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Dear prospective students, 

 

You have indicated that you will join the Bachelor’s webinar week of Leiden University, and 
that you want to know more about the Political Science – International Relations and 
Organisations programme. 

Your goal of participating in the Experience Day is to get an idea of what it means to study 
political science. This letter introduces you to the experience lecture’s goals and the 
homework that you should prepare in advance – so that you can make the most out of your 
studying experience!  

The title of this lecture is The Politics of Immigration. The lecture will introduce you to one of 
the most important questions in political science: how to explain the decisions governments 
take. The lecture will explore the hotly debated issue of immigration and zoom into how 
governments navigate the contradictory interests that different national and international 
actors have on migration.  

The interactive lecture will take 45 minutes, after which there will be an additional 15 minutes 
reserved for discussion and questions you might have.  

 

I wish you success and pleasure with the preparations, and I see you on 13th of April! 

 

Best wishes, 

 

Dr. Katharina Natter 

Assistant Professor - Leiden Institute of Political Science 

  



Preparation 

 

In preparation for the lecture, please first read the short text on migration policies in the 
attachment. It is an excerpt of a longer article by Hein de Haas and Mathias Czaika, entitled: 
The Effectiveness of Immigration Policies. Answer the following two questions:  

1) Why are migration policies often mixed bags of measures that contradict each other? 
2) Which of the policymaking dynamics mentioned by de Haas and Czaika did you find 

most interesting, and why? 

Once you did that, go to a national or international news portal and look for a short, but 
interesting news article discussing migration policy – for instance, the item could report on 
what policy makers suggest to do about a particular migration issue or on how civil society or 
international actors react to a particular migration policy decision. Then, answer these three 
questions:  

1) What are the key actors engaged on the migration issue discussed in your article, 
nationally and/or internationally? 

2) What is their position on the issue – and do these interests contradict each other?  
3) How can you mobilize the insights from the de Haas and Czaika article to make sense 

of your particular case?  

We will discuss these questions during the lecture. We will do this by comparing and evaluating 
the different answers you prepared to the questions – and then see how we can tie them together 
to formulate even better answers.   

In case you have questions, write them down. If they are not answered in the lecture, please ask 
them in the discussion at the end! 

  



Attachment 

 

From: Czaika, M. and H. de Haas (2013). "The Effectiveness of Immigration Policies." 
Population and Development Review 39(3): 487-508. 

What is immigration policy?  

[…] International migration policies are rules (i.e., laws, regulations, and measures) that 
national states define and implement with the (often only implicitly stated) objective of 
affecting the volume, origin, direction, and internal composition of immigration flows.  

Volume refers to objectives to increase or reduce migration flows or to maintain them at 
current levels. Immigration quotas as used by traditional immigration countries such as the 
United States and Australia, or the immigration caps recently implemented by the United 
Kingdom, are examples of policies that seek to affect the volume of inflows. Other policies 
intend to change the origin of migrant flows in terms of countries or regions of origin. Before 
the immigration reforms of the 1960s and 1970s, traditional immigration countries such as the 
United States and Australia favored white settlers and discriminated against immigrants of non-
European origin. In recent decades, such regulations have been abolished. Nowadays countries 
increasingly favor immigration of citizens of free-mobility regimes, such as in the European 
Union or the Economic Commission of West African States (ECOWAS). This often goes hand 
in hand with increasing restrictions directed at immigrants from ”third countries” (Geddes 
2012).  

Other policies target the internal composition of flows by encouraging or discouraging the 
immigration and settlement of particular categories of migrants, such as asylum-seekers, family 
migrants, high- and low-skilled labor migrants, business migrants, and students. Such selective 
policies generally aim to affect the skills, income, and class composition of migrant inflows, 
based on perceived economic needs and social desirability of different types of immigrants. 
Over the last two decades, for instance, increasing restrictions on low-skilled labor migrants 
have co-evolved with policies that favor immigration of high-skilled labor migrants and 
students.  

Obviously, the objectives of these policies can overlap, especially if migrants from certain 
countries tend to belong to particular class, ethnic, religious, or income groups. With the 
exception of the preferential access many states give to descendants of “ethnic” nationals (such 
as German Aussiedler or Japanese Nikkeijin in Latin America), policies selecting migrants 
according to class background (such as through point systems) can be an indirect and covert 
measure to influence the national, ethnic, and religious origins of migrants. Policies favoring 
high-skilled migrants can also have the objective of reducing immigration from poor or 
culturally distinct countries. Sometimes such objectives are made explicit, reflecting the agenda 
of anti-immigration political parties and interest groups. For instance, in the Netherlands, Geert 
Wilders, the leader of an anti-immigration political party, has presented restrictions on family 
migration from countries such as Morocco and Turkey as a measure to reduce Muslim 
immigration, whereas mainstream political parties presented it as a measure to decrease low-
skilled immigration. 

Immigration policy effectiveness: Objectives, outcomes, and gaps  

[…] There is often a considerable discrepancy between publicly stated and “real” 
objectives of migration policy, resulting in a wide gap between policy rhetoric and actual policy 
objectives and policies on paper. “Tough” discourses on immigration often serve to address 



concerns about immigration among politicians’ constituencies (e.g., Castles and Miller 2009; 
Massey et al. 1998). In this context, Massey et al. (1998: 288) observed that “elected leaders 
and bureaucrats increasingly have turned to symbolic policy instruments to create an 
appearance of control.” Hence, the stated intention does not necessarily match the intended 
effect. But that brings us to the related question of whether it is possible to objectively determine 
the real intention of migration policy. As with most policies, migration policies are typically a 
compromise between multiple competing interests (Bonjour 2011; Boswell 2007; Boswell and 
Geddes 2011; Freeman 1995). For instance, while business associations typically favor more 
liberal immigration policies, trade unions have historically seen immigration as threatening the 
wages and interests of native workers, although more recently trade unions in several countries 
such as the US have become more favorable toward immigration, since migrants can also be 
seen as new constituencies. Such competing interests also exist across and within political 
parties, governments, and bureaucracies. Ministries of social affairs, justice, foreign affairs, 
economic affairs, and international development are often involved in a continuous tug-of-war 
in trying to influence migration policy outcomes. 

Particularly in democratic states, elected politicians have to balance popular concerns 
about perceived “mass” or “uncontrolled” immigration with human rights, economic interests, 
and business lobbies generally favoring liberal immigration policies. These competing interests 
compel governments either to avoid adopting harsh immigration laws or to turn a blind eye to 
illegal immigration, residence, and employment. This competition alone cannot explain the gap 
between the often tough migration rhetoric and the often more watered-down policies on paper, 
but it shows that the objectives of policies are not singular, but simultaneously serve competing 
interests and objectives. This may also explain the ambiguous, composite, and apparently 
“incoherent” nature of many migration and other policies (e.g., Boswell 2007). For instance, 
after the 1973 OPEC oil crisis, West European governments suspended labor recruitment 
programs in response to popular concerns about immigration, but continued to issue new work 
permits to low-skilled immigrants and used family reunification as an alternative channel for 
importing migrant labor (OECD 1980).  

[…] Migration policies are thus typically the outcome of a compromise. Because interests 
and objectives are multiple and often not explicitly stated, it is frequently impossible to identify 
a singular “real” objective of a given policy. Publicly stated intentions and objectives of 
politicians and various other stakeholders are problematic benchmarks for any evaluation of 
policy effectiveness, because vote-winning and effective lobbying may require narratives that 
do not fully reflect real intentions.  

Conceptualizing policy gaps: Discourse, implementation, and efficacy  

[…] We need to further dissect policy practices by acknowledging the considerable difference 
between policies on paper and their interpretation and implementation in practice. The extent 
to which written policies are implemented varies widely and depends on factors such as 
financial and human resources, the weighing of different and potentially competing policy 
priorities, and the discretion of civil servants and other state agents. Although politicians often 
pay lip service to restrictive aims and introduce robust measures against irregular immigration, 
governments do not always provide the resources to implement these policies fully. For 
example, governments of countries with restrictive migration policies accept officially 
“unwanted” (legal and irregular) migrants, particularly if they are perceived to fulfill a useful 
economic role in agriculture, construction, catering, domestic work, or other low-skilled 
service.  

Figure 1 synthesizes the preceding insights. It distinguishes between the four levels at 
which migration policies can be conceptualized: public policy discourses, actual migration 



policies on paper, policy implementation, and policy (migration) outcomes. This fourfold 
distinction allows for the identification of three “immigration policy gaps”: the discursive gap, 
or the discrepancy between public discourses and policies on paper; the implementation gap, or 
the disparity between policies on paper and their implementation; and the efficacy gap, or the 
extent to which implemented policies are able to affect migration. Because each of these three 
gaps can be considerable, taken together they can amount to a wide gulf between policy 
discourses and policy practices. 
 

 



The discursive gap is the often considerable discrepancy between discourses and actual 
migration policies in the form of laws, regulations, and measures on paper. While this gap may 
reveal considerable “hypocrisy” in the eyes of many, gaps between discourse and practice are 
common in public policy and should therefore not be automatically equated with policy failure. 
Discursive gaps are explained by three main factors. First, migration policies are influenced by 
the intentions and agenda of various parties and interest groups such as business, trade unions, 
and civil society groups, and are often the result of a compromise at the end of the political 
process (e.g., Boswell 2007; Freeman 1995). Second, various political, economic, and legal 
constraints limit the policy options, particularly in liberal democracies. For instance, 
international and national human rights and refugee laws put limits on the extent to which 
liberal democracies can restrict inflows and rights of family migrants and asylum-seekers, 
respectively (cf. Hollifield 1992). Third, migration discourses are often of a general, broad-
sweeping nature (“fighting illegal migration,” “zero immigration,” “comprehensive 
immigration reform,” “attracting talent”), whereas in practice migration policies often target 
specific categories and groups of migrants. […] 

The implementation gap is the discrepancy between policies on paper and their actual 
implementation. Some rules and regulations are not or only partly implemented because of 
practical, planning, or budgetary constraints or as a consequence of corruption, ignorance, or 
subversion. Politicians, civil servants, or private companies (e.g., airlines implementing carrier 
sanctions, asylum case workers, border agents, or public or private institutions processing work 
visa requests) often have considerable discretion in the way they implement policy (Ellermann 
2006; Infantino 2010; Wunderlich 2010). This implementation gap seems to be particularly 
significant when a large degree of discretion and assessment is involved in policy 
implementation. This leaves considerable scope for subjective interpretation and political or 
public pressure, for instance in refugee status determination and work permit applications (e.g., 
Ellermann 2006). For example, assessing whether an asylum-seeker has a “well-founded fear 
of persecution” or determining whether no citizens are available for a job for which a foreigner 
seeks to obtain a work permit leaves considerable room for subjective judgment. 

Recent qualitative and ethnographic field studies have confirmed that such implementation 
gaps can be sizable (e.g., Brachet 2005; Infantino 2010; Wunderlich 2010), particularly when 
policies on paper are unrealistic or detached from concrete migration experiences. […] 

Conclusion  

[…] This discussion brings us back to our initial argument about the intrinsically and 
almost inevitably incoherent nature of immigration policies. Multiple objectives and competing 
political agendas of various interest groups often “make or unmake” migration policies (Castles 
2004b) in such a way that the effectiveness of a particular policy is reduced or counteracted by 
another policy. Migration policies are shaped in a political-economic context in which the 
attitudes and preferences of politicians and voters, interest groups such as employers and trade 
unions, and human rights organizations compete with one another (e.g., Boswell 2007; Facchini 
and Mayda 2008; Facchini and Willmann 2005; Mayda 2006). This competition results in 
policy regimes that are typically a mixed bag of regulations and measures. […] 
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