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introduction

Immigration to the UK over the last two decades has run at historically 
unprecedented levels, altering the face of our society and economy. About 
1 in 7 of us were born abroad, up from less than half that at the turn of 
the century. As a result, immigration has become a deeply contentious 
political issue, with many arguing it was the main driving force behind the 
Brexit vote.

But the UK’s situation is not unique. Although the historic and political 
contexts are very different, immigration as an important driver of both 
economic and social change has become central to recent political 
developments in the United States and across continental Europe. From 
the election of Donald Trump to the 2015–16 refugee crisis, immigration 
has shaped the public debate – and will continue to shape the future of 
our countries on multiple dimensions.

What are the causes and consequences – economic and social – 
of immigration? In this short book, I focus on the UK, but my analysis 
draws on research from many other countries. I begin with a brief history 
of immigration to the UK, which is inevitably both selective and subjective. 
Although recent immigration levels are indeed far higher than anything 
we have ever seen before, I explain why the UK has long been a country 
shaped in many ways by immigration and immigrants, and that political 
controversy over (and hostility to) immigration is anything but new.

I next discuss what we know – and do not know – about the impact of 
immigration. I focus on the economics, partly because that is my subject, 
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and partly because the economic impacts are much easier to quantify and 
analyse in the short term at least. Does immigration reduce job opportunities 
for those of us who were born here? Does immigration push down wages? 
What is the impact of immigration on public finances and public services? 
What has been the impact of free movement of people both in the UK and 
the rest of the EU?

The fact that we can speak with more certainty about these economic 
impacts does not, however, mean that wider social impacts are less 
important. What do we know about the relationship between immigration, 
diversity and social cohesion? Why is public opinion in the UK generally 
hostile to immigration, despite the general consensus among economists 
that it makes us richer?

Finally, I consider what conclusions we can draw from all of this for 
the future. I look at areas that are high on the agenda for UK politicians and 
the public. Brexit will herald the largest shakeup of UK immigration policy 
in at least 40 years. What should a post-Brexit immigration system look 
like? How do we shape a public and political consensus for a post-Brexit 
system based on a better public understanding of the costs, benefits and 
trade-offs inherent in different options? And what, if anything, do we need 
to promote integration?

Overall, it is a safe bet that immigration will remain a key political issue in 
the UK and beyond. I argue that Brexit, under any of the numerous scenarios 
that might play out over the next few years, gives us a chance to change the 
terms of debate for the better, though it does not give us any clear answers. 
We have a chance to reframe both the debate and policy constructively;  
failure to do so could be very damaging indeed. This book therefore is 
intended as my contribution to a better outcome.

Concepts, definitions and impacts

Before moving on to the main discussion, it is helpful to say a little about 
what I mean by ‘immigration’ and the effects, direct and indirect, that will 
be discussed in this book. People have been migrating from the dawn of 
history, moving in search of a better life, whether that means more plenti-
ful game, more fertile land, job opportunities, or fleeing danger or war. We 
all trace our ancestry back to Africa, and in this sense all countries are 
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the result of immigration and we are all immigrants or their descendants. 
But of course that far exceeds the scope of this book. To make sense of 
a contemporary discussion of immigration, we will need a more focused 
definition, and in such a contentious debate, definitions are neither neutral 
nor uncontested. For example, some argue that ‘free movement’ in the 
EU – the legal right to move from one EU member state to another – is 
similar to movement within a nation state and is qualitatively different from 
‘immigration’ from outside the EU. The recent Windrush scandal has seen 
the UK government deport long-term UK residents as part of its ‘hostile 
environment’ policy for people who cannot show they have a legal right to 
residence, even though they were born in countries that were once part of 
the British Empire and they are, and have always been, entitled to British 
citizenship.

Without ignoring these issues, I will generally follow the dictionary defi-
nition of immigration, which is the ‘movement of people from one country 
to another’. This is operationalised for statistical purposes by the United 
Nations and the OECD as ‘someone who moves from one country to 
another, intending to stay for more than a year’, so as to exclude travel for 
tourism, business trips, and so on. However, these boundaries are of course 
blurred in practice, most obviously in the case of seasonal or temporary 
migrant workers.

This definition excludes some hugely significant, both economically 
and historically, movements of people within countries, for example the 
‘Great Migration’ of African-Americans from southern to northern states of 
the United States and that of hundreds of millions of Chinese, mostly from 
inland agricultural regions to the more industrialised and prosperous coastal 
provinces. Also, while migration is often not entirely voluntary, some choice 
over the decision to migrate or where to migrate is generally involved. 
So I also exclude the transatlantic slave trade which, while involving the 
movement of people from one country to another and being of enormous 
historical significance, was not what we normally mean by immigration.

Why do people move? Most obviously, for economic reasons (posi-
tive or negative) to take up a specific job, to take advantage of economic 
opportunity more generally or to escape high unemployment or poverty 
in their country of origin. These were the key drivers behind, for example, 
the large-scale movement of Europeans to the Americas in the nine-
teenth century. But people also choose to move for broader reasons such as 
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education (usually temporary, but can often become permanent), or for family 
reasons, such as to join a spouse or other family members. There is also 
forced migration involving political persecution, war (especially civil war) 
and ‘ethnic cleansing’. The boundaries between these different categories 
are often blurred, which in turn poses a problem for policy and makes it 
much easier to deal with cases that can be easily and clearly categorised.

Since labour is a factor of production – probably the most impor-
tant factor of production in both classical and Marxist economics – the 
movement of people on a large scale is likely to have very significant 
economic effects. It directly reduces labour supply in the source country 
and increases it in the destination one. The economic impacts will be 
strongest for the immigrants themselves, but will also impact others, in 
particular workers already resident in the destination country.

But this is only part of the story, as we will discover later on. Perhaps 
the most important concept in the economics of immigration is the ‘lump 
of labour fallacy’. While immigration does increase labour supply, it is sim-
ply wrong to claim, as many do, that it must in turn reduce wages or job 
opportunities for non-immigrants by the laws of supply and demand. In a 
functioning economy and labour market, immigrants, directly or indirectly, 
add to labour demand as well as labour supply; they earn money and 
spend it. So I will focus very much on what the data actually says about 
the overall effects. Moreover, labour market impacts are by no means the 
whole story. Large-scale immigration is likely to affect almost all other eco-
nomic outcomes too: growth, productivity, public finances, and so on.

Immigrants are not just workers. They are also, first and foremost, 
people. So the broader impacts of immigration are just as important, if 
not more so, than the economic ones, even if we can be less definitive. 
Immigration will increase population size and, usually, diversity – not just 
ethnic but across a number of other dimensions also. Even more contro-
versially, immigration is likely to change a country’s culture and identity in 
unpredictable ways. So over the long term, different levels and patterns of 
immigration will affect almost everything about how a country develops. 
This is easy enough to see from history if we compare the very different 
economic, social and cultural trajectories followed by the United States, 
Australia, Argentina and Greenland, for example.

These economic and social impacts will, in turn, have political impli-
cations. Immigration is usually, but not always, unpopular with large 
proportions of the resident population, even where that resident population 
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is descended in large part from relatively recent immigrants. It is unclear why 
that is the case, or what drives attitudes in different countries, but there is 
plenty of evidence that the political attitudes to immigration reflect at least 
in part systematic misperceptions of its scale and impacts. Much depends 
on the speed and nature of assimilation or integration. Immigrants, or their 
children, eventually get to vote too.

Looking forward, the longer term drivers of immigration are not going 
to go away and, if anything, are likely to intensify. Demographic pressures 
involve both supply (very large numbers of young people in developing 
countries, especially in some African countries with limited job opportunities) 
and demand sides (low fertility rates and ageing populations in most 
developed countries). Armed conflicts, particularly civil wars or endemic 
violence in ‘failed states’, will continue to drive refugee flows in unpredict-
able ways. In addition to these, climate change may result in further large 
forced movements in the medium to long term.

Finally, before moving on to the main discussion, a personal note. 
Immigration is an emotive topic and our attitudes are inevitably shaped by 
our own backgrounds and histories. I am an empirical economist – I work 
with evidence and data. As best I can, in what follows I summarise accurately 
and objectively the evidence and analysis that we have on the impacts of 
immigration. My views on what immigration means for jobs, wages, and 
so on, are based on that evidence and are aligned with the overwhelming 
consensus of economists working in this field. But I make no claims to 
objectivity overall. My parents and my partner’s parents were immigrants to 
this country, as are many of my extended family and friends. I am a Londoner, 
a city that has in my view benefited hugely from immigration over the half 
century I have been living here. So bear this in mind as we now move on to 
discuss the history of immigration to the UK, from the Norman Conquest to 
the present day.
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