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What do we do?

In September 2024, we surveyed 5,282 people in Australia so we could:

1. Measure accuracy of perceptions of immigrant numbers, origins and labour market
characteristics. People hold large + contradictory misperceptions about migrants.

2. Identify baseline immigration policy preferences. People in Australia prefer less
immigration overall, but still want more high-skilled migrants and to maintain
current settings for the Pacific.

3. Test whether people’s policy preferences can be shifted by:

a) Narrative information on the costs/benefits of immigration
b) Factual quantitative information on immigrants’ characteristics

Immigration policy preferences aren’t set in stone: these treatments can change
people’s minds.
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Contribution (why did we do this?)

1. Improve data and measurement of immigration perceptions and policy
preferences.

- Measure preferences around different types of migration to Australia + overall levels
- Focus on Pacific migration, a bipartisan strategic priority for Australia
- First migration survey experiment in Australia; causal evidence on what changes
immigration policy preferences

2. Directly test how narrative treatments can change immigration policy preferences,
and compare effects to quantitative information treatments

3. Focus on immigration’s costs and benefits through housing; extends work on how
highlighting immigrants’ positive contributions affects support for immigration
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Survey structure

Survey starts

1. Socio-
demographic
questions

2. Perceptions
questions

‘Positive’ narrative
info treatment
(once off)

‘Balanced’
narrative info
treatment
(once off)

‘Negative’
narrative info
treatment
(once off)

Quantitative info
treatment (in
front of most

policy questions
in section 3)

Control group
(no treatment)

3. Policy
questions

Survey ends
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Measuring (mis)perceptions about migrants

Using section 2 of the survey, we first measure misperceptions across...

1. Recent flows of migrants to Australia

2. The stock of migrants in Australia

For each variable of interest: size of misperception = % difference between average
estimate reported by respondents and actual data from ABS

Note: I use the full sample of 5282 respondents to calculate the size of misperceptions, as all respondents

answer this set of questions before receiving any treatments
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Main results: perceptions of migrant flows

% difference between actual immigrant characteristics and average survey responses
Underestimates (<0%) and overestimates (>0%), where 0% = no misperception
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Main results: perceptions of migrant stocks

% difference between actual immigrant characteristics and average survey responses
Underestimates (<0%) and overestimates (>0%), where 0% = no misperception
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Baseline policy preferences

What are people’s immigration policy preferences? Let’s look at the responses from
the 1,055 respondents randomly assigned into the control group.

Key takeaways:

• Control group respondents generally preferred fewer migrants to be accepted by
Australia, in total and for migrants with various characteristics

• Strong support for more high-skilled migrants

• ‘No change’ (i.e. maintaining status quo) was most commonly chosen response
option for Pacific migrants and full-time student

7 / 16



Baseline policy preferences - aggregate
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Baseline policy preferences - Pacific
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Changing migration policy preferences - a survey experiment

Respondents are randomly assigned to one of the control, narrative or quantitative info
treatment groups.

1. Narrative treatments:

• Treatment: making people think about the costs/benefits of migration on housing
in Australia

• 3 treatment groups received one of 3 ‘vignettes’ (short quote from a 2024
Australian news article), which are either ‘balanced’, ‘positive’ or ‘negative’

• Treatments were provided after perceptions section but before migration policy
preference section of survey
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‘Positive’ narrative treatment

Treatment 3: ‘positive’ vignette from the Australian Financial Review (Lenaghan 2024)

Foreign tradies wanted to fix housing shortfall

“Australia will fall well short of its target to build 1.2 million homes over five years and
should consider boosting the intake from overseas of construction workers to help solve
the problem, according to economists.”
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Changing migration policy preferences - a survey experiment

2. Quantitative information treatment:

• Treatment: a bundle of factually correct information on current
characteristics/composition of migrants to Australia, drawn from the 2016 and
2021 Australian censuses

• 1 treatment group was provided info at the beginning of relevant questions in the
policy preferences survey section

So four treatment arms in total: 3 narrative information treatments, 1 quantitative
information treatment.
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Experiment - estimation

Random treatment assignment ⇒ can estimate causal impact of priming and info
treatments by comparing average policy preferences between treatment and control
groups.

Yi = β0 + β1T1 + β2T2 + β3T3 + β4T4 +ΠXi + ϵi (1)

• Yi is an outcome variable representing the policy preferences of respondent i

• Tj is the treatment indicator where j = 1, ..., 4 for the four different treatment arms

• Xi is a vector of control variables: educational attainment, political alignment, if
respondent is born overseas, if respondent’s parent is born overseas (chosen to offset
slight sample imbalances between groups)
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Experimental results - support for more migration
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Treatment effects - support for more Pacific migration
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Key takeaways and policy implications

Based on our nationally representative survey and randomised experiment:

1. People hold large + contradictory misperceptions about migrants in Australia.

2. People prefer less immigration overall, but views vary for different types of
immigration.

- There’s still appetite for more high-skilled migrants and to maintain current settings
for Pacific (i.e. keep expanding), full-time student migrants.

3. These immigration policy preferences are not necessarily set in stone.

- Providing narrative information on benefits of migration can increase likelihood of
supporting more immigration, as can quantitative information (by a smaller margin).

- Views on Pacific migration more sensitive to quantitative information.
- Government and media should take care when talking about immigration, as the way
the topic is discussed can change people’s minds.
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Thank you! Download the paper here:
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Spare
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Time spent on survey

Figure 1. Distribution of time spent completing the survey
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Sample characteristics

Table 1. Sample characteristics and balance tests

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (2)-(1) (3)-(1) (4)-(1) (5)-(1)
Control group ‘Balanced’ narrative ‘Negative’ narrative ‘Positive’ narrative Quantitative info Pairwise t-test (mean differences)

Variable N Mean/(SE) N Mean/(SE) N Mean/(SE) N Mean/(SE) N Mean/(SE) N Diff N Diff N Diff N Diff

age 1055 47.793 1054 47.613 1054 47.657 1057 47.453 1062 47.459 2109 -0.180 2109 -0.137 2112 -0.340 2117 -0.335
(0.530) (0.535) (0.530) (0.529) (0.526)

metro 1055 0.687 1054 0.674 1054 0.687 1057 0.677 1062 0.670 2109 -0.014 2109 -0.000 2112 -0.010 2117 -0.017
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

female 1055 0.503 1054 0.502 1054 0.500 1057 0.498 1062 0.500 2109 -0.001 2109 -0.003 2112 -0.006 2117 -0.003
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

bornoverseas 1053 0.327 1052 0.281 1052 0.303 1054 0.289 1059 0.288 2105 -0.045** 2105 -0.023 2107 -0.037* 2112 -0.039*
(0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014) (0.014)

parentbornos 1042 0.518 1042 0.465 1043 0.516 1044 0.485 1054 0.478 2084 -0.053** 2085 -0.002 2086 -0.034 2096 -0.040*
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

friendsbornos 1036 0.778 1037 0.762 1031 0.765 1023 0.767 1040 0.771 2073 -0.016 2067 -0.013 2059 -0.011 2076 -0.007
(0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013) (0.013)

highincome 1055 0.381 1054 0.384 1054 0.382 1057 0.391 1062 0.365 2109 0.003 2109 0.001 2112 0.010 2117 -0.016
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

bachelordegree 1055 0.466 1054 0.461 1054 0.450 1057 0.437 1062 0.424 2109 -0.005 2109 -0.017 2112 -0.029 2117 -0.043**
(0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015) (0.015)

political left 912 0.731 919 0.674 920 0.696 912 0.697 947 0.714 1831 -0.058** 1832 -0.036 1824 -0.034 1859 -0.018
(0.021) (0.020) (0.021) (0.021) (0.021)

Significance: ***=.01, **=.05, *=.1. Errors are robust.
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Survey features

The survey is fairly long. To maximise respondent attention and engagement and
reduce opportunity for bias, I...

• Minimised text, bolded questions and put key information (for treatments or otherwise) in
a box

• Randomised or randomly flipped the order of some questions and most response options,
to avoid any bias from ordering

• For questions that require respondents to provide numerical answers summing to 100:
included tools that automatically summed responses and showed a benchmark of the ‘100
points’ that they needed to allocate

• Included a reminder for respondents to give their best attempt at answering a question,

even if they don’t know
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Experimental results - with sig q values highlighted

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6)
total temp perm students highskill lowskill

b/se/p/q b/se/p/q b/se/p/q b/se/p/q b/se/p/q b/se/p/q
Treatment 1: ‘balanced’ prime 0.037*** 0.020 0.017 0.038* 0.005 0.048***

(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.002 0.296 0.363 0.071 0.837 0.005
0.003 0.422 0.486 0.203 0.794 0.041

Treatment 2: ‘negative’ prime 0.007 -0.026 -0.035* -0.018 -0.040* -0.003
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.529 0.147 0.056 0.384 0.090 0.837
0.545 0.284 0.186 0.486 0.239 0.794

Treatment 3: ‘positive’ prime 0.045*** 0.071*** 0.056*** 0.015 0.060** 0.027
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.000 0.000 0.005 0.477 0.011 0.100
0.007 0.007 0.041 0.545 0.054 0.251

Information treatment 0.023** 0.005 0.043** 0.026 0.000 0.010
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.046 0.809 0.028 0.220 0.992 0.527
0.167 0.794 0.111 0.383 0.903 0.545

Constant -0.006 0.056*** 0.053*** 0.116*** 0.316*** 0.029**
(0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.01)
0.477 0.000 0.001 0.000 0.000 0.033

. . . . . .
N 4281 4307 4314 4332 4367 4334
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Treatment effects - Pacific, with sig q values highlighted
(7) (8) (9) (10)

Pacific perm Pacific temp PEV Tuvalu
b/se/p/q b/se/p/q b/se/p/q b/se/p/q

Treatment 1: ‘balanced’ prime 0.033 0.033 0.024 -0.008
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.132 0.146 0.270 0.743
0.284 0.284 0.422 0.794

Treatment 2: ‘negative’ prime -0.026 -0.015 -0.019 -0.026
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.221 0.488 0.356 0.291
0.383 0.545 0.486 0.422

Treatment 3: ‘positive’ prime 0.015 0.008 0.022 -0.004
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.503 0.707 0.297 0.876
0.545 0.794 0.422 0.816

Information treatment 0.055** 0.059*** 0.040* 0.026
(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.012 0.009 0.064 0.292
0.054 0.053 0.197 0.422

Constant 0.156∗∗∗ 0.198∗∗∗ 0.152∗∗∗ 0.301∗∗∗

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000

. . .
N 4238 4242 4238 3976
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