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Anti-immigrant politics are on the rise globally. Politicians 
embrace nativist rhetoric because it is an effective elec-
toral strategy.1 Once in office, many politicians follow 
through on their promises, passing restrictive laws that 
heighten immigration enforcement or exclude immigrants 
from social services. While nativist politics may be a win-
ner on the campaign trail, they are a loser in office.2 
Though appealing to some voters, anti-immigrant policies 
harm the economic record of incumbents by disrupting 
beneficial linkages migrants create with the global econo-
my. This harms the reelection chances of incumbents. Em-
bracing such policies amounts to “shooting yourself in the 
foot.” 

NATIVISM ON THE CAMPAIGN TRAIL VS. IN OFFICE  

The promotion of restrictive immigration policies has been an 

effective electoral strategy across Europe, the United King-

dom, and the United States. The public is often skeptical of 
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immigration and supports restriction, driven by 

fear of economic harm and cultural threat.3 Anti

-immigrant politicians capitalize on these con-

cerns to win elections, promising restrictive 

policies once in office.4 

Whether politicians are rewarded for following 

through on their promises in the long or even 

the medium run is unclear. There is little evi-

dence on the electoral consequences of adopt-

ing restrictive immigration policy. Existing re-

search might suggest that following through on 

promises to adopt laws targeted at immigrants 

is good politics.5 Evidence, however, is scarce, 

and research suggests that voters often care 

little whether politicians keep their promises.6 

Anti-immigrant policies may even have unin-

tended consequences that weaken politicians’ 

reelection chances. Harsh immigration policies 

often have negative humanitarian and econom-

ic consequences that reverse public opinion.7 

They might harm the economy by weakening 

business formation, creating labor shortages, or 

reducing consumption, which could harm the 

incumbent’s economic record.8 With little evi-

dence, whether politicians are rewarded for 

enacting anti-immigrant policies is uncertain. 

ANTI-IMMIGRANT POLICIES HARM POLI-
TICIANS’ REELECTION CHANCES 

A growing body of research suggests that the 

adoption of nativist policies might actually 

harm the electoral fortunes of incumbents. 

While appealing to anti-immigrant voters, re-

strictive immigration policies disrupt beneficial 

local linkages to the world economy and weak-

en the public’s economic evaluation of politi-

cians. Voters, though unlikely to blame nativist 

policies, punish incumbents for weaker eco-

nomic performance. 

Migrants forge beneficial connections between 

their host community and the world economy.9 

Immigrants drive foreign investment into their 

host communities: they help firms invest by 

sharing knowledge of local tastes, opportuni-

ties, and language and business customs. Mi-

grants also serve as an important source of hu-

man capital for firms in their host community, 

further drawing investment.10 

Migrant-driven foreign investment benefits in-

cumbents. Voters associate foreign investment 

with new jobs, opportunities for local compa-

nies, and industrial development.11 Politicians’ 

reelection chances hinge on their economic rec-

ord, and attracting foreign investment im-

proves voters’ perceptions.12 Migrant-driven 

foreign investment can give them an electoral 

advantage. 

When politicians are hostile to immigrants, 

however, migrant-driven investment declines. 

Immigrants are less likely to facilitate invest-

ment amid growing hostility because the value 

of those investments could suffer due to rising 

nativist sentiment. The passage of anti-

immigrant laws are clear signals of hostility 

that reduce valuable investment. 

When restrictive immigration policies reduce 

migrant-driven investment, they unintentional-

ly weaken the economic record of incumbents. 

New investment projects are an invaluable tool 

for politicians to signal their economic bona 

fides to voters.13 Lost investment due to grow-

ing immigrant hostility robs them of opportuni-

ties to claim credit for new economic develop-

ment. The result is that voters believe the in-

cumbent has a weaker economic record and 

choose to support a challenger, even though 

they are unaware that anti-immigrant policies 

are to blame. In short, nativist rhetoric is a win-

ner on the campaign trail, but nativist policy is a 

loser in office. 
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ANTI-IMMIGRANT LAWS HARM U.S. 
GOVERNORS 

The United States is the largest recipient of 

both foreign investment and immigration, and 

many states actively adopt their own anti-

immigrant policies.14 We analyze whether the 

parties of U.S. governors who preside over pas-

sage of restrictive immigration legislation per-

form worse in subsequent elections. Figure 1 

illustrates the number of restrictive laws 

passed by each state between 2005 and 2012.15 

While Arizona is the most restrictive, every 

state except Nebraska passed at least one re-

strictive law during this time. County-level gu-

bernatorial election results allow for a fine-

grained analysis that accounts for alternative 

explanations, like economic conditions or ap-

proval ratings. 

We find that governors who preside over re-

strictive immigration legislation consistently 

perform worse in their reelection campaigns. 

The passage of an additional anti-immigrant 

law in the years leading up to an election is as-

sociated with a 2.5-percentage point penalty for 

the incumbent party. Incumbents perform even 

worse in counties that historically receive large 

amounts of foreign investment–the places most 

harmed by declining migrant-driven invest-

ment. 

For example, the 2010 Minnesota gubernatorial 

election was decided by less than 0.5 percent-

age points and resulted in a flip from Republi-

can to Democratic control. Minnesota passed 

three restrictive immigration laws in the run-

up to the election, which could have substan-

tially contributed to change in partisan control. 

Incumbent losses were concentrated in indus-

trialized counties that rely on foreign invest-

ment. The evidence is clear from our research: 

incumbents fare worse when they preside over 

the adoption of restrictive immigration policy. 

MECHANISM: ANTI-IMMIGRANT LAWS 
REDUCE FOREIGN INVESTMENT 

The mechanism linking nativist policy to weak-

er incumbent performance, declining migrant-

driven investment, is also clear in the data. Mi-

grants (especially highly educated ones) are a 

magnet for foreign investment into their host 

communities and generate substantial econom-

ic benefits. 

This magnet, however, weakens when states 

adopt restrictive legislation. Specifically, states 

that adopt restrictive legislation receive fewer 

investments from countries that comprise their 

foreign-born population. Figure 2 illustrates the 

marginal effect of highly educated migrants on 

foreign investment for increasing numbers of 

restrictive immigration laws. As states pass 

more restrictive laws, the positive impact of 

high-skilled migration declines. When a state 

passes roughly three restrictive laws, the effect 

is indistinguishable from zero and eventually 

turns significantly negative in the most restric-

tive environments. Migrant communities at-

tract investment, but not in climates that are 

hostile to them. 
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Source: Author calculations based on Reich (2017) 

Figure 1: Restrictive Immigration Laws, 2005-2012 
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IMPLICATIONS 

Overall, the evidence suggests that embracing 

restrictive immigration policy in office is a los-

ing electoral proposition. The adoption of such 

policies sends hostile signals to migrant inves-

tors, reducing their propensity to invest. New 

foreign investment fails to materialize, weaken-

ing the incumbent’s economic record and 

harming their reelection chances. 

The research also highlights an underappreciat-

ed economic benefit of immigration. While past 

research has demonstrated that migrants drive 

investment back to their countries of origin, the 

fact that immigrants draw investment into their 

host communities has not previously been well-

documented. Rising immigrant hostility and 

embracing restrictive policies threaten this 

benefit for host communities. 
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Figure 2: Marginal Effect of Migrants on FDI 
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