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Abstract:  

Research on immigrants’ political integration generally proceeds via comparisons to the 

political activity of natives.  Typically, one discerns a gap between immigrants and natives 

and concludes that immigrants are insufficiently integrated in political terms.  That angle 

matters – but research on this topic should give greater consideration to the “starting point” 

of migrants’ political engagement, i.e., their engagement prior to migration.  For this angle, 

we can gain insight by comparing migrants to stayers in the origin countries.   

This paper uses European Social Survey data to analyse immigrants in the UK and Germany, 

comparing to stayers in the main origin countries where sufficient data are available*.  The 

analysis indicates that migrants moving to Germany from the specified countries experience 

an increase in their political participation, while migrants to the UK (from the specified 

countries) experience a decrease.   

These outcomes are rather different from what is suggested by comparison to natives in the 

destination: those comparisons imply a problem of participation among immigrants in 

Germany but not in the UK.  Changing the angle of comparison, then, has significant 

implications for how we perceive matters of this sort – a point likely to hold for other topics 

as well. 

 

*(For the UK: Ireland and Germany; & for Germany: Czech Republic, Poland, and Russia) 

 

 

Keywords: Immigration; political participation; political integration; Europe; European Social 

Survey 

 

 



Introduction 

A common theme in research on the political integration of immigrants is that a 

participation gap between immigrants and natives constitutes a ‘problem’ that calls for 

resolution via increased participation among immigrants.  That perspective is entirely 

reasonable on its own terms: when immigrants are less politically engaged than natives, it is 

sensible to raise concerns about immigrants’ experience of marginalization.  In addition, 

political candidates and office-holders are in general very familiar with voting patterns, and 

if immigrants are less likely to vote (and participate in other ways) then candidates and 

office-holders are less likely to pay attention to their needs and concerns.   

Comparison of immigrants to stayers is the typical mode of analysis for research on this 

topic.  The tendency to orient one’s work in this direction is perhaps underpinned by the 

fact that commonly used data sources make it easy to do so.  Many data sets are national 

entities, targeting the residents of one particular nation-state.  Of course, in many instances 

comparison to natives is entirely sensible: if one wants to consider long-term changes in 

immigrants’ political engagement in one country, then investigation of evolving gaps 

between immigrants and natives is the right approach (e.g. DeSipio 2001, on the 

USA).  Other more specific questions about the political behaviour of immigrants can also 

imply comparison of immigrants to natives (e.g. Bass and Casper 2001).  Some researchers 

also develop the concept of immigrants’ political integration via direct reference to the way 

immigrant’s political situation compares to that of natives (Morales and Guigni 2011).   

Even so, this paper argues that a comparison of immigrants and natives is not the best way 

to develop an empirical understanding of immigrants’ own experiences of political 

engagement.  To understand immigrants’ experiences, it is better to consider how their 

political engagement has changed since arrival in the destination country.  For this purpose, 

ideally one would use longitudinal data that gives information on migrants both before and 

after their migration; that way one could see directly whether there has been a decrease (or 

indeed an increase) in their participation.   

But data of that sort are extremely rare; for practical purposes relevant here (including 

quantitative analysis) data of that sort do not exist.  The next best alternative is comparison 

of migrants to stayers in the countries the migrants left; in that comparison, stayers function 
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as a counterfactual for migrants, an indicator of migrants’ actions prior to their migration – 

and thus perhaps what they would still be doing if they had not migrated (cf. Bartram 2013).  

One must of course exercise caution in drawing counterfactual inferences of that sort, but 

with caution and some sophisticated techniques they can tell us more about immigrants’ 

experiences than the more usual comparisons between immigrants and natives.1 

The paper therefore analyses political engagement among immigrants in the UK and 

Germany, via comparison of key groups to stayers in the countries those migrants left.  

Those two countries are selected because the samples contain a critical mass of immigrants 

from particular origin countries in Europe, sufficient to enable the required analysis; for 

Germany we consider immigrants from the Czech Republic, Poland, and Russia, and for the 

UK we consider immigrants from Ireland and Germany.  In a subsequent analysis, we 

consider Polish immigrants living in Ireland and Germany.  Data are drawn from the 

European Social Survey, which facilitates the comparison via inclusion of a question (posed 

to immigrants) asking about their country of birth.   

Analysis of these data shows that in both the UK and Germany immigrants have lower 

political engagement relative to natives (as per the usual findings of existing research) – 

with a gap that is much bigger in Germany than in the UK.  But a comparison between 

immigrants and stayers offers a more nuanced picture.  In the UK, immigrants (from the 

specified countries) have lower voting rates than stayers in the origin countries, suggesting 

that migration to the UK has led to a decrease in this form of political engagement.  In 

Germany, by contrast, there is no difference in voting rates between immigrants from key 

groups and stayers in the respective origin countries; voting does not appear to decrease 

among immigrants.  Meanwhile forms of participation other than voting increase among 

immigrants in Germany.   

If one investigated these matters only via comparison of immigrants to natives, one would 

perceive a participation problem among immigrants in Germany but not in the UK.  

Comparison of immigrants to stayers, however, suggests a rather different conclusion: 

immigrants (from the specified groups) in Germany increase their political participation (at 

least for forms other than voting), while immigrants (from the specified groups) in the UK 

vote less and do not experience an increase in other forms.  This latter conclusion is surely a 
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more accurate representation of immigrants’ own experiences – and the more general 

argument offered here is that comparisons of migrants to natives is the path to a more 

accurate representation of immigrants’ experiences across a broad range of topics related 

to migration. 

 

Data/Methods 

Data for this analysis are taken from Rounds 1 through 6 of the European Social Survey (ESS; 

Jowell 2007).  The main mechanism of the analysis is comparison of immigrants living in the 

UK and Germany (and holding citizenship there2) to stayers in the countries the immigrants 

came from.  To use the ESS in this context, one must focus on immigrants originating in 

other European countries, and the destination country samples must have a sufficient 

number of immigrants from particular countries to enable robust analysis.  For the UK, then, 

we investigate immigrants from Ireland and Germany; for Germany, we investigate 

immigrants from the Czech Republic, Poland and Russia.  For the UK analysis, the total 

sample size is 30,842, of whom 171 are immigrants; for the Germany analysis, total sample 

size is 30,842, of whom 344 are immigrants.  For the separate analysis of Polish migrants, 

the sample offers 219 migrants in Ireland and 227 in Germany (with 10,663 stayers in 

Poland). 

The dependent variables here are various forms of political participation.  The survey asks 

whether the respondent has voted in the last national election; in addition, there are 

questions asking whether in the last twelve months the respondent has signed a petition, 

taken part in a demonstration, or contacted a national politician.  All questions have yes/no 

answers.  For the three forms of participation other than voting, we also construct a variable 

indicating whether the respondent has engaged in any of those three actions.   

Initially, then, the analysis compares between migrants and stayers as to percentages 

answering “yes” (and considers this comparison against what one sees via comparison of 

migrants to natives).  We then adjust the comparison for difference in the age and gender 

composition of the two groups, via logistic regression (an age-squared term is included, to 

detect non-linear relationships).  The regression models are then extended to consider 
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whether there are other differences between migrants and stayers that might be associated 

with various forms of participation and offer a better explanation for any differences 

between the two groups.  Following earlier research by Gonzales-Ferrer (2011) and Leighley 

(1995), these models consider education, whether the respondent lives with a partner, 

economic status (unemployed vs. not unemployed), social engagement, whether one 

belongs to a minority group, whether one has experienced discrimination, and how religious 

one is (“importance of God”).  In addition, we consider ability to use the main language of 

the destination country, via the question asking what language is used in one’s home.   

Values for these variables are given in Table 1, where one can make direct comparison 

between migrants and stayers for the political participation variables presented at the top. 

 

Analysis/Results 

The participation variables presented in Table 1 indicate stark differences between 

experiences of immigrants in Germany vs. immigrants in the UK (via comparison to the main 

stayer groups for each country).  For Germany, voting rates among immigrants from the 

four origin countries are higher than voting rates among stayers in those five countries 

(taken collectively) – 73 per cent for migrants vs. 66 per cent for stayers.  For the UK, voting 

rates among immigrants from Germany and Ireland are significantly lower than among 

stayers in those countries – a gap of eleven percentage points.   

Already, then, we see a picture quite different from what a comparison between migrants 

and natives suggests.  Immigrants (from the specified countries) in Germany vote are less 

likely to vote than natives – but more likely to vote than stayers.  For the UK the pattern is 

rather different: there is only a small voting-rate gap between natives and immigrants from 

the specified countries (immigrants vote a bit less than natives) – but again migrants do vote 

significantly less than stayers in the respective origin countries.   

To the extent that we are confident in using stayers as a counterfactual for migrants, it 

appears that migration to Germany leads to an increase in voting (relative to pre-migration 

voting in the specified origin countries), while migration to the UK has the opposite effect.  

Again, this pattern is quite different from what one would perceive via a comparison to 
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Table 1 – Sample characteristics  

  Germany   UK  

 
Natives Migrants Stayers Total Natives Migrants Stayers Total 

Voted in last national election 82.8 73.2 66.1 66.2 72.5 70.5 81.6 81.5 
Signed petition 32.7 17.7 10.2 10.3 36.4 33.3 28.2 28.2 
Took part in demonstration 9.2 7.3 3.5 3.6 3.7 5.9 8.3 8.3 
Contacted politician 14.7 5.8 10.5 10.4 16.6 16.5 17.2 17.2 
Petition/demo/contact 41.7 24.1 18.5 18.6 42.8 43.3 39.0 39.0 

         Age 
 

49.2 45.9 46.0 
 

53.0 48.2 48.2 
Religiosity 

 
5.1 4.5 4.5 

 
5.1 4.5 4.5 

Female 
 

47.4 54.4 54.3 
 

59.7 51.8 51.8 
Education 

          Primary 
 

3.2 3.2 3.2 
 

32.3 9.9 10.0 
  Lower secondary 

 
13.1 18.5 18.4 

 
18.6 16.3 16.3 

  Upper secondary 
 

49.3 48.6 48.6 
 

18.0 40.5 40.4 
  Vocational 

 
9.3 6.0 6.0 

 
4.8 7.3 7.3 

  Higher 
 

25.1 23.7 23.8 
 

26.4 26.0 26.0 
Partner 

 
70.3 54.4 54.6 

 
46.8 58.5 58.5 

Unemployed 
 

6.7 5.2 5.3 
 

5.3 6.8 6.8 
Friends 

 
95.9 87.5 87.6 

 
90.5 94.2 94.2 

Discrimination 
 

7.6 5.9 5.9 
 

90.1 96.6 96.5 
Uses host-country language 

          No 
 

3.2 1.6 1.6 
 

1.2 2.0 1.9 
  Second mentioned 

 
21.5 0.1 0.4 

 
0.0 0.7 0.7 

  First mentioned 
 

75.3 98.3 98.0 
 

98.8 97.3 97.3 

         
N 

 

           
344  

    
30,498  

     
30,842  

 

          
171  

  
27,281  

  
27,452  

 

natives: in Germany, immigrants vote significantly less than natives, while in the UK that gap 

is small and not statistically significant.   

It bears emphasis that these figures do not pertain to all immigrants in the UK and Germany 

but rather to immigrant groups (from particular origin countries) where sample sizes in the 

destination countries are large enough to permit analysis.  That point is an important 

limitation here – but it also highlights the path to one of the key conclusions of this paper: 

political participation among immigrants is determined not only by conditions in the country 

of residence but also (and perhaps more deeply) by one’s earlier experience in the country 

of origin.  Before taking that point further, we consider patterns for other forms of political 

engagement. 
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For the other forms of political participation, it is not as easy to draw such a clear contrast 

regarding what emerges from the different forms of comparison.  In both countries migrants 

engage with petitions to a greater extent than stayers; the increase for migrants in Germany 

nonetheless leaves them at a much lower level than natives in Germany.  Immigrants in 

Germany increase their participation in demonstrations; the opposite holds for immigrants 

in the UK.  In both cases, migrants appear to be adapting to tendencies prevalent among 

natives; demonstrations are a more prevalent activity among natives in Germany than in the 

UK.   

If we consider all three forms together (i.e., whether a respondent participated in any of 

them), however, then a somewhat clearer picture emerges.  Immigrants in Germany (from 

the specified countries) engage in political actions (other than voting) much less than 

natives – but they participate more than stayers in those countries.  There is a participation 

deficit among immigrants in Germany (recall that the analysis so far pertains to immigrants 

who have become citizens) – but it is not obvious that the deficit can be attributed to the 

fact that these individuals are immigrants.  Their participation is greater than that of stayers 

in the origin countries – and we might then conclude that their participation has increased 

after (and perhaps as a consequence of) moving to Germany.  That latter observation is 

rather at odds with what one would likely believe if one considered only the comparison 

between immigrants and natives.   

Immigrants in the UK (from the specified countries) also appear to increase their political 

activity (other than voting).  But participation among immigrants from those countries is on 

par with that of natives.  The comparison of immigrants to natives would not have led 

observers to perceive a participation deficit among immigrants.  By the same token, if we 

consider only that comparison, we might overlook the possibility that immigration could 

lead those moving from these particular origin countries to increase their participation 

(though not quite to the extent of the specified immigrant groups in Germany).   

Are the various differences and similarities merely reflections of specific ways in which 

immigrants are different from stayers more generally?  Table 1 indicates some notable 

differences: immigrants in Germany are older, disproportionately male (compared to 

stayers), are much more likely to have a partner, are a bit more religious, experience more 
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unemployment, are more likely to have an intimate confidante, and are much more likely to 

report being part of a minority and/or experiencing discrimination.  In the UK, migrants are 

(relative to stayers) older, disproportionately female, are a bit more religious, report lower 

educational attainment (rates are similar for tertiary education, but many more migrants 

have only a primary school attainment), are less likely to have a partner, and report less 

unemployment.  At least some of these variables are (per existing research) associated with 

voting rates and other forms of participation, and controlling for them might affect what we 

see via the comparisons.   

In Table 2, then, we report results from cross-sectional logistic regression models of voting 

and the other forms of participation.  This table gives odds ratios (and p values) for models 

successively adding the variables indicated in each row (separately for each country).  The 

story in these models is straightforward: adding other variables does not lead to any change 

in the conclusions one draws.  The bivariate comparisons described above are unaffected by 

a consideration of control variables; the conclusions drawn above from consideration of 

Table 1 do not require revision on this basis.   

Poles in Ireland and Germany 

When considering non-voting forms of participation, it is not necessary to restrict the 

analysis to citizens.  Non-citizens typically cannot vote in national elections (though again 

the Irish in Britain are an exception), but they can and do participate in other ways.  Drawing 

on non-citizens in the ESS sample expands the available sample size – and it then becomes 

possible to investigate participation among specific groups (rather than pooling immigrants 

from several origin countries).  The origin group with sufficient representation in the ESS 

sample of more than one country is Polish migrants, large numbers of whom have gone 

particularly to Ireland and Germany. 

Table 3, then, presents percentages on non-voting forms of participation among Polish 

immigrants in those two countries.  In both cases, a comparison of migrants to natives 

would suggest that migration has contributed to a decrease in participation among Polish 

immigrants there.  But comparison to stayers tells a different story: Polish immigrants in 

Germany have higher participation than Poles remaining in Poland, while Polish immigrants 

in Ireland participate less than stayers.   
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Table 2: odds ratios for the “migrant” variable from logistic regression models of various 
forms of participation 

Germany 
 

UK 

Vote Odds ratio p 
 

Vote Odds ratio p 
no controls (only 
country/round) 1.23 0.111 

 

no controls (only 
country/round) 0.53 0.002 

Age, gender, education 1.08 0.555 
 

Age, gender, education 0.61 0.012 
Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 1.04 0.784 

 

Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 0.60 0.012 

Discrimination, language 1.18 0.308 
 

Discrimination, language 0.60 0.013 

       
Petition Odds ratio p 

 
Petition Odds ratio p 

no controls (only 
country/round) 2.22 0.000 

 

no controls (only 
country/round) 1.60 0.010 

Age, gender, education 2.16 0.000 
 

Age, gender, education 1.83 0.002 
Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 2.09 0.000 

 

Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 1.85 0.002 

Discrimination, language 2.07 0.000 
 

Discrimination, language 1.79 0.003 

       
Demonstration Odds ratio p 

 
Demonstration Odds ratio p 

no controls (only 
country/round) 2.25 0.000 

 

no controls (only 
country/round) 0.68 0.250 

Age, gender, education 2.30 0.000 
 

Age, gender, education 0.80 0.521 
Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 2.31 0.000 

 

Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 0.76 0.449 

Discrimination, language 2.31 0.001 
 

Discrimination, language 0.69 0.319 

       
Contact politician Odds ratio p 

 
Contact politician Odds ratio p 

no controls (only 
country/round) 0.61 0.041 

 

no controls (only 
country/round) 0.92 -0.717 

Age, gender, education 0.49 0.005 
 

Age, gender, education 1.01 0.974 
Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 0.49 0.006 

 

Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 1.04 0.881 

Discrimination, language 0.50 0.013 
 

Discrimination, language 0.99 0.983 

       
Any of the three Odds ratio p 

 
Any of the three Odds ratio p 

no controls (only 
country/round) 1.64 0.000 

 

no controls (only 
country/round) 1.37 0.069 

Age, gender, education 1.52 0.002 
 

Age, gender, education 1.51 0.020 
Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 1.50 0.003 

 

Partner, unemployed, 
friends, religion 1.54 0.017 

Discrimination, language 1.50 0.007 
 

Discrimination, language 1.48 0.029 
Table 3: Non-voting Participation among Polish Immigrants (%) 
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Ireland 

 
Germany 

 
Natives Migrants Stayers 

 
Natives Migrants Stayers 

Petition 21.8 5.1 8.7 
 

32.7 18.1 8.7 
Demonstration 7.2 1.8 1.8 

 
9.2 6.6 1.8 

Contact 20.5 2.9 7.7 
 

14.7 4.9 7.7 
Any of the 3 35.2 8.7 14.5 

 
58.4 24.7 14.5 

 

The different paths are not terribly hard to explain.  Polish migration to Ireland is a much 

more recent phenomenon than Polish migration to Germany, with immigrants in Ireland 

having much lower ability in use of English than the ability in German of Polish immigrants in 

Germany (Table 4).  Logistic regression models (Table 5) then show that the difference 

between the three groups diminish significantly (and disappear in statistical terms, at 

conventional thresholds of hypothesis tests) when a number of control variables are 

introduced, including language ability, education, employment status, social connections, 

and perceptions of discrimination.  In sum, political engagement appears to decrease during 

the initial period following migration and then increases as the period of residence extends.  

Description of that pattern is hardly a revelatory contribution; the “answer” here is perhaps 

rather obvious.  What is perhaps less obvious is the nature of the question that merits 

asking in this situation.  If one investigated the topic of political integration via comparison 

of Polish immigrants in Germany to German natives, one would likely perceive a 

participation deficit among the immigrants and perhaps conclude that migration has 

degraded their political engagement.  The comparison to people remaining in Poland shows 

that that conclusion would be wholly unjustified.  Polish immigrants in Germany show levels 

of (non-voting) political participation that appear to indicate adaptation towards the level of 

political engagement evident among natives in Germany.  Similar adaptation will likely 

characterise the situation of Polish immigrants in Ireland as well, as the period of their 

residence there increases. 

 

 

 

Table 4: Length of Residence and Destination-country Language Use,  
Polish Immigrants (%) 
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Arrived Ireland Germany 
 

Uses destination- 
  Within last year 5.5 0.4 

 
country language Ireland Germany 

1 to 5 years ago 53.9 3.1 
 

Not mentioned 50.2 2.6 
6 to 10 years ago 35.9 6.2 

 
Second mentioned 35.2 20.3 

11 to 20 years ago 3.2 28.2 
 

First mentioned 14.6 77.1 
more than 20 years ago 1.4 62.1 

     

 

Table 5: Logistic regression of non-voting participation 

 
Odds ratio p   Odds ratio p 

Migrants in Germany 1.82 0.000 
 

1.66 0.133 
Migrants in Ireland 0.34 0.000 

 
0.57 0.341 

Age 
   

1.03 0.008 
Age-squared/100    0.96 0.001 
Female    0.77 0.000 
Education (primary ref):       
  Lower secondary    1.79 0.103 
  Upper secondary    3.50 0.000 
  Vocational    4.96 0.000 
  Higher    8.66 0.000 
Partner    0.90 0.121 
Unemployed    0.66 0.001 
Friends    1.59 0.000 
Religion    0.97 0.005 
Perceived discrimination    0.48 0.000 
Length of residence    0.93 0.747 
Host/home country language: 

       second mentioned 
   

1.88 0.253 
  first mentioned 

   
2.76 0.099 

ESS Round (ref=1): 
       2 0.93 0.458 

 
0.88 0.180 

  3 0.65 0.000 
 

0.61 0.000 
  4 0.83 0.045 

 
0.70 0.000 

  5 1.08 0.407 
 

1.00 0.972 
  6 1.04 0.618 

 
0.97 0.757 

Constant 0.18 0.000   0.07 0.000 

      
 

N 11,109 
 

10,703 
 

 
Wald Chi2 48.19 

 
588.21 

 
 

P > Chi2 0.000 
 

0.000 
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Discussion 

The more general point regarding the political participation of immigrants is that one must 

consider where they are coming from, not just where they are going to.  Immigrants moving 

from a country where political participation is low to a destination where it is high seem 

likely to experience an increase in their own participation (and vice versa), at least after an 

initial period of adjustment.  That observation is perhaps not much of a stretch beyond 

common sense.  But it is also not something that can be evaluated via the modes of 

empirical analysis that prevail in studies on this topic.  Comparison of migrants to natives is 

(as noted above) appropriate for some types of research questions, but to understand how 

migration has affected the migrants themselves it is more appropriate to compare migrants 

to stayers in the countries the migrants left.   

That observation is surely pertinent not just to questions about political incorporation of 

immigrants but across a broad range of topics related to immigrants’ experiences.  Again, 

explaining the data patterns about political engagement presented above is not an 

especially demanding task.  But if we ask the right questions – via consideration of the right 

forms of comparison – we are likely to encounter other aspects of immigrants’ experience 

where matters are not so straightforward.    

 

 

Notes 

                                                            
1 Comparison of migrants to natives also involves counterfactual inferences, and the risks 

associated with drawing those inferences are sometimes not properly recognized.   

2 Irish immigrants in the UK are included regardless of whether they hold UK citizenship; 

citizens of Ireland are entitled to vote in UK elections even if they do not become UK 

citizens. 
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