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Trust is first and foremost a perception of the good that other can bring to us. In this regard, one of 

the most symbolic instances of defiance in a society lies in the fear and rejection of foreigners. The 

year 2015 – with its migration ‘crisis’ – provides a frightening illustration of this. The perception that 

Europe and its hundred million of inhabitants are overwhelmed by little more than one million 

asylum seekers amounts to a collective irrational fear. The fact that Europe – which produces one 

fourth of global GDP – doubts its capacity to financially support such a financial ‘burden’ is a farce. 

Without denying the issues that immigration brings up, its systematic dramatization in the public 

discourse raises questions. 

Immigration is more than ever at the heart of the political arena. In some countries, and in particular 

in Washington, Rome and Budapest, populations have brought to power leaders who cultivate views 

that are fiercely opposed to migration. Those views are also found elsewhere, for instance in the 

United Kingdom during the campaign leading up to the referendum on Brexit or in Japan at the time 

of draft legislative bills on work visas. On the contrary, in other places such as Ottawa and Berlin for a 

while, political power claimed its attachment to immigration and lauded the benefits of a diverse 

society. Meanwhile, those who kept quiet were accused of acting on the sly for one side or the other, 

and sometimes for both simultaneously. 

The too frequent violence of discourses and the polarization of viewpoints may also reveal that we 

do not always know how to ‘talk’ about immigration, in particular our difficulty to reconcile 

perceptions and objective facts.  

In France, for instance, migration is often described in the public arena as ‘very important’ and 

‘unchecked’. This partly explains the fact that several causes of migration are not always 

distinguished and that some hastily associate all immigrants from Africa and the Middle-East to 

refugees. The overuse of the term ‘migrant’ in the media contribute to blurring those lines to a large 

extent. The annual migratory flow is close to 300,000 people, i.e. less than 0.5% of the population 

which is not ‘dramatically’ high. It cannot be considered as low neither as it is higher than that of the 

United States, for instance. The confusion between figures and perceptions can also be explained by 

the fact that many mix up annual flows and the total established population (which reflects all past 

flows and necessarily represent a higher share of the population). Moreover, the immigrant 

population is very unequally distributed across the national territory – with an overrepresentation in 

Ile-de-France – and this leads to different perceptions and reinforces defiance towards national 

average estimates.  

In most cases, migration questions lead to diverging points of view and divisions. However, regarding 

the economic impact of migration, consensus seems to prevail. Some tirelessly repeat that immigrant 

people make host countries poorer, in particular that they place a large financial burden upon social 

security systems. Other respond by shifting the debate to questions of humanity and living together – 

thus looking down on vile accounting calculations but validating them while doing so. The feeling 

which prevails is that immigrants represent a burden for host countries’ economies. Yet, recent 

studies have estimated the effect of migratory flows on the economy by using data from the main 

rich countries for decades. Contrary to the perception of part of the population, those studies reveal 



that migratory flows have had an overall beneficial effect on host countries’ economies: they raise 

the average income, lower the unemployment rate and enhance public finances. 

Finally, the question of integration is particularly undermined because it is where all divisions easily 

crystallize. Integration is difficult to measure due to our inability to define an indicator that would 

reach consensus. There is thus a strong temptation to use an ‘economic’ indicator such as the 

employment rate which usually reveals that immigrant people have lower employment rate than the 

rest of the population. Pre-conceived ideas then triumph with, on the one hand, those for whom 

immigrants do not make the ‘necessary efforts’ and ‘we should first ensure that established 

immigrants integrate before welcoming others’, and on the other hand, those who denounce 

discrimination on the labor market and the incapacity of governments to set up an efficient 

integration policy. 

Restoring trust also means convincing that this person who comes from afar can bring a lot to us, 

providing we give him or her the means to do so. This debate will contribute to this if it manages to 

find a common ground between diverging points of view. 

 


