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Common Ground on  
Migration?    
Approaches to Compromise- 
Oriented Immigration Policy.
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At a glance
 ›

in favour nor against immigra-

 › In recent years, a more restrictive stance towards uncontrolled, irregular 

control and limitation.

 › Meanwhile, a majority in Germany still adopt a generally positive attitude 

economy and society.

 › A look at other European countries and the US illustrates how public 
sentiment can turn against immigration per se

 ›

-
ures that demonstrably serve the public interest.

 ›
liberal and more regulatory elements to steer immigration in an orderly 
way and strengthen immigration channels that are in the public interest.

Migration Debates.  
One Topic, Three Perspectives.
This series examines contested issues in migration policy, each with 
direct relevance to current debates. Contributions come from scholars, 
civil society actors, and policymakers. Every edition is organized around 
a central theme, explored through three expert interviews that provide 
distinct perspectives. In doing so, the series engages with both domestic 

tions, and clearly articulated political positions.
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About this Issue
In Germany, scarcely any topic is discussed with as much emotion as migration. 

-
gration are irreconcilably opposed to each other. At the same time, the 2025 

-
tainable migration and integration policy is among the most pressing challenges, 
and that can only be overcome with compromise.

-
mises supported by the broad public and endorsed by centrist parties? While a 

-
gration policy.

This issue seeks answers. It turns the spotlight on public attitudes, explores room 
-

est and common ground..

Prof Dr Marc Helbling
highlights how attitudes towards migration are more nuanced than commonly 

remains possible.

We speak with Dr Oliviero Angeli
-

Prof Dr Alexander Kustov -

concerns.  
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1. If you follow the German debate on migration, it 
often gives the impression of two camps irrecon-
cilably opposed to each other. On the one hand, 
there is a camp that advocates an immigration 
policy with as few entry restrictions as possible, 
and a camp that wants to limit all forms of immi-
gration, on the other. Does empirical evidence 
support this perception?

positive attitude towards migration and other groups 

we need to assume that there are many people whose 

a more positive stance towards certain groups or regula-
tions and a more negative one towards others. In many 

they tend to advocate or reject. In some cases, distinctions 

-

date, however. 

2. You address precisely this question in your stud-
ies. Your research indicates that, despite opposing 
positions, public attitudes to various migration 
policy measures are more nuanced than is often 
assumed. How did you get to this conclusion?

be supported or not. This revealed that many people are 

people on the right-wing spectrum place particular empha-
sis on border control and selectivity in access, whereas 

measures.

with  
Marc Helbling 

INTERVIEW 
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3. To what extent does this create room for  
compromise? 

who enters the country and under which circumstances, 
-

Above all, there is consensus with regard to integration 

in integration courses. When it comes to integration into 

-
tunities on the labour market.

4. Faced with the arrival of many refugees once again, 
more people in Germany are worried about the 
impact on the welfare state, the housing market, 
and education system. Scepticism has increased 
even among those who are generally in favour of 
immigration – various opinion polls tell us that a 
majority is calling for greater order and control in 
immigration policy. 

We know that immigration is primarily viewed as a prob-

-
whelmed, both on a personal level and with respect to the 

-
whelmed; at least in the short term. It is understandable 
that a tense situation on the labour and housing market 
can lead to a change in attitudes. Immigration highlights 

is not the cause. 

These worries should be taken seriously. Having said that, 

are not necessarily synonymous with a more restrictive 

who enters the country under what circumstances. 

5. -
ciently accounted for in the public debate?

and the political debate, in particular, constantly lumps the 

years, we have predominantly witnessed this in the asylum 

those seeking protection and those illegally residing in the 

in politically persecuted people. War and displacement 

reasons are deemed less legitimate. At the same time, this 
rather abstract support might also diminish when a large 

6. What takeaways can be drawn for the outlines of 
an immigration policy based on consensus? 

attitudes towards migration are strongly dependent on 

and deportations, these demands do not invariably have 
-

time, liberalisations in other areas, such as the immi-

-

where there is public consensus, that should be empha-
sised more strongly. 
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1. Your research deals with social and political polar-
isation. How pronounced is polarisation about 
immigration in Germany, and what are the fault 
lines?

-
-

ences between the political camps, it tends to be decreas-

irregular migration, a more restrictive stance has become 
increasingly prevalent in recent years – across virtually all 

-
ture. Our data shows: hardly any other country in Europe 

And this is precisely where the danger lies: in areas where 

demarcation themselves become the agenda. It is no longer 
about what you want, but rather who you are against.

2. 
in importance in Germany since 2015. During 
the campaign ahead of the last Bundestag elec-
tion, migration was one of the most decisive pol-

migration changed over the last decade? 

attitudes on migration and political demands. General atti-
tudes – namely whether migration is assessed positively or 
negatively overall – remain relatively stable. This is because 
such attitudes are deeply rooted in personality traits and 
value orientations and are not easily changed. Even drastic 

deportations than was the case ten years ago. In other 
words: a general openness to migration does not automat-

with  
Oliviero Angeli

Migration and Democracy at the Technical 

INTERVIEW 
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3. Can we speak of a shift in the mainstream posi-
tion on immigration? 

political positions on migration tend to run in cycles. As 
early as the 1990s, there was a phase in which restrictive 

is here to stay remains to be seen. The new phenomenon 

-
ately more important because their electorate is largely 
united in its critical stance on migration. This coherence 

as the CDU and SPD, whose electorates are much more 
heterogeneous as regards migration.

4. The whole of Europe is experiencing a rise of pop-
ulist actors who openly oppose immigration and 

many voters. How can this be explained?

We need to look at the bigger picture: since the 1970s, 

environmental protection, and migration have become 

post-materialist values: cosmopolitanism, open-minded-
ness, open borders, when it comes to migration. Here, 

-

-
-

5. How do you believe the centrist parties should act 
to assert themselves under pressure from populist 

-

the issue would also be a mistake. What is more important 
here is that the centrist parties set the right topics and the 
right tone. Most people are not wholly opposed to migra-
tion – this only applies to a small minority. The majority 
adopt a more pragmatic position: they advocate migration 

the economy is a key topic. When the centrist parties show 

6. Looking ahead – along which lines of consensus 
could compromises be found in the democratic 
centre?

-

-
cult, though, because migration is strongly overshadowed 

radical right. On the other hand, celebrating diversity is 
not enough; especially in the East, you will not reach many 
people this way. Centrist parties must develop a narrative 
that is based on public interest and views migration as a 

the only way to convey that social security is not possible 
without immigration.
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1. For many years, the United States was seen as the 
ultimate immigration country, but this percep-
tion is shifting. Under the Trump administration, 
migration policy became markedly harsher – even 

educated at American universities. What factors 
might explain this development?

expand legal immigration eroded public trust. Combined 
with persistent illegal migration across the southern 

Trump did not innovate or improve on policy design but, 

widespread concerns neglected by mainstream politicians, 

and the Muslim ban, proved deeply unpopular, even with 
many conservatives. Despite occasional rhetorical support 

-

rather than repaired the problem. By oscillating between 
occasional symbolic toughness and humanitarian ges-

voters unconvinced that the system is under control. This 

a broader pattern in many rich democracies, including 

2. We can observe a similar trend in European coun-
tries. Public ressentiment is turning not just 

-
lenges for the welfare state and social cohesion, 
but against immigration in general. What is your 
assessment of this dynamic?

immigration, border control, and asylum rights as sepa-
rate issues. In practice, public opinion and political debate 
rarely make these distinctions. Instead, voters and elites 

with  
Alexander Kustov

INTERVIEW 
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crisis hits while dominating headlines, the negativity spills 
over to immigration as a whole. This explains why even 
countries with strong labor demand have become more 

-
gration is handled. These perceptions are not baseless: 
many systems are decidedly not designed to attract and 

the impression that immigration is not being managed in 
the broader public interest. In such contexts, even modest 

weak governance. When voters do not see immigration 

hardens into general opposition. 

3. Your research suggests that, even amid rising 
scepticism toward immigration in most liberal 
democracies, certain kind of immigration still 
receive widespread acceptance. Which types of 
immigration are we talking about?

Across contexts, high-skilled immigration is perhaps the 

-
ently viewed as assets because their contributions are 

can also attract support when structured and orderly. 
Even humanitarian admissions can win majority backing 

dime, humanitarian migration gains more legitimacy. The 
common thread is not a particular migrant category but 

4. Advocates of a migration policy guided by human-
itarian principles often express concern that an 

could negatively impact particularly vulnerable 
groups – those who may not meet purely eco-
nomic criteria. Is this a legitimate concern?

It is a legitimate concern, but one that can be mitigated 
by how policies are designed. The common denominator 

the host society, whether through economic contribution 
-

able groups. This logic implies that the debate should 

whether those are purely economic or not. The relatively 
-

political concerns can increase support beyond economic 

-

selectiveness by humanitarian advocates – has been able 
to sustain legitimacy while enabling higher humanitarian 

broadly conceived can enlarge, not shrink, humanitarian 
space in the long run.

5. Among proponents of more migration-friendly 
policies, there’s a common argument that a shift 
in rhetoric – placing greater emphasis on the pos-
itive contributions of immigration – could help 
shape public opinion and reduce prejudice against 
migrants. Is this a valid assumption?

-

interests, not just whether it is described positively. Every 
compelling pro-immigration message has a restrictionist 
counter-message that may resonate more strongly when 

without policy credibility, it rings hollow. What makes the 
-
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orderly, despite current challenges. That said, mainstream 
parties still need to articulate a constructive, positive 

than ceding the terrain to populists. Immigration will 

common suggestion among some advocates to simply 

-

-
cal problem is to make the system work better.

6. What conclusions can be drawn from this? How 
can migration policy be designed in a way that it 
serves national interests while maintaining sup-
port from both those who are sceptical about 
immigration and those who want to live up to 
humanitarian responsibilities?

The main conclusion is that compromise is indispensable 
in diverse democracies. Immigration will never be univer-
sally popular, but it can be broadly legitimate when policies 

structured humanitarian pathways – that reassure skeptics 

-

humanitarian commitments. The task is not to resolve 

-

however, the debate is not only between restrictionists and 
humanitarians. The largest group is arguably the constitu-

-
icy: to serve the broad public interest. And in a democracy, 

believe collectively, since those voters ultimately shape 
outcomes. The current representation gaps on immigration 
will not close on their own, which is why designing credi-
ble policies that respond to majority concerns is essential. 

addressing legitimate concerns, protecting the vulnerable, 
and advancing national prosperity. 
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