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Abstract Using a new measure of immigration policy and examining thirty-six ad-
vanced industrial countries between 1996 and 2012, we seek to explain systematically
the variation in external labor openness among the more advanced democracies as
primary destination countries, using a model where the government feels political pres-
sure through both a voter/electoral channel and a special-interests channel. With voters
primarily pressing for immigration restrictions and special interest pressure aimed at im-
migration openness, democratic political institutions—like a parliamentary system and
proportional representation voting with greater district magnitude that make govern-
ments more responsive to voters and less responsive to special interests—should be as-
sociated with less change toward a more open official immigration policy. Our statistical
evidence accords with this expectation.

Studying the political causes and consequences of economic globalization arguably
represents the largest research program in all of international and comparative polit-
ical economy. Yet if one defines economic globalization as the freer flow of goods/
services (international trade) and factors of production (e.g., capital and labor) across
national borders, then it seems clear that political scientists have only begun to
explore systematically the subject of international labor mobility or cross-border
migration.1

There are at least two possible reasons for this academic neglect. The first is sub-
stantive: international labor mobility is the least developed feature related to econom-
ic globalization following the definition we provided.2 International trade has greatly
expanded since World War II with a rapid growth in international capital mobility
since the late 1960s. But even in the twenty-first century, national economies
remain relatively closed to migrants.3 Foreign workers must surmount what
Pritchett has called a “massive cliff” at the border to gain entry into an advanced

Earlier drafts of this paper were presented at the American Political Science Association’s annual con-
ference in 2014 and to the Political Science Department at the University of Colorado in 2014. We thank
Andy Baker, David Leblang, and Adrian Shin for helpful comments.
1. Freeman 2011 describes the lack of systematic (as opposed to case-based) research on this subject. But

we also note an emerging wave of systematic political science research dealing with immigration and re-
mittances, including Bearce and Hutnick 2011; Breunig, Cao, and Luedtke 2012; Fitzgerald, Leblang, and
Teets 2014; Leblang 2010; Peters 2014a, 2015; Shin 2016; and Singer 2010.
2. Peters 2014, 814.
3. Freeman 2006, 150.
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industrial democracy.4 While the demand for international labor mobility is high
among potential workers, governments’ willingness to supply an open labor
market remains low,5 leading to relative international labor immobility.
A second reason concerns data limitations and availability. While the data on

actual crossborder migration flows are limited and inaccurate because of irregular
and inconsistent reporting, there have been almost no data on official government
policies concerning external labor openness. As Facchini and Mayda wrote in
2009, “a systematic, objective measurement of the restrictiveness of immigration
policies does not exist on a cross-country scale.”6 To the extent that academic re-
search tends to follow available data sets, it is perhaps not surprising that international
and comparative political economists have invested more time studying international
trade and capital mobility, waiting for cross-national data sets on official immigration
policy. As Freeman noted on this point: “large N studies [of immigration politics] are
much less numerous, but it is certainly time for scholars to turn their attention to this
mode of analysis. The main obstacle to such research designs is the absence of suf-
ficient data cross nationally.”7

So let us begin by stating the obvious: if labor is relatively immobile on an inter-
national basis, albeit with some significant variation among the advanced industrial
democracies as the major destination countries, then we need to understand these dif-
ferences in relative “closedness” to foreign workers. Why have some democratic des-
tinations been able to maintain very closed immigration policies while others have
begun to open their labor markets to foreign workers? To answer this question sys-
tematically, we need data on the official immigration policy among the advanced in-
dustrial democracies. Following Quinn,8 we both provide a new data set of country/
year external labor openness and test an explanation for the variation in the openness
of official immigration policy across more democratic polities. Quinn’s papers intro-
duced a new data set on international capitalmobility and tested some explanations to
explain the observed country/year variation. We do the same here for international
labor mobility.
In the first part of the paper, we introduce this data set documenting changes in of-

ficial policy related to external labor openness. These data focus on immigration
policy, defined as those policies that affect the number of foreign workers able to
enter into the national economy (as distinct from immigrant policy, defined as those
policies related to the treatment of immigrants once they have already entered). In
the second part of the paper, we offer and then test a political explanation for the vari-
ation in official immigration policy. Based on the existing evidence showing that a
large majority of voters in the advanced industrial democracies prefer immigration re-
strictions, we hypothesize that a parliamentary system and proportional representation

4. Pritchett 2010, 274.
5. Cornelius and Rosenblum 2005, 253.
6. Facchini and Mayda 2009, 19.
7. Freeman 2011, 1548.
8. See Quinn 1997; and Quinn and Inclan 1997.
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voting with greater district magnitude should be associated with a less open external
labor policy because these institutions lead the government to be more responsive to
voters and less responsive to special interests favoring a more open immigration
policy. We then present statistical evidence in support of these hypotheses.
An uncomfortable juxtaposition emerges from these results: the same domestic in-

stitutions that serve to make the political system more open and inclusive vis-à-vis
voters also serve to make the country’s external labor policy less open and more ex-
clusive. Others have discussed the tension between democracy and open immigra-
tion,9 and our results can be read as a particular manifestation of that broader
tradeoff. A policy implication associated with this understanding is that more external
labor openness may require far greater efforts to convince the mass public of the eco-
nomic benefits associated with international mobility. Otherwise, it will be hard for
most democratic governments to substantially open their external labor policy.

Measuring External Labor Openness

Before describing our measure, we note similar efforts to code an immigration policy
variable. Mayda created a policy measure covering fourteen advanced industrial democ-
racies between 1980 and 1995,10 which was extended by Ortega and Peri for twelve des-
tination countries through 2006.11 Fitzgerald, Leblang, and Teets similarly constructed
an immigration policy measure for eighteen destination countries through 2006.12 These
papers all used their immigration policy measure as a control variable to explain dyadic
immigration flows. In this regard, a single destination country/year policy value enters
their data set multiple times, or for every included source country in a given year.
Since our goal is to explain the variation in official immigration policy, our unit of

analysis will be the destination country/year (xt) with a focus on more democratic
destinations, given our interest in exploring the variation across different democratic
political institutions. As such, our measure is more directly comparable to the
country/year immigration policy measure that Peters recently introduced covering
nineteen countries over a two-century time frame (less for countries that more
newly gained their independence).13 Her measure, like ours, is designed to function
as a dependent variable. Given our interest in explaining the variation in immigration
policy across the more democratic destination countries, our goal is to include a larger
number of countries for some reasonable time frame. Thus, compared to these previ-
ous efforts, our policy measure has a larger x dimension, but a smaller t.14

9. See, for example, Hollifield 1992.
10. Mayda 2010.
11. Ortega and Peri 2013.
12. Fitzgerald, Leblang, and Teets 2014.
13. Peters 2015.
14. Ruhs 2013 also provides an immigration policy measure with a large x dimension (46 countries) but

only for 2009.
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Constructing the Measure

Using information about both legislative and administrative changes from the
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development’s (OECD) Trends in
International Migration (published annually through 2004) and International
Migration Outlook (published annually beginning in 2006), our measure covers
thirty-six advanced industrial countries from 1996 to 2012.15 This time frame captures
“the present period of migration, facilitated by a sharp decline in transportation costs”
and the end of the Cold War, which had restricted certain labor flows.16 Within this
post-ColdWar time frame, however, we do not have full temporal coverage for all coun-
tries in our sample since the OECD reports exclusively on the immigration policy of
member states with several countries having only recently joined this intergovernmental
organization. Our full sample thus includes 535 country/year observations.17

In coding our measure, we draw attention to the important difference between ex-
ternal and internal policy in this issue area. Following Hammar, “policy consists of
two parts which are interrelated, yet distinct: (a) regulation of flows of immigration
and control of aliens, and (b) immigrant policy.” Regulation of flows refers to “the
rules and procedures governing the selection and admission of foreign citizens,”18

corresponding to our term external immigration policy. Immigrant policy refers “to
the conditions provided to resident immigrants.”19 Given our interest in external,
or immigration, policy (as separate from internal, or immigrant, policy), our
measure is focused on country/year policy changes in four related dimensions: 1) nu-
merical quotas, 2) labor market tests, including a points-based system, 3) transaction
costs, and 4) other policies related to labor market access (see Table 1). These dimen-
sions reflect the primary ways that states regulate the legal employment options of
foreign workers.20

15. OECD 1997–2004; OECD 2006–2013.
16. Martin 1999, 829.
17. Our full sample consists of the following country/years: Australia 1996–2012, Austria 1996–2012,

Belgium 1996–2012, Bulgaria 1996–2012, Canada 1996–2012, Chile 2011–12, Czech Republic 1996–
2012, Denmark 1996–2012, Estonia 2010–12, Finland 1996–2012, France 1996–2012, Germany 1996–
2012, Greece 1996–2012, Hungary 1996–2012, Ireland 1996–2012, Israel 2009–12, Italy 1996–2012,
Japan 1996–2012, Korea (Republic of) 1996–2012, Luxembourg 1996–2012, Mexico 1996–2012,
Netherlands 1996–2012, New Zealand 2000–12, Norway 1996–2012, Poland 1996–2012, Portugal
1996–2012, Romania 1996–2012, Russia 2010–12, Slovak Republic 1996–2012, Slovenia 2009–12,
Spain 1996–2012, Sweden 1996–2012, Switzerland 1996–2012, Turkey 2000–12, United Kingdom
1996–2012, and United States 1996–2012. Although it is an OECD member state, our source material
did not include Iceland.
18. Hammar 1985, 7.
19. Ibid., 9.
20. Immigration scholars recognize that there is no single, best approach to classifying regulations on

foreign labor entry (Fitzgerald, Leblang, and Teets 2014, 416). However, our categorization captures the
policies that others have identified as important, such as quotas (Ortega and Peri 2013, 52; and Peters
2015, 125), skill tests (Peters 2015), and changes in the costs that host states can impose on potential
labor migrants (Ortega and Peri 2013). It is also understood that some government policies defy easy clas-
sification but still require that scholars account for their influence; hence we include the fourth “other” di-
mension (Ortega and Peri 2013, 52).
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The first dimension is arguably the most visible means by which governments reg-
ulate foreign entry into the domestic labor market with immigration quotas typically
coming in the form of a numerical cap or in a stated proportion of the labor force.
Quotas operate by establishing adjustable targets for the number of foreigners who
can legally work in a national economy. Adopting or removing a quota system that
is economy wide or targeted to a specific economic sector can alter a country’s open-
ness to foreign labor by influencing migration targets. Within our sample, we find
relatively few (only seven) quota adjustments with three in a more restricted direction
(Italy 1998, New Zealand 2001, and Bulgaria 2009) and four toward greater openness
(Spain 2002, Norway 2002, Portugal 2007, and South Korea 2010).
The second (and somewhat less visible, at least to the mass public) dimension con-

siders related policies by which states regulate potential foreign entry into their labor
markets that are generally geared toward determining whether or not local workers
are available to fill a labor market need. Often, employers must advertise the job for
a fixed period of time or show that they have tried to employ native workers before
hiring foreign workers. A points-based system that identifies the value of different ap-
plicants based on ability, experience, and/or age at different levels and for different pro-
jects is also considered within this dimension. The removal of skills tests for foreign
workers can be considered a more open external labor policy, while requiring a
skills test for foreigners is more restrictive. Compared to the first dimension, we find
comparatively more policy changes in this second dimension (14) with three in a
more restricted direction and eleven aiming toward greater openness (79%).
The third and even less domestically visible dimension concerns the transaction

costs for foreign workers associated with entering the national economy.
Destination countries often make efforts to alter migrant transaction costs by

TABLE 1. Dimensions of external labor openness

Dimension Coding Criteria Example

1. Numerical Quota Adoption or cancellation of a quota system for
some sector of the labor market.

Elimination of sector-specific cap quota
(+1) for foreign labor.

Adoption of quota-limiting entry (−1) for
migrants from particular nationalities.

2. Labor Market Tests/
Points-Based
System

Adoption or cancellation of a labor market test or
points-based system for some sector of the
labor market.

Requiring labor migrants to pass a skills
test (−1) to receive a permit to obtain
or look for work.

Removal of skills test (+1) for educated
migrants, granting immediate work
permits.

3. Transaction Costs Adoption of a measure that increased or
decreased the price, time, or complexity of
entering national labor market.

Increasing (−1) immigration application
fees.

Adoption of an electronic (+1) applica-
tion system.

4. Other Adoption of a policy that influences labor mi-
grants’ ability to enter national labor markets
that is different from the other categories.

Enabling (+1) or limiting (−1) foreign
students’ ability to work.

Enabling (+1) or limiting (−1) firms’
ability to employ seasonal workers.
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making it more or less expensive and/or more or less time consuming. For example,
the adoption of an electronic application system to reduce the paperwork associated
with immigration makes this policy dimension more open, while increasing the appli-
cation fees makes it more restrictive. Within this third dimension, we find forty policy
changes with ten in a more restricted direction and thirty associated with greater ex-
ternal labor openness (75%).
The fourth and least visible dimension picks up other governmental policies de-

signed to facilitate or limit foreign access to their labor markets. These policies
often involve administrative rather than legislative changes. Examples include
whether foreign students may obtain work, altering restrictions on employers’
ability to hire seasonal workers, changing rules on where migrants may work and
what occupations they may obtain, whether certain types of migrants must receive
a permit to begin work, and other measures that limit or facilitate labor migration
from specific countries or regions. We find the most immigration policy changes
in this fourth dimension (eighty-six) with twenty-five in a more restricted direction
and sixty-one pointing toward greater openness (71%).
We identify the frequency and direction of policy changes in each dimension

because they have some implications for our political argument. If the status quo in-
cludes a relatively closed immigration policy and the mass public strongly opposes
changing it (as we demonstrate later), then one might expect to observe less
change in the more visible policy dimensions. On this basis, it is not surprising to
see that the number of immigration policy changes increases with the numbered di-
mension (i.e., the fewest changes in terms of the first dimension and the most in terms
of the fourth). Likewise, to the extent that there are certain special interests wanting
greater immigration openness, they may be more able to obtain this policy outcome
(contrary to voter preferences) in the less visible dimensions. It is thus notable that a
much greater percentage of the changes in these last three dimensions are toward
greater openness compared to the most visible first dimension.
To build our measure of official immigration policy, we treat each dimension

equally, assigning a +1 for each policy change in any dimension that made the
country/year more open to foreign labor and a –1 for each policy change in any di-
mension that made the country/year less open. Starting each country’s time-series
at 0, we then create EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS, measuring the country/year’s level
in terms of these policy dimensions. We are aware that not all OECD countries
enter our sample with an identical immigration policy (this is simply a modeling ne-
cessity), so our statistical models will include unit fixed effects to give each country
its own intercept. Our equal weighting of the four dimensions is consistent with the
simple aggregation procedure used by Mayda; Ortega and Peri; Ruhs; and Fitzgerald,
Leblang, and Teets.21 According to Ruhs, “the main arguments in favor of equal
weights are transparency and simplicity. Any procedure that departs from equal
weights needs to be based on convincing reasons explaining why and how some

21. Fitzgerald, Leblang, and Teets 2014; Mayda 2010; Ortega and Peri 2013; and Ruhs 2013.
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indicators matter more than others.”22 For scholars who have such reasons, our data
set is available in a disaggregated manner (i.e., separate variables for each dimension)
allowing for a more complicated aggregation procedure.

Descriptive Data

Having created this measure of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS, we need to examine the
data descriptively. In Figure 1, we plot the mean value of the level measure for each
year in our sample, along with the annual minimum and maximum values. One can
observe that these data show a weak trend toward greater external labor openness be-
ginning in 1996.23 Given the fact that labor is the least developed feature related to
economic globalization, this recent movement toward greater international labor mo-
bility requires some brief discussion.

Ortega and Peri similarly observed a trend against greater entry restrictions in their
measure of immigration policy, so this pattern toward greater labor openness does not
appear to be a unique feature of our data set.24 It is also consistent with Freeman’s
observation of “an expansionary bias in the politics of immigration in liberal democ-
racies such that official policies tend to be more liberal than public opinion.”25 Given
pre-existing policies that tightly constrained international labor mobility, it would be
hard for most advanced industrial democracies to move in a more restricted direction,
although we note from the minimum yearly value in Figure 1 that some countries
have indeed decreased their EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS over this period.

FIGURE 1. External labor openness, 1996–2012

22. Ruhs 2013, 71.
23. There appears to be a weak downward trend to the mean value of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS begin-

ning in 2008, but this comes from new countries entering our sample with a starting value of 0. If we were
to include only those countries with a full 1996–2012 EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS time-series, then this
slight negative trend in the later years would disappear.
24. Ortega and Peri 2013.
25. Freeman 1995, 882.
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In Appendix 1, we present the time-series for each country in our data set, and one can
observe some important variation in immigration policy change post-1996. Countries
like Austria, Belgium, Finland, Germany, Japan, Korea, Netherlands, Norway, and the
United States have moved (albeit slowly) in a more open direction, consistent with
the general trend observed in Figure 1. But countries like Hungary, Italy, Mexico, and
Turkey have moved in the opposite direction, tightening their immigration policies.
Countries like Australia, Canada, Denmark, Poland, Switzerland, and the United
Kingdom first opened, then tightened. Conversely, countries like the Czech Republic
and New Zealand first tightened, then opened their immigration policies over this period.

A Statistical Validity Test

Since we cannot demonstrate the operational validity of our measure for immigration
openness simply by looking at these descriptive data, we now turn to a statistical test,
examining the correlation between it and actual labor inflows. EXTERNAL LABOR

OPENNESS is a broad measure of official national immigration policy, while actual im-
migration is best understood as a measure of policy impact, or its effect. Although
sometimes used as such,26 labor inflows are not a direct measure of official policy;
labor inflows are instead subsequent to immigration policy. Our validity check is de-
signed to show that EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS behaves as expected: a more open na-
tional immigration policy should be positively correlated with actual immigration.
For these statistical tests, our dependent variable (INFLOWS) measures the number of
immigrants (in thousands) entering the country/year using data from the OECD.27

EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS, lagged one year, is our independent variable. Since we
are simply interested in the basic correlation between this policy variable and subsequent
labor flows, our statistical specification dispenses with a long set of possible control vari-
ables (many of which would be effectively post-treatment variables). We do, however,
need to control for the obvious confounding factor—country size—since larger coun-
tries might be expected to have both more open immigration policies and to admit
more immigrants, thus exaggerating any positive correlation between the openness of
immigration policy and labor flows. To capture country size, or capacity, we include
POPULATION (in thousands) using data from the World Bank.28 Descriptive statistics
and the bivariate correlations among these three variables appear in Appendix 2.
Table 2 presents a series of increasingly restrictive models of INFLOWS. In model

2.1, we include only the lagged values of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS and
POPULATION. Both variables are statistically significant with the expected positive co-
efficients. Furthermore, this simple model provides much explanatory power because
these two variables alone produce an R2 of 0.64. In terms of the substantive signifi-
cance of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS, a one-unit increase in our immigration policy

26. See, for example, Breunig, Cao, and Luedtke 2012.
27. OECD 2014.
28. World Bank 2015.
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measure can be associated with about 23,000 more immigrants. The constraining
variable in this regression is INFLOWS and not EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS; we have
more country/year observations for our policy measure (N = 535) than the OECD
has reported for immigrants over the 1996–2012 period (N = 459), illustrating
some of the data problems for migration research.

Despite the relatively high R2 in our first INFLOWS regression, we recognize that
there may be other confounding factors besides POPULATION. In model 2.2 we there-
fore add unit fixed effects to proxy the set of other country-specific variables that may
influence the relationship between labor inflows and the openness of immigration
policy. Adding country fixed effects attenuates the coefficient for EXTERNAL LABOR

OPENNESS (dropping from 22.90 to 12.36), but it remains statistically significant, as-
sociating a one-unit increase in the openness of immigration policy with more than
12,000 additional immigrants.
In model 2.3, we make our INFLOWS specification even more restrictive by adding a

lagged dependent variable. With a lagged dependent variable, we are now modeling
the change in INFLOWS from the previous year, while controlling for its previous level.
For readers who may be concerned about Nickell bias in a specification that includes
both a lagged dependent variable and unit fixed effects,29 it is important to note that

TABLE 2. Models of inflows

Model 2.1 2.2 2.3 2.4
Dependent Variable: INFLOWS INFLOWS INFLOWS ΔINFLOWS

INFLOWSt−1 0.68*** −0.44***
(0.10) (0.09)

ΔEXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS 3.62
(3.93)

EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESSt−1 22.90** 12.36** 4.74* 6.16*
(10.19) (5.26) (2.67) (3.19)

LRM EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS 14.15**
(6.43)

ΔPOPULATION 0.17**
(0.07)

POPULATIONt−1 0.0029*** 0.0086*** 0.0019 0.0056**
(0.0004) (0.0021) (0.0015) (0.0025)

LRM POPULATION 0.0127***
(0.0035)

Constant 23.44 −190.40** −24.67 −198.93*
(17.46) (79.37) (47.20) (99.69)

Country Fixed Effects N Y Y Y
R2 0.64 0.62 0.90 0.005
F 53.63*** 21.59*** 716.32*** 28.00***
N 459 459 453 453

Notes: OLS coefficients with robust standard errors clustered on the country. Statistical significance indicated as follows:
*p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01 (two tailed).

29. Nickell 1981.
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Nickell bias typically presents as attenuation bias with a greater risk for a Type II
error (a false negative) than a Type I error (a false positive). Thus even with potential
bias that works against our expected result, EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS remains pos-
itively signed and statistically significant at conventional levels, associating a one-
unit increase in the openness of immigration policy with an increase of almost
5,000 immigrants in the following year.
Finally, for readers who may be concerned about non-stationary data,30 we shift to

an error correction model (ECM) in model 2.4 by adding the change in (Δ) EXTERNAL

LABOR OPENNESS and POPULATION to our lagged dependent variable specification from
model 2.3. With this ECM specification, the short-term effect of EXTERNAL LABOR

OPENNESS comes from the coefficient on ΔEXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS and its long-
run multiplier (LRM) is given by the coefficient on EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESSt−1
divided by the absolute value of the lagged dependent variable (INFLOWSt−1). In
model 2.4, EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS demonstrates a statistically significant positive
association with INFLOWS on a long-term basis. As given by the LRM for EXTERNAL

LABOR OPENNESS, a one-point increase in the openness of immigration policy can
be associated with an additional 14,000 immigrants over the following years.
These results provide evidence of a robust positive relationship between our

measure of cross-national immigration policy and reported country/year total immi-
gration, although the size of the estimated EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS coefficient
changes with the statistical specification (unsurprisingly becoming smaller in more
restrictive specifications). We thus argue for the operational validity of our aggregate
measure of immigration policy, which will become the dependent variable based on
the understanding that one needs to explain the observed variation in national immi-
gration policy because it has a meaningful effect on reported labor inflows.

Explaining External Labor Openness

What political factors explain the variation in national immigration policy? Existing
arguments about how voters consistently oppose greater immigration31 while there
are special interests supporting it32 need to be extended. The fact that a majority of
voters in all advanced industrial democracies oppose greater immigration does not
by itself explain much variation in national immigration policy. Likewise, the fact
that certain special interests favor greater immigration cannot alone explain the vari-
ation in this policy. Putting these two arguments together is an important first step,
but we also need to identify the political institutions that make it more likely for
voters or for special interests to prevail in their opposing policy preferences.

30. INFLOWS has a positive time trend. Likewise, EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS shows an upward trend over
time in Figure 1.
31. See, for example, Foreman-Peck 1992; and Freeman 1995.
32. See, for example, Money 1997; and Peters 2014 and 2015.
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To that end, our argument also builds from a Grossman and Helpman-style polit-
ical model where the democratic state, or government, faces political pressure from its
society through both a voter/electoral channel and through a special-interest
channel,33 as illustrated on the left side of Figure 2. If we assume that for any
given political issue, society is divided in terms of its policy preferences, the larger
societal group (with one policy preference) is advantaged through the voter/electoral
channel, while the smaller societal group (with a different policy preference) is ad-
vantaged through the special-interest channel since it faces fewer collective action
problems.

Applying this democratic political model to the issue area of immigration, as the right
side of Figure 2 illustrates,we see that the political pressure through the electoral channel
comes for external labor restrictions given widespread voter opposition to greater immi-
gration. This leaves the special-interest channel for those societal actors who favor
greater external labor openness. We thus posit that democratic institutions leading the
state to bemore responsive to voter pressure (and less responsive to special-interest pres-
sure), notably a parliamentary system and proportional representation voting, should be
associated with a less open external labor policy. Our political argument is thus consis-
tent with Breunig and Luedtke’s insight that “based on a wealth of empirical findings
showing that anti-immigration public sentiment prevails across the developed world,”
it should be the “institutional factors in a given polity [that] determine the degree to
which anti-immigration political actors can actually gain a voice.”34

Voter Opposition to Immigration

Since it has been well documented elsewhere, we make no efforts to provide new
survey evidence on this point: citizens in the advanced industrial democracies
express a strong preference against greater immigration. As Facchini and Mayda

FIGURE 2. The political model applied to external labor policy

33. Grossman and Helpman 2001.
34. Breunig and Luedtke 2008, 126 (emphasis in original).
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concisely summarized, “the existing cross-country evidence on migration preferences
suggests that individuals are on average remarkably averse to more open migration
policies. For instance, on average across twenty-two industrialized countries, in
1995 only 7.4 percent of the population favoured a more open migration policy.
Similarly, in 2003, this figure was still only 10.9 percent.”35 These data come specif-
ically from two survey waves in the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP)
conducted in 1995 and 2003.
In citing these ISSP data, our goal is not to explain why citizens express so much

opposition to immigration (it could be labor competition, nationalism, or other
reasons), but rather to demonstrate the extent to which potential voters are opposed
to greater external labor openness and then to consider its implication within more
democratic political systems. Certainly, the averages we cited obscure some cross-
national variation. “In 1995, Canada and Ireland are the countries most favourable
to migration (with, respectively, 20.61% and 19.10% of their population favouring
an increase in the number of immigrants).” For 2003,

in Canada and Israel, respectively, 29.02 percent and 27.14 percent of the pop-
ulation favours an increase in the number of immigrants, while in Hungary and
Latvia these percentages are, respectively, equal to 2.18 percent and 2.60
percent. Among Western European countries, Portugal (3.09%), the
Netherlands (3.72%) and Germany (4.06%) show the public opinion that is
most hostile to immigration. Finland (24.10%) is the only Western European
country among the top five most open countries towards migration. In the
United States, 9.8 percent of individuals favours larger numbers of immi-
grants… In France, 7.37 percent of voters welcomes increases in migration.36

What is interesting about this variation in the cross-national ISSP surveys is that even
in the countries most favorable to immigration, a vast majority of citizens (>70%)
express a contrary preference.37 As Rosenblum and Cornelius wrote, “if there is a
universal truth about immigration policy, it is that residents of industrialized states
would prefer to see lower levels of immigration.”38 This understanding suggests
that far-right voters may not be particularly unique in this issue area. Even if the pol-
itical far right gets more attention for its strident opposition to greater immigration,
the majority of voters share a similar (but perhaps weaker) preference for a more

35. Facchini and Mayda 2009, 8.
36. Ibid., 15–16.
37. If one looks at the pro-immigration numbers presented by Hainmueller and Hiscox (2007, 412,

Table 3) from the European Social Survey (ESS), they appear significantly larger, even suggesting a
pro-immigration majority in certain European countries. But these numbers come from combining those
who would allow “some” immigrants (likely seen as the status quo) with those who would allow
“many” immigrants. If one treats only the latter response as consistent with a more open external labor
policy, then the ESS survey data look much like the ISSP survey data. Only about 10 percent of respondents
would allow “many” immigrants from poorer countries outside of Europe and only about 15 percent favor
“many” immigrants even from richer European countries (ibid., 411, Table 2).
38. Rosenblum and Cornelius 2012, 246.

76 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

16
00

02
66

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
:/w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e.

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f C
ol

or
ad

o 
Bo

ul
de

r,
 o

n 
19

 Ju
n 

20
17

 a
t 2

2:
05

:5
9,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

:/w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000266
https:/www.cambridge.org/core
https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms


restrictive immigration policy. We thus conclude that the political pressure faced by
the OECD governments through the voter/electoral channel comes strongly for exter-
nal labor restrictions, as the right-hand side of Figure 2 illustrates.
But since we can also observe from the descriptive statistics presented earlier that

the average OECD government is nonetheless slowly moving toward greater external
labor openness (Figure 1), it is important to consider the contrary political pressure.
To explain more open immigration policies, scholars have noted the “dominant role”
played by pro-business lobby groups.39 As Money argued, “firms are the primary
actors with an interest in immigrant labor and an incentive to lobby government re-
garding immigration issues.”40 Goldsborough similarly noted that “immigration
policy today is driven by businesses that need more workers—skilled and unskilled,
legal and illegal.”41 Indeed, the pro-immigration lobby role played by business is not
simply anecdotal. As Facchini, Mayda, and Mishra reported, “interest groups play a
statistically significant and economically relevant role in shaping migration across
sectors. Barriers to migration are … lower in those sectors in which business
lobbies are more active.”42

In making this argument, it is important to consider the potentially countervailing
logic Peters offered—that open trade hurts labor-intensive firms in labor-scarce na-
tional economies, making them less able to afford the lobbying necessary for more
open immigration to acquire cheap foreign labor.43 Over the long term, this is
likely to be true, especially as these firms go out of business. But in the short term,
the damage from open trade to labor-intensive firms in labor-scarce national econo-
mies may provide them with even greater incentives to lobby for immigration open-
ness since the acquisition of cheap labor is so important to their survival.
There are also pro-immigration special interests organized around ethnic groups

and particular humanitarian issues.44 Likewise, the public opinion data show that
elites and government officials, on average, have a more open labor preference
than does the mass public.45 On this basis, one might conclude that there is counter-
vailing pressure for external labor openness through the special-interest channel (see
the right-hand side of Figure 2) and that OECD governments may often be sympa-
thetic to such political pressure.
In stating that the political pressure for more open immigration comes primarily

through the special-interest channel, we do not intend this argument to be read nor-
matively (i.e., special-interest politics leads to bad policy, and open immigration is
therefore a bad policy choice). There are many reasons to favor more open

39. Freeman and Tendler 2012, 337.
40. Money 1997, 692. Not all businesses lobby for open immigration. This lobbying pressure should be

greater from firms that are more dependent on labor inputs and that face greater obstacles to moving their
other factor inputs (land and capital) toward the labor in foreign economies.
41. Goldsborough 2000, 89.
42. Facchini, Mayda, and Mishra 2011, 115.
43. Peters 2014 and 2015.
44. Freeman 1995.
45. Facchini and Mayda 2009, 17–18.
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immigration, both economic and humanitarian. Our point is simply that democratic
governments feel some pressure for greater external openness (otherwise, it would
be hard to explain the weak openness trend observed in Figure 1), but that this polit-
ical pressure does not come through the voter/electoral channel. Instead, the political
pressure applied through the voter/electoral channel tends to come for immigration
restrictions.

Democratic Political Institutions

Having first identified the political pressure that democratic governments experience
through the voter/electoral channel (external labor restrictions) and the special-interest
channel (external labor openness), we now take the second step in our argument:
identifying the political institutions that make governments more responsive to the
voter/electoral channel (compared to the special-interest channel). We adopt what
we view to be the stronger position in an ongoing debate about the effect of democratic
political institutions.
Although there are many institutions that might make democratic governments

more responsive to broad voter/electoral pressure (and correspondingly, less respon-
sive to narrow special-interest pressure), the argument here focuses on: 1) parliamen-
tary systems and 2) proportional representative voting marked by greater district
magnitude. Although they are often associated in practice, at least among the ad-
vanced industrial democracies, it is important to consider these two electoral features
separately since the parliamentary (versus presidential) system distinction describes
the construction/separation of the executive branch, while PR (versus majoritarian)
voting describes the construction of the legislative branch.
These particular democratic political institutions have often been discussed in the

context of international trade openness,46 and we bring a similar logic to bear on
international labor mobility. But unlike for international trade where parliamentary
systems and proportional representative voting are generally associated with more
openness, we anticipate that these same democratic political institutions should be as-
sociated with less external labor openness.

Parliamentary Systems. A parliamentary system can be defined as one where the
executive branch ministers are drawn directly from the legislative branch; in this
regard, the executive and legislative branches are intertwined. A parliamentary
system stands in contrast to a presidential system where the chief executive, or the
president, is directly elected, thus resulting in a greater separation of power
between the executive and legislative branches. In an ideal type democracy, public
policy directly reflects voters’ broad preferences (not the narrow preferences of
special interests). As Samuels and Shugart concluded in their study of the separation

46. See, for example, Evans 2009; Grossman and Helpman 2005; Rickard 2012; and Rogowski 1987.
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of powers, “parliamentary systems tend to more closely resemble the idealized chain
of democratic delegation and accountability [from voters to policy]. Presidential and
semi-presidential systems, in contrast, are far less likely to embody that ideal.”47

Various authors have discussed how politicians in a presidential or separation-of-
power system are more receptive to special interests than politicians in a parliamentary
system.48 Consequently, the democratic state may be less prone to set policy to fit the
special interest in a parliamentary than in a presidential system. As Kitschelt enumerated:

Four mechanisms make polities with strong presidential powers more prone to
clientelism [a specific form of special interest politics]. First, they personalize
competition for the highest office and attract ambitious politicians who are
often distinguished only by their personal support networks … Second, the per-
sonalist contest for the presidential office encourages candidates to deemphasize
programs and issue programmatically diffuse appeals … Third, elected presi-
dents succeed in becoming powerful players only if they prevent the emergence
of a stable, program-based legislative majority that would constrain their control
and discretion over the legislative agenda … Fourth, because legislators are not
responsible for the survival of the presidential government, they are more likely
to withdraw support from the cabinet and maintain loyalty to the president only
if they receive selective material inducements that permit them to maintain their
own clientelist networks.49

To the extent that voter/electoral pressure is for immigration restrictions and that the
contrary political pressure for immigration openness comes primarily from special in-
terests, one might expect democratic governments in parliamentary systems to be more
responsive to the former and harder to access for the latter (compared to those in pres-
idential and semi-presidential systems). This leads to our first hypothesis that:

H1: Parliamentary systems should be associated with less external labor openness.

Proportional Representative Voting. PR voting is a democratic electoral feature
where the percentage of seats for a particular party in the legislative branch is propor-
tional to the percentage of votes cast for that party. With PR voting, there are multiple
seats for a given electoral district so that the various parties receiving votes above some
minimum threshold receive their share of the seats for that district. The average
number of seats across electoral districts is known as the mean district magnitude,
which can be understood as a measure of proportionality. PR voting stands in contrast
to majoritarian voting, where the party that obtains the majority of the votes wins the
usually single seat for the electoral district (hence district magnitude equals 1).

47. Samuels and Shugart 2010, 221.
48. See, for example, Gerring, Thacker, and Moreno 2009; and Linz 1990.
49. Kitschelt 2000, 860–61.
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The clear expectation associated with PR voting and greater district magnitude is
that it should create a legislature that is more broadly representative and therefore
more responsive to voter preferences.50 The empirical evidence tends to suggest
that PR voting is effective toward this end. Following the results in Huber and
Powell and in Powell,51 evidence indicates that democracies with proportional
design score higher in terms of their effective representation of voters than democra-
cies with majoritarian design. Likewise, PR democracies score higher in terms of con-
gruence, or the closeness between the preferences of citizens and the actions of
policy-makers.52

Not only does PR voting with greater district magnitude create governments that
are more responsive to broad voter preferences—this same democratic electoral insti-
tution may also limit special-interest politics. As Rogowski argued with reference to
international trade, “insulation from regional and sectoral pressure [for protection] in
a democracy … is most easily achieved with large electoral districts … When auto-
makers or dairy farmers entirely dominate twenty small constituencies and are a
powerful minority in fifty more, their voice [demanding protection] will certainly
be heard in the nation’s councils. Where they constitute but one or two percent of
an enormous district’s electorate, representatives may defy them more freely.”53

Based on the understanding that the minority interest comes for external labor
openness in the issue area of international labor mobility, it should be harder to
achieve this outcome in a democratic system with PR voting and greater district mag-
nitude. In this sense, while our argument parallels the basic logic from the political
economy of international trade, it leads to a very different policy outcome. Perhaps
a majority of voters want the benefits associated with more open trade, while
special interests seek trade protection. This is a preference configuration that
would lead to greater trade openness with PR voting,54 or greater trade protection
with majoritarian voting.55 But given the domestic preference configuration in
terms of international labor mobility where a vast majority of voters in the advanced
industrial democracies want immigrant restrictions, forcing those who advocate for a
more open external labor policy to use the special-interest channel, the expected
policy outcome gets reversed in terms of economic openness: a less open external
labor policy with PR voting and larger districts. Hence, our second hypothesis is that:

50. See, for example, Lijphart 1999; and Persson and Tabellini 2000.
51. See Huber and Powell 1994; and Powell 2000, chapter 10.
52. The paper by Golder and Stramski (2010) is sometimes cited as contrary evidence on this point. But

the “many-to-many” concept of congruence is the relevant one to our argument: “how accurately the col-
lective body of representatives reflects the ideological preferences of the citizens” (ibid., 95, emphasis in
original). These authors similarly “find strong evidence that countries with PR electoral rules are more
likely to have legislatures that are congruent with the ideological preferences of the citizenry than countries
with majoritarian ones” (ibid., 104).
53. Rogowski 1987, 208.
54. Ibid.
55. See Evans 2009; Grossman and Helpman 2005; and Rickard 2012.
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H2: Proportional representation voting (with greater district magnitude) should be
associated with less external labor openness.

In response, one might argue, following the argument by Rogowski and Kayser,56

that there is greater competition for votes in majoritarian systems since the seat-
vote elasticity is greater in single-member districts. On this basis, majoritarian
voting might produce governments that are more responsive to voters (and less re-
sponsive to special interests) than proportional representation voting with greater dis-
trict magnitude. But even if there is greater competition for votes with majoritarian
voting (which may not often be the case as we will explain), this competition can
create even greater pressure for special interest politics since business (the economic
actors pushing for greater immigration openness) can provide campaign contribu-
tions, which can then be used to increase the vote and persuade undecided voters
in other issue areas. In this regard, more competitive elections in majoritarian
systems may engender a greater reliance on special interests since money can be con-
verted into votes,57 which may be especially important when this competition is
based on a personal vote with weak parties.
But it is not always the case that greater seat-vote elasticity in single-member dis-

tricts leads to a fiercer competition for votes because many of the legislative seats in
majoritarian systems are effectively “safe” as a result of smaller district size and par-
tisan geographic clustering. This safeness is further exacerbating by gerrymandering,
a phenomenon not unique to the majoritarian system in the United States.58 Indeed,
safer seats in majoritarian systems should allow politicians to cater more to special
interests since their re-election is less threatened by losing some popular support
from pursuing policies opposed by voters (e.g., a more open immigration policy).59

TABLE 3. Testable hypotheses

Voter/Electoral Pressure for
Immigration Restrictions

Special Interest Pressure for
Immigration Openness

Parliamentary
Systems

More Responsive Less Responsive H1: Parliamentary systems should
be associated with less external
labor openness.

Proportional
Representation
Voting

More Responsive Less Responsive H2: Proportional representation
voting (with greater district
magnitude) should be associated
with less external labor openness.

56. Rogowski and Kayser 2002.
57. Persson and Tabellini 1999.
58. Handley and Grofman 2008.
59. This understanding leads to a related hypothesis that we do not test here. If politicians in swing or non-

safe districts must be more responsive to voters and voters oppose greater immigration, then we might also
expect to observe greater (lesser) clustering of immigrants in safe (swing) districts within majoritarian political
systems.
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Hypothesis Testing

Our argument and hypotheses are summarized in Table 3.60 Again we test these hy-
potheses in a variety of specifications to demonstrate that the results do not depend,
for example, on the presence or absence of fixed effects or on the arbitrary inclusion
of some specific control variable, which may also affect the sample size.
We thus begin with two difference-in-means tests, comparing the level of

EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS for PARLIAMENTARY versus NON-PARLIAMENTARY (combin-
ing presidential and semi-presidential) systems and the same for proportional repre-
sentation (PR) versus MAJORITARIAN voting.61 This is also a useful preliminary
exercise since it uses all observations for our dependent variable (N = 535) and pro-
vides some descriptive data for these independent variables in our sample of OECD
country/years. As one can see in Table 4, most advanced industrial democracies have
a parliamentary system and/or proportional representation voting.
These simple tests provide strong evidence consistent with both hypotheses.

Parliamentary systems have a mean value of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS that is
about 50 percent smaller than the mean value for NON-PARLIAMENTARY systems
(0.99 versus 1.85). This difference is even greater for PR voting with a mean value
of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS that is less than half of the mean value associated

TABLE 4. Difference in external labor openness means

Mean Mean
N (SE) N (SE)

Parliamentary 453 0.99 PR 465 0.95
(0.09) (0.10)

Non-Parliamentary 82 1.85 Majoritarian 70 2.29
(0.27) (0.21)

Combined 535 1.12 Combined 535 1.12
(0.09) (0.09)

Difference −0.86*** Difference −1.34***
(0.25) (0.26)

Note: Statistical significance indicated as follows: *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01.

60. We are not advancing a veto players argument like Breunig and Luedtke present (2008). Ceteris
paribus, presidential systems with their separation of executive/legislative powers should have more insti-
tutional veto players than parliamentary systems. So if the number of veto players were the causal story for
this democratic political institution, one would expect to see the reverse of H1 with parliamentary systems
being more associated with policy change toward external labor openness. Certainly, proportional represen-
tation voting with greater district magnitude may create more partisan veto players than majoritarian voting,
but the veto players’ logic is indeterminate regarding our causal story of voters versus special-interest pref-
erences since more veto players should be an obstacle to policy change both for voters and for special
interests.
61. Our data for these democratic political institutions come from the updated version of the Database of

Political Indicators (Beck et al. 2001). Our dichotomous PARLIAMENTARY variable comes from their
SYSTEM indicator.
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with MAJORITARIAN voting (0.95 versus 2.29). Both of these differences are statisti-
cally different from 0 with greater than 99 percent confidence, but the results obvi-
ously do not account for other factors that may also explain EXTERNAL LABOR

OPENNESS. So we now proceed with some more rigorous multivariate statistical
tests with the results presented together in Table 5.
Our specification for these multivariate models includes a lagged dependent variable,

which means that we are now estimating a model of immigration policy change control-
ling for the previous level of immigration policy openness. This makes substantive sense
since the difference-in-means tests in Table 4 compared the level of immigration open-
ness, but we also want to know how these democratic political institutions influence im-
migration policy change. Including a lagged dependent variable also allows us to calculate
the long-run effect of these political institutions, which operates not only through their co-
efficients but also through the lagged value of EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS.62

Our specification in Table 5 also includes country fixed effects, which are needed
to give each country its own intercept to adjust for the fact that the countries in our
sample do not all begin with an identical immigration policy stance. For readers who
are concerned about Nickell bias with both a lagged dependent variable and unit fixed
effects,63 it is worth remembering that Nickell bias comes as attenuation bias, which
only makes it harder (not easier) to find statistical support for our two hypotheses.
To test our hypotheses in the presence of fixed effects (which was not done in

Table 4), we need operational measures that have both cross-sectional and temporal
variation. Fortunately, the dichotomous PARLIAMENTARY measure used in Table 4 has
this variation since Israel moved away from a parliamentary system in 1997, then
back to a parliamentary system in 2002. Bulgaria also adopted a parliamentary
system in 2002. One might think of these major system changes as a natural exper-
iment for the argument advanced here since we have no reason to believe that these
system changes were caused by immigration policy.
Unfortunately, the dichotomous PR measure used in Table 4 lacks any temporal

variation, so we will replace it in Table 5 with a measure of country/year mean district
magnitude (DISTRICT MAGNITUDE).64 While it could not be used for the difference-in-
means tests because it is an interval measure (noting, however, the strong negative
bivariate correlation between EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS and DISTRICT MAGNITUDE

in Appendix 2 as a parallel test), this is also the advantage in using DISTRICT

MAGNITUDE here because it not only captures the variation between majoritarian
voting (where DISTRICT MAGNITUDE is equal to 1) and proportional representation
(where DISTRICT MAGNITUDE is greater than 1), but also the variation among different
countries with PR voting. In terms of the temporal variation within our sample of

62. De Boef and Keele 2008, 186.
63. Nickell 1981.
64. We take our DISTRICT MAGNITUDE variable from the Database of Political Indicators (Beck et al.

2001), using the measure for the house (MDMH), which is coded for all observations unlike the
measure for the senate (MDMS). The results are similar, but with a smaller sample, when using the
senate measure.
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OECD country/years, there are nineteen changes in mean District Magnitude (five in
a positive and fourteen in a negative direction).

In model 5.1, PARLIAMENTARY and DISTRICT MAGNITUDE enter with a one-year lag,
although we are not particularly concerned about reverse causality, or more immigra-
tion policy causing these democratic political institutions. Consistent with H1,
Parliamentary takes on a negative coefficient (−0.21), indicating that a shift
toward a parliamentary system can be associated with about a 0.2 reduction in
EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS in the following year. The long-term effect is even
larger with a shift to a parliamentary system being associated with a total change
of −1.31 in EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS (−0.21/(1−0.84)).65
Consistent with H2, DISTRICT MAGNITUDE also takes on a negative coefficient

(−0.007), associating a one-unit increase in mean district magnitude with this reduc-
tion in EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS in the following year. While this effect may appear
as substantively small, it is important to recall that DISTRICT MAGNITUDE replaces the
time-invariant PR measure used in Table 4. For observations with majoritarian voting,
mean DISTRICT MAGNITUDE is effectively 1, while for observations with PR voting, the

TABLE 5. Models of external labor openness

Model: 5.1 5.2 5.3 5.4

EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESSt−1 0.84*** 0.79*** 0.80*** 0.79***
(0.02) (0.03) (0.03) (0.03)

PARLIAMENTARY T−1 −0.21*** −0.37** −0.39***
(0.06) (0.16) (0.15)

DISTRICT MAGNITUDE t−1 −0.007** −0.009*** −0.010***
(0.003) (0.003) (0.003)

POPULATION t−1 −0.000008* −0.000015 −0.000007*
(0.000005) (0.000010) (0.000005)

DEMOCRACY t−1 −0.02 −0.03 −0.03
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03)

GDPPCln t−1 0.39*** 0.37*** 0.37***
(0.10) (0.10) (0.10)

LEFT EXECUTIVE t−1 0.14 0.13 0.15
(0.15) (0.15) (0.15)

RIGHT EXECUTIVE t−1 0.17 0.15 0.19
(0.16) (0.16) (0.15)

FAR RIGHT t−1 −0.001 −0.002 −0.002
(0.010) (0.009) (0.010)

Constant 0.60*** −2.61*** −2.22** −2.70***
(0.05) (0.90) (0.92) (0.94)

R2 0.91 0.84 0.74 0.83
N 499 499 499 499

Notes: All models include country fixed effects. OLS coefficients with robust standard errors clustered on the country.
Statistical significance indicated as follows: *p < .10; **p < .05; ***p < .01 (two tailed).

65. De Boef and Keele 2008, 186.
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average value of mean DISTRICT MAGNITUDE is 27. This coefficient would associate a
shift from majoritarian voting to PR voting with an average mean district magnitude
with a 0.2 reduction in EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS in the following year (similar to the
short-run substantive effect of PARLIAMENTARY). And as before, the long-term effect is
even larger with a shift from majoritarian voting to PR voting with an average mean
district magnitude leading to a −1.18 total change in EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS

((27*−0.007)/(1−0.84)).
We next add a set of control variables to help explain the variation in EXTERNAL

LABOR OPENNESS. These controls include POPULATION as used in Table 2 for our oper-
ational measure of country size, or capacity. We also control for the limited range of
DEMOCRACY, using the Polity scale, and for the variation in national wealth based on
the logged value of GDP per capita (GDPPCln).66 With a policy dependent variable,
we also control for the partisan orientation of the government in power by including
dummy variables for a left-wing and a right-wing chief executive (LEFT EXECUTIVE

and RIGHT EXECUTIVE) with the excluded category being a centrist or “other” type
of chief executive.67 To more specifically account for the potential influence of the
political far right in terms of immigration policy, we also include a FAR RIGHT

measure capturing the share of votes for far-right parties since the last national elec-
tion.68 The descriptive statistics and the bivariate correlations among these variables
appear in Appendix 2.
Our results with these control variables added to the specification are presented as

model 5.2. The results continue to show support for H1 with a negative and statistically
significant PARLIAMENTARY coefficient and for H2 with a negative and statistically sig-
nificant coefficient for DISTRICT MAGNITUDE. Adding these control variables strengthens
the coefficients for the primary independent variables, especially PARLIAMENTARY

growing from −0.21 in model 5.1 to −0.37 in model 5.2. Among the control variables,
POPULATION is statistically significant and with a negative sign, suggesting that while
larger countries may admit more immigrants (as Table 2 shows), more populated coun-
tries also tend to have more restrictive immigration policies. Conversely, GDPPCln is sta-
tistically significant and positively signed, indicating (not surprisingly) that wealthier
countries can afford to have more open immigration policies.
Since we showed in Table 4 (and in Appendix 2) that most countries in our sample

have a parliamentary system with PR voting (marked by greater district magnitude),
one might be concerned about collinearity between these democratic political institu-
tions. So in model 5.3, we estimate our full specification with only PARLIAMENTARY,
and do the same in model 5.4 with only DISTRICT MAGNITUDE. Both models show

66. The DEMOCRACY data come from Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2014 and the GDPPCln data from the
World Bank 2015.
67. These data come from the EXECRLC indicator in the Database of Political Indicators (Beck et al.

2001).
68. We identified the far-right parties from Norris 2005, and obtained their vote shares from http://www.

electionresources.org/ (accessed 31 July 2014). This is the same operational measure for the political power
of the far right that Fitzgerald, Leblang, and Teets used (2014).
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results for these two independent variables that are consistent with model 5.2 where
they are estimated together, suggesting no collinearity problem when including
PARLIAMENTARY and DISTRICT MAGNITUDE in the same model.
There is one other result in Table 5 that merits some brief discussion, given the

argument we advanced earlier: the vote share for FAR RIGHT parties does not
emerge as a statistically significant negative predictor of EXTERNAL LABOR

OPENNESS. This non-result is consistent with the earlier evidence showing widespread
voter opposition to greater immigration. Since far-right voters are not the only voters
opposed to a more open immigration policy, their vote share may be less important
for policy formulation in this issue area than their strong anti-immigration rhetoric
would suggest. And to the extent that the far right does play a role in immigration
policy formulation, this role should be largely endogenous to more democratic polit-
ical institutions. Stated differently, those voting for the far right should have greater
political influence in a parliamentary system with proportional representation voting,
consistent with the hypothesized results for these two independent variables.

Conclusion

In this paper we presented a new measure of external labor openness that was
validated by showing its robust positive association with labor inflows as an effect
of immigration policy. We then demonstrated how OECD governments with a par-
liamentary system and PR voting with greater district magnitude have been associat-
ed with less change toward a more open immigration policy. To the extent that the
political science research program on economic globalization has lacked both data
on cross-national immigration policy and explanations for the variation in relative
closedness among the more democratic destination countries, this paper makes two
different contributions to this growing research program.
There is at least one uncomfortable political implication associated with the expla-

nation we advanced and tested here. If a parliamentary system and PR voting serve to
make the political system more responsive to broad voter pressure, then these partic-
ular institutions can be understood to be more democratically open and inclusive. But
given that voter/electoral pressure currently comes for immigration restrictions, more
open and inclusive domestic political institutions can lead to only a less open and
more exclusive international labor policy. Stated more generally, we identify inter-
national labor exclusion as the result, at least partially, of domestic political inclusion.
While others have discussed the tension between democracy and open immigration69

it has not yet been demonstrated on a systematic basis using a direct measure of im-
migration policy. Our results make this demonstration.
There are important policy implications associated with these results. First, if one

desires to achieve a more open and inclusive international labor policy, recognizing

69. See, for example, Hollifield’s 1992 “liberal paradox” (3–44).

86 International Organization

ht
tp

s:
//

do
i.o

rg
/1

0.
10

17
/S

00
20

81
83

16
00

02
66

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 h
tt

ps
:/w

w
w

.c
am

br
id

ge
.o

rg
/c

or
e.

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f C
ol

or
ad

o 
Bo

ul
de

r,
 o

n 
19

 Ju
n 

20
17

 a
t 2

2:
05

:5
9,

 s
ub

je
ct

 to
 th

e 
Ca

m
br

id
ge

 C
or

e 
te

rm
s 

of
 u

se
, a

va
ila

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

:/w
w

w
.c

am
br

id
ge

.o
rg

/c
or

e/
te

rm
s.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020818316000266
https:/www.cambridge.org/core
https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms


the economic and humanitarian benefits associated with greater immigration, then
more open and inclusive domestic political institutions appear to be problematic. It
will be harder for the “special interests” advocating on behalf of greater international
labor mobility to achieve this policy end when elected politicians are more beholden
to voter pressure. Yet since responsiveness to voters is the very hallmark of a demo-
cratic political system, it hardly makes sense to argue for less domestic political in-
clusivity to achieve greater international labor inclusivity.
This leads to a second policy implication: democratic inclusivity works against

international labor inclusivity because voters strongly oppose a more open immigra-
tion policy. So rather than make the democratic political system more exclusive to
achieve a more open and inclusive immigration policy, such a policy might be also
achievable with greater efforts to educate voters about the potential benefits associ-
ated with a more open immigration policy. To the extent that such education can
indeed change attitudes,70 domestic political inclusion may eventually become
more compatible with international labor inclusion. But if the survey data we reported
are correct, then it will take a lot of effort to educate and convince a majority of voters
in this issue area. This is likely to be even more difficult in a period of slow economic
growth where voters’ fears about job competition with immigrants can be expected to
increase.
Given the difficulties associated with making democratic countries more open to

international labor, the logic advanced here would predict that nondemocracies
might find it easier to move in this policy direction. It is thus interesting to note
how the Gulf countries (Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, and the
United Arab Emirates) and Singapore have emerged as major destination countries
for those seeking work abroad. Putting aside their economic need to import foreign
workers, given their domestic labor scarcity (not unlike most OECD countries), it
may be politically easier to open immigration policy in autocracies like Saudi
Arabia and Singapore because the citizens who oppose this policy change cannot
express their preferences through the voter/electoral channel either because it does
not exist or because it is not particularly influential (when it does exist).71

70. Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007.
71. While this expectation cannot be tested with the data set we offered, which includes only the more

democratic destination countries, it is broadly consistent with the results offered by Breunig, Cao, and
Luedtke (2012) using migration flows as an indirect measure of immigration policy. It is likewise consistent
with Shin’s (2016) results on immigration policy for a limited sample of countries. However, for a different
but limited sample of countries, Peters (2015) finds no strong relationship between democracy and immi-
gration policy.
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Appendix 1. External Labor Openness by Country, 1996–2012
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Appendix 2. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations

TABLE A1. Descriptive statistics

Variable Mean Std. Dev.

INFLOWS (thousands) 161.5 229.2
EXTERNAL LABOR OPENNESS 1.12 2.07
POPULATION (thousands) 38,384 56,820
PARLIAMENTARY 0.85 0.36
PR 0.87 0.34
DISTRICT MAGNITUDE 17.2 43.0
DEMOCRACY 9.5 1.0
GDPPCln 9.97 0.87
LEFT EXECUTIVE 0.39 0.49
RIGHT EXECUTIVE 0.37 0.48
FAR RIGHT 4.69 7.88
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TABLE A2. Bivariate correlations

Inflows External Labor
Openness

Population Parliamentary PR District
Magnitude

Democracy GDPPCln Left
Executive

Right
Executive

Far
Right

INFLOWS 1.00
EXTERNAL LABOR

OPENNESS

0.32*** 1.00

POPULATION 0.78*** 0.14*** 1.00
PARLIAMENTARY −0.26*** −0.15*** −0.52*** 1.00
PR −0.46*** −0.22*** −0.48*** 0.13** 1.00
DISTRICT MAGNITUDE −0.12*** −0.20*** 0.01 −0.12*** 0.14*** 1.00
DEMOCRACY 0.10** 0.07 −0.15*** 0.44*** −0.09** −0.39*** 1.00
GDPPCln 0.24*** 0.35*** 0.05 0.32*** −0.19*** −0.15*** 0.53*** 1.00
LEFT EXECUTIVE 0.03 −0.16*** −0.02 0.08* −0.13*** −0.04 0.15*** −0.09** 1.00
RIGHT EXECUTIVE 0.14*** 0.16*** 0.16*** −0.05 −0.05 −0.08* 0.06 0.11** −0.61*** 1.00
FAR RIGHT −0.15*** −0.01 −0.21** 0.18*** −0.09** −0.01 0.13*** 0.27** −0.03 −0.01 1.00

Note: Statistical significance indicated as follows: *p < .10; *p < .05; ***p < .01.
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Supplementary Material

Supplementary material for this article is available at https://doi.org/10.1017/
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