenka Dražanová, Research Associate 

at the Observatory of Public Attitudes to Migration (OPAM) project.   

In the light of recent developments in this field and their own research, we asked Dr. Leila 

Hadj Abdou and Dr. Lenka Dražanová to comment specifically on the factors that drive 

changes in public opinion, including media framing and dis/information, and on what issues 

need further research and feedback from different stakeholders. 

 

  

http://www.resoma.eu/sites/resoma/resoma/files/policy_brief/pdf/Ask%20the%20Expert%20Brief%20Public%20Opinion.pdf
http://www.migrationpolicycentre.eu/team/leila-hadj-abdou/
http://www.migrationpolicycentre.eu/team/lenka-drazanova/
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 What is driving changes in public 

opinion about EU migration policy?  

Dražanová and Hadj-Abdou both stress 

that we need to be cautious when talking 

about shift in public opinion. They recall 

studies that show how the majority of the 

people form their opinions quite early in 

their life and how changing established 

views is more unusual than expected. 

Dražanová stresses that what we perceive 

as change in public opinion is not so much 

about people changing their opinion, but 

it is more about the issue becoming more 

salient for them. In other words, one may 

already hold an opinion, but it is not acti-

vated unless it is talked about as a prob-

lem. In the case of migration policies, even 

though some people might be against im-

migration to begin with, it may not be an 

important issue that determines their vot-

ing choices until it becomes a key matter 

in the public debate.  

Hadj-Abdou also draws attention to the lit-

erature on political parties and political 

cleavages. She reminds that political 

cleavages also change over time. Global-

ization and its effects on societies, 

changes in the structure of political sys-

tems based on people’s grievances, lived 

experiences or perceptions of injustice, 

are factors driving what appears as 

change in public opinion. Both scholars 

agree that, regardless of the number of 

newcomers, the increased salience of an 

issue drives the public discourse and moti-

vates people not necessarily to change 

opinion but to reinforce it based on their 

pre-existing values and worldviews.  

What is the relationship between fram-

ings/public imaginaries on immigra-

tion and policy preferences of people 

and politicians? 

As shown in the 2018 report of Dražanová 

and her colleague Dr. James Dennison on 

public attitudes on migration in the Euro-

Mediterranean region, positive and nega-

tive media frames certainly affect peo-

ple’s views on migration. More interest-

ingly, their research demonstrates that re-

gardless of the content, the sheer fre-

quency of migration-related news has a 

negative impact. This is the case also for 

elites and policy actors, as Hadj-Abdou 

underlines. She mentions that understand-

ing of complex phenomena is often based 

upon what social psychology scholarship 

calls cognitive biases, such as the “availa-

bility bias”. Availability bias, the human 

tendency to judge an event based on the 

examples of the event retrieved from 

one’s memory or constructed anew, does 

not only apply to common people but 

also to politicians and other elites, includ-

ing researchers and key stakeholders. In 

fact, even though they have more profes-

sional skills in forming decisions and often 

have better access to information on the 

topic, this does not make them immune to 

public debates in their environment. To 

the contrary, their societal position as 

elites may lead to overconfidence about 

their knowledge and makes it potentially 

even harder for them to question their es-

tablished beliefs and views. 

Hadj-Abdou underlines that while values 

stay the same, how you target and acti-

vate these values can make the differ-

ence. In this sense, framing affects how 

http://cadmus.eui.eu/handle/1814/62348
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you perceive an issue and plays an im-

portant role in the way the same value 

could be translated into a given policy 

preference. She refers to research con-

ducted in the US by Merolla and others on 

the framing of immigrants and policies af-

fecting them. This research shows that 

people are more likely to positively per-

ceive a regularization policy if it is framed 

as an “earned citizenship” for migrants 

who work hard and pay taxes. The reverse 

is true, if the same policy is instead framed 

as an “amnesty.” She also stresses that 

communications through visual cam-

paigns matters: this is why it is necessary to 

avoid images related to migration that re-

call chaos, but instead opt for ones that 

convey stability and order.   

What are the impacts of information vs. 

disinformation (fake news) on EU mi-

gration policies on public opinion and 

vice versa? 

Both scholars emphasize that disinfor-

mation can lead to anxiety or skeptical at-

titudes. As Dražanová underlines, disinfor-

mation is quite widespread and it starts 

from how people tend to overestimate 

the number of migrants coming in every 

year, in some countries by almost three 

times. In this regard, Hadj-Abdou also re-

calls studies showing that if you provide 

the real numbers, people become less 

skeptical about migration.  

They both agree that the key question is 

not whether we need to provide more in-

formation (real numbers), but which type 

of information is needed and to address 

what issues. Dražanová points at what she 

calls a common mistake among public 

actors and advocacy groups, that is, start-

ing the dialogue through a framing that is 

familiar and acceptable to the public ac-

tors and advocacy groups themselves. For 

a successful and open dialogue, it is es-

sential to think what the other sides’ values 

are, not our own. Hadj-Abdou’s example 

of Brexit debates support this point. Ac-

cording to her, the anti-Brexit camp’s em-

phasis on economic factors did not matter 

much to the pro-Brexit public who were 

more concerned with other issues, such as 

free movement, migration and identity. 

Therefore, both scholars underline that of-

ten the problem is more about the framing 

of existing information rather than com-

plete disinformation. 

What are the major issues on this topic 

that need further research for more 

sustainable and effective policies in 

this field? What issues require further 

feedback from national or local stake-

holders, namely policy actors, NGOs 

and practitioners? 

 Further comparative research, includ-

ing beyond European examples, to 

better understand the effects of na-

tional-level macro factors, such as po-

litical regime and economic state of 

the country etc, and especially on top-

ics such as the effects of education on 

people’s attitudes towards migration.  

 Research within Europe must focus 

more on the Eastern European cases, 

such as Poland and Hungary as we 

know very little about the public opin-

ion and the issue framings that drive 

public opinion in those regions.  

 Feedback from the national and local 

stakeholders on the kind of communi-

cation strategies they apply, as such 

what works best for them, whether 

they avoid opposite views, confront or 

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/perspectives-on-politics/article/illegal-undocumented-or-unauthorized-equivalency-frames-issue-frames-and-public-opinion-on-immigration/2DCBA83F6C25DB76C07EED45022E81AB
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how do they frame migration-related 

topics and whether they have some 

recipes that works well for different 

types of constituencies. 

In sum, our experts repeatedly highlighted 

the need to consider the negative effects 

of issue salience on people’s grievances 

and perceptions of injustice and changes 

in public opinion on migrants and migra-

tion policies. In this sense, disinformation 

most often does not mean lack of infor-

mation. To the contrary, they even ob-

serve overflow of information in many re-

spects, and call for a reconsideration of 

which type of information is necessary and 

what the purpose of providing that infor-

mation is. They also stress that what ap-

pears as fake news nowadays is more re-

lated to how the available information is 

framed and presented. Issue framing is not 

only a matter of news coverage on migra-

tion policies and its potential effects on 

the articulation of grievances in the form 

of anti-immigrant policies. Even more, is-

sue framing must be a key consideration 

for NGOs and policy actors who would like 

their claims and policy proposals to be 

welcomed and accepted by those with 

opposing values and opinions. This re-

quires more awareness and mindfulness 

about the limitations of one’s own issue 

frames, which are informed by their estab-

lished world views. 
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