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Key Points

Previous research shows that public attitudes towards migration vary considerably depending on the 
characteristics of the migrants considered, such as their country of origin, occupational profile or reason for 
migration

Respondents have more positive attitudes towards migrants in jobs that have been considered essential 
during the pandemic by the UK Government, such as school teachers or care workers, than towards migrants 
in non-essential jobs

Comparing occupations of similar skill levels, respondents tend to give higher ratings to migrants in essential 
than in non-essential occupations

Before the pandemic, some essential occupations (care worker, nurse) were already more valued by the 
public based on perceptions of worthiness and social value

On average, the UK public prefers the admission of migrants coming to work in high-skilled jobs than those 
in low-skilled jobs and thinks the former are more beneficial to the UK economy

Attitudes are most negative towards Chinese migrants, followed by Pakistani, Romanian and Nigerian 
migrants

This is the first briefing of a study investigating public attitudes to labour migrants in the UK 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The data presented here were collected in January 2021 and 

correspond to the first wave of an online longitudinal survey including a conjoint experiment.

Understanding the evidence

The data presented in this briefing comes from a survey fielded by YouGov in January 2021 with a representative sample in 

terms of age, gender, social class and education of 4,954 adults living in the UK. 

The data used in the briefing represents the first of a three-wave, nationally representative online panel survey carried out 

to inform the project Tracking Public Attitudes and Preferences for Post-COVID-19 Labour Migration Policies, which aims to 

track the public’s attitudes towards migrants at different stages of the COVID-19 pandemic. The second and third waves of 

the survey were fielded in April and July 2021, respectively.

https://yougov.co.uk/about/panel-methodology/
https://www.compas.ox.ac.uk/project/tracking-public-attitudes-and-preferences-for-post-covid-19-labour-migration-policies/
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The survey consists of two parts. The first part asks respondents about their perceptions of their own situation in the labour 

market and how their income has been affected by the pandemic. The second part includes a conjoint survey experiment 

whereby respondents were presented with pairs of hypothetical migrant ‘profiles’ that vary in their nationality and occupation:

Here are the profiles of two people who could apply to enter the UK

Person 1 Person 2

Nationality

Occupation

Respondents are asked to rate each of the profiles in terms of preference for admission to the UK and benefit on the 

British economy:

• On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means that the UK absolutely should not admit the immigrant and 7 means that the UK 

absolutely should admit the immigrant, how would you rate each person?

• On a scale from 1 to 7, where 1 means very negative and 7 means very positive, how would you rate the impact each 

person on the UK’s economy?

Respondents are also ask to choose one of the profiles (binary choice question) both in terms of preference for admission to 

the UK and benefit on the British economy (If you had to choose, which of these two people would you personally prefer to 

enter the UK/do you think would be better for the UK’s economy?)

Each respondent evaluates three pairs of migrant profiles in total. We consider 12 occupations and 10 nationalities, which 

are randomly assigned to the two migrant profiles presented to survey respondents. The nationalities considered reflect 

some of the top countries of origin of migrants in the UK, key population groups in the public debate and are geographically 

and ethnically diverse (Australia, China, Germany, India, Italy, Jamaica, Nigeria, Pakistan, Poland, Romania). The occupations 

selected have all a substantial share of migrant workers and vary with regard to skill level (low and medium-low skilled vs high 

and medium-high skilled, based on ONS [2010]); and essentialness (included or excluded from the UK government’s list of 

essential workers during the pandemic). 

Methodological note about conjoint analysis

Conjoint analysis is a survey-experimental technique that estimates respondents’ preferences given their overall evaluations 

of alternative profiles that vary across multiple attributes (Bansak, Hainmueller, Hopkins, & Yamamoto, 2021). Usually 

researchers are interested in estimating how different values of an attribute – for example, nationality or occupation –  

influence the probability of choosing a given profile or rating a profile with a specific score . An advantage of conjoint survey 

designs is that respondents are not shown all possible unique profiles (in order to estimate the effects of nationality and 

occupations on their preferences in our case, 12 occupations and 10 nationalities yield 120 unique combinations). For more 

information about conjoint analysis, see Hainmueller, Hopkins and Yamamoto (2014).
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Public attitudes towards migration vary considerably depending on the characteristics 
of migrants, such as their country of origin, ethnicity, occupational profile or reason for 
migration

Public attitudes towards migration vary substantially depending on migrants’ characteristics, such as their country or 
region of origin, occupational profile or reason for migration (Bansak, Hainmueller, & Hangartner, 2016; Ford, 2011b; 
Ford & Mellon, 2018). Multiple research has shown that public opinion is generally more positive towards migrants 
with high levels of education and/or who work in high-skilled occupations, such as engineers or doctors.

Public attitudes towards migrants in different occupations may not only vary depending on the skill level of the job they 
perform (in this context, job skills mainly refer to the academic qualifications and training required to perform a certain 
job). As the COVID-19 pandemic and the UK’s response have unfolded, certain occupations deemed essential to the 
country’s ability to both deal with the immediate crisis and support future national recovery efforts appear to have 
become more visible and valued. This is the case, for example, of some jobs that have been typically been considered 
low-skilled (i.e. with low educational requirements), such as care home workers or people in food manufacturing and 
delivery services, a large share of whom are migrants (Fasani & Mazza, 2020). According to the ONS, about 33% of 
the workforce in the UK are essential workers and an estimated 45% of those are in low or medium-low skilled jobs 
(Office for National Statistics, 2020). For more information about migrant workers in essential jobs, see the Migration 
Observatory briefing Locking out the keys? 

Some low- and medium- skilled occupations such as care workers or nurses were also highly valued by the general 
public before the pandemic. For example, a survey conducted in January 2020 and commissioned by British Future 
and and the Policy Institute, King’s College London, revealed that more than 60% of respondents thought that care 
workers and nurses should be exempted from the salary threshold (Ballinger, Duffy, Hewlett, Katwala, & Rutter, 
2021, p. 21). 

Respondents have more positive attitudes towards migrants in jobs that have been 
considered essential during the pandemic by the UK Government than towards migrants 
in non-essential jobs

Public attitudes towards immigration do not only vary depending on migrants’ skills (that is, whether they perform a 
job with high or low educational and training requirements), but also based on the ‘essentialness’ or social value of the 
job they perform. When asked about preferences for admission to the UK, respondents rate migrants in essential jobs 
more highly than other migrants (Figure 1), with a score of 4.9 for ‘essential’ workers while those in non-essential 
jobs receive an average score of 4.3. Likewise, participants in the survey gave migrants in essential jobs a higher score 
(4.8) compared to those in non-essential jobs (4.5) when considering their impact on the British economy. While 
these differences may seem small when expressed in terms of ratings on a 1-7 scale, respondents’ preference for 
migrants in essential jobs are also apparent in the binary choice question (see Understanding the Evidence for detail 
about how this is measured). For example, on average migrants in essential jobs are chosen by respondents 22% more 
frequently than those in non-essential jobs when they are asked about who they would admit to the UK.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, hospital doctors for the NHS are the most likely of all migrant occupations examined to be 
preferred for admission (average score of 5.8), as well as the most likely to be thought of as most beneficial to the UK 
economy (average score of 5.6). However, not all migrants in essential occuptions are preferred over those in non-
essential ones (Figure 1). Engineers in a construction firm – a non-essential job, according to the UK government – 
are more highly valued than supermarket lorry drivers and meatpackers, which are both essential occupations. 

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/reports/locking-out-the-keys-migrant-key-workers-and-post-brexit-immigration-policies/
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/the-reset-moment.pdf
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Figure 1

Comparing occupations of similar skill levels, respondents tend to give higher ratings to migrants in essential than in 
non-essential occupations. For example, among low-skilled occupations, lorry drivers for a supermarket chain receive 
a higher rating than waiters, warehouse workers for a retailer, and administrative assistants in an accounting business 
(Figure 1). Likewise, among high-skilled occupations, migrants who are NHS hospital doctors, lab technicians in a 
pharmaceutical company or secondary school teachers receive higher ratings than those who work as IT specialists 
for an insurance company or as sales directors for a homeware retailer.

The pandemic may have increased the relevance and perceived value of certain jobs in low-skilled sectors, such as 
supermarket or care home workers. However, before the pandemic, some occupations were more valued by the public 
based on perceptions of worthiness and social value regardless of their income and level of education associated to 
them. For example, in a survey conducted in January 2020 and commissioned by British Future and and the Policy 
Institute, King’s College London, revealed that more than 60% of respondents thought that care workers and nurses 
should be exempted from the salary threshold (Ballinger et al., 2021, p. 21). 

On average, the UK public prefers the admission of high-skilled migrants than low-skilled 
migrants and thinks the former are more beneficial to the UK economy 

When survey respondents are presented with two migrant profiles, those in high- and medium-skilled occupations 
are rated higher than those in low-skilled jobs, both in terms of preference for admission (4.9 vs 4.3) and on their 
beneficial effect for the British economy (5 vs 4.3) (Figure 2). The difference in ratings for migrants in high-skilled and 
low-skilled jobs may seem small, but when survey respondents were presented with two migrant profiles and asked 
to admit just one, they were, on average, 24% more likely to choose a migrant in a high-skilled occupation than a low-
skilled occupation (Figure 2). Respondents were also 24% more likely to view a high-skilled migrant as beneficial for 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/the-reset-moment.pdf
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the British economy compared to a low-skilled migrant (results based on binary choice question, which are not shown 
in Figure 2). This appears to be broadly in keeping with the UK government’s post-Brexit immigration policy, which is 
geared towards high- and medium-skilled migrant workers.

The picture changes when considering specific occupations and skill-level. Although care work in a home for the 
elderly is designated as low-skilled occupation (and therefore broadly ineligible to immigrate to the UK under the new 
points based system), respondents consider care workers roughly as deserving of admission to the UK as many of 
the high-skilled jobs surveyed, such as lab technicians in a pharmaceutical company, secondary school teachers, and 
engineers in a construction company. They are also viewed as more beneficial to the British economy than other low-
skilled occupations, although less beneficial to the British economy than almost all of the high- and medium-skilled 
occupations considered.

Figure 2

Much of the discussion in the literature on public attitudes towards migration focuses on the preference for high-
skilled over low-skilled migrants. For example, in a survey conducted in multiple European countries, including the UK, 
Ford and Mellon (2020) show that people generally prefer ‘professional’ over ‘unskilled migrant labourers’ (see also 
Migration Observatory briefing UK Public Opinion towards Immigration for data on preferences towards high- and 
low-skilled migration). A limitation of this approach is that respondents are not asked about specific occupations, but 
they are simply given two options (high skilled/professional vs low skilled/unskilled), which could bias answers against 
migrants in low-skilled occupations. It is possible that people consider migrants in low-skilled jobs undesirable because 
they assume that they will be more likely to rely on public benefits. Qualitative research shows that the British public 
tends to value the work performed by migrants in low-skilled jobs, but they usually are also likely to be concerned 
about their numbers (Bulat, 2019). At the same time, attitudes towards migrants in high-skilled occupations are not 
uniformly positive and people’s attitudes seem to vary depending on the social value attributed to specific occupation; 

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/primers/policy-primer-the-uks-2021-points-based-immigration-system/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/uk-public-opinion-toward-immigration-overall-attitudes-and-level-of-concern/
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for example, in a survey conducted in 2011, about a third of respondents favoured reduced high-skilled migration, but 
this shared increased to 40% for business and finance professionals or IT specialists. 

People usually hold different ideas about the skill level required to perform a particular job, which makes attitudinal 
questions about low- and high-skilled migration problematic. For example, in a survey conducted in February 2020, 
58% and 67% of respondents considered farm workers and care workers, respectively, to be skilled jobs, though the 
ONS (2010) classifies these occupations as low or medium-low skilled. Government policies, including migration 
policies, tend to consider only the credentials or level of education required to perform a certain job as the main 
criteria to classify occupations as low, medium or high skilled. In this analysis, we follow the ONS criteria although we 
acknowledge that there are other skills that are relevant and valued in the labour market which are not necessarily 
captured by workers’ level of education and training (e.g. communication skills).

Public attitudes during the COVID-19 pandemic are most negative towards Chinese 
migrants and most positive towards Australian migrants

Migrants from China are evaluated the most negatively by respondents in our survey. On average, they receive a 
rating of 4.3 in terms of admission and 4.4 with regard to their benefits on the economy. Prior research on labour 
market discrimination in the UK did not find the Chinese minority to be the most discriminated against (Heath & Di 
Stasio, 2019), so it is likely that the negative evaluation of Chinese migrants is related to the origins of the COVID-19 
pandemic in China. Recent works have in fact shown that Chinese nationals feel more discriminated against since the 
start of the pandemic (see, e.g. Wang et al., 2020 for France) and hate crime against Asians has been on the rise (e.g., 
Gray & Hansen, 2020 for Chinese in London; Tessler, Choi, & Kao, 2020 for Asians in the US) .

Figure 3

The reasons why people’s attitudes about migrants vary according to country or origin are complex. In Western 
European countries, including the UK, non-white migrants and Muslim migrants face higher levels of discrimination 
and public attitudes towards these groups tend to be more negative than towards other minorities (Di Stasio, Lancee, 
Veit, & Yemane, 2019; Ford, 2011a; Storm, Sobolewska, & Ford, 2017). Some studies attribute this disparity to 
perceptions of these groups as a ‘threat’ to the country’s mainstream values and culture (see Hainmueller & Hopkins, 
2014 for a summary of main driver of public attitudes towards migration), particularly Western secularist values 
(Helbling & Traunmüller, 2020). Attitudes towards migrants from less economically developed countries are also 

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/reports/thinking-behind-the-numbers-understanding-public-opinion-on-immigration-in-britain/
https://d25d2506sfb94s.cloudfront.net/cumulus_uploads/document/jxlng0mstg/YouGov survey results - skills.pdf
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more negative on average (Kustov, 2019), which suggests that people’s attitudes towards migrants from different 
countries are not only based on subjective perceptions of cultural distance.
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