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Abstract 
Based on the data from six waves of the European Social Survey collected from 18 

European countries between 2002 and 2012, we aimed at explaining the variation in 

immigrants’ life satisfaction across countries, by focusing on host countries’ 

characteristics. By adopting the multi-level analysis, we examined the national-level 

traits from three aspects: namely, the quality of public goods, the climate of immigrant 

reception, and the extent of economic inequality. Our findings suggest that immigrants 

tend to be more satisfied with their lives in countries that offer a higher quality of public 

goods. Immigrants are also likely to be more satisfied in countries that offer more 

welcoming social settings. However, this association is significant only when the social 

setting is measured by attitudes of the native-born towards immigrants, rather than by 

legal immigration regulations and policies. The role of economic inequality varies with 

immigrants’ own socio-economic statuses. On average, immigrants are less satisfied 

with their lives in host countries with higher levels of economic inequality. However, 

highly educated immigrants tend not to perceive economic inequality of the country as 

an obstacle of their satisfaction.  
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Introduction 

  

Immigrants and their descendants constitute an important and continuously growing 

segment of the population in many European countries. Correspondingly, there has been 

persistent academic interest in the circumstances of immigrants’ lives and their 

integration into the host societies over time and generations (for comparative studies 

see Fleischmann and Dronkers 2010; Heath and Cheung 2007; Heath and Brinbaum 

2014; Kogan 2006, 2007; van Tubergen, Maas and Flap 2004). Whereas a vast body of 

research is traditionally devoted to examining objective conditions of immigrants’ 

integration, such as their educational attainment or labour market positioning, 

immigrants’ subjective evaluation of their life situation has started to draw scholarly 

attention only in the recent years. Despite a rapidly developing literature on immigrants’ 

subjective well-being (SWB hereafter), much scholarly attention has been focused on the 

impact of migration on life satisfaction at the individual level, by comparing immigrants 

either with stayers in the home countries or with the charter populations in the 

receiving countries (see Hendriks 2015 for an overview).  

 

Those individual-level comparisons hardly explain why a cross-country variation exists 

in immigrants’ subjective evaluation of their post-migration lives. We thus consider this 

study an attempt to fill this gap, by examining which characteristics of the host countries 

contribute to immigrants’ levels of life satisfaction. Our research objectives are to: (1) 

provide descriptive evidence on the variation in immigrants’ levels of life satisfaction 

across European host countries; and (2) explain these differences by using macro-level 

indicators that measure contextual variations at the host-country level.  

 

Our study resonates with the existing literature exploring possible macro-level 

conditions that are likely to contribute to the cross-national variation in SWB. Without 

differentiating between immigrant and charter populations, research to date has shown 

that individual SWB is associated with countries’ economic wealth, level of 

modernization, political freedom, government reliability, environment conditions, 

health care accessibility and quality (e.g. Bonini 2008; Böhnke 2008; Diener and Suh 

1999; Veenhoven 2012). In this study, we will explore which host-country traits are 
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particularly relevant to explaining the variation in immigrants’ SWB, indicated by life 

satisfaction. 

 

The paper is organised as follows. In the next section, based on existing studies on 

immigrants’ SWB, we will identify research gaps with regard to the roles host country 

characteristics might possibly play in explaining immigrants’ life satisfaction. This is 

followed by the classification of country-level traits from three aspects, based on each of 

which hypotheses will be developed about the cross-national variation in immigrants’ 

life satisfaction. A description of data and methods follows. We will subsequently 

present both descriptive and multivariate results. We conclude this paper by 

highlighting the theoretical and policy-relevant significance of our study.   

 

 

Why is a focus on the host-country characteristics necessary? 

 

It is usually assumed―and this assumption is fuelled by an omnipresence of 

international migration nowadays―that migration is an effective strategy to improve 

one’s life situation, and as a result, also one’s subjective well-being (e.g. De Jong et al. 

2002; Hendriks 2015). However, findings are equivocal regarding whether migration 

indeed has significant and long lasting effects on life satisfaction of those who have 

moved.  

 

In Hendriks’s (2015) review of available cross-sectional studies that compared SWB of 

movers to that of stayers, four of the reviewed studies reported a higher level of SWB 

among migrants, three found an opposite trend in which stayers enjoyed a relatively 

higher level of SWB, and still the other three showed no difference in SWB between 

migrants and stayers. Research that was able to identify a causal effect of migration also 

reached contradictory conclusions. By using longitudinal data and examining the 

diaspora migrants from Russia to Finland, Mahönen et al. (2013) and Lönnqvist et al. 

(2014) both found a positive effect of migration on one’s SWB. However, in Stillman et 

al.’s (2015) experimental study on winners of a migration lottery from Tonga to New 

Zealand, migration was found to influence one’s SWB negatively, despite the clearly 

improved objective living conditions of the migrants.  
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To date, explanations about those contradictory findings are still scarce. Besides 

characteristics of the migrants themselves and those of their countries of origin, 

characteristics of the host country are also found to be of significance (Hendriks 2015). 

For example, individuals who migrate to one of the five Nordic countries or within these 

countries, Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden, are generally satisfied with 

the outcomes of their moves (Lönnqvist et al. 2014; Lundholm and Malmberg 2006; 

Mahönen et al. 2013). This finding about immigrants’, on average, higher level of life 

satisfaction in Nordic welfare states strongly suggests the role national characteristics of 

the host country might play in immigrants’ perception of their post-migration outcomes.  

 

Empirical studies that compare SWB between immigrant and charter populations have 

also suggested the necessity of including the national-level characteristics in 

understanding the variation in immigrants’ life satisfaction (Bartram 2010, 2011; 

Hendriks, 2015). In a study focusing on European countries , Safi (2010) used the first 

three waves of the European Social Survey (ESS hereafter) data and found significant 

national-level differences in immigrants’ life satisfaction, with individuals migrating to 

Denmark, Norway, Sweden and Switzerland being particularly satisfied, and those 

moving to Portugal, Germany, France and Spain being less satisfied. This, again, calls 

upon scholarly attention to the importance of the host-country characteristics in 

shaping the level of immigrants’ life satisfaction. Identified factors relevant to the SWB 

difference between immigrants and the native-born are, to a great extent, mediated by 

the characteristics of the host country; for example, immigrants’ status in the socio-

economic hierarchy (Kozcan 2013), employment opportunities accessed by immigrants 

in the opportunity structure (Kozcan 2013), mobility barriers preventing second-

generation immigrants from social advancement (Safi 2010), the extent to which 

immigrants’ cultural heritage is comparable to the mainstream culture and values (Senik 

2011; Voicu and Vasile 2014), and the subsequent variation in social tolerance that 

influences immigrants’ perception of being socially excluded or discriminated (Safi 

2010).  

 

In summary, the variation in immigrants’ life satisfaction has been well documented 

with a focus on individual-level characteristics. Far less systematic have been accounts 
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of country-differences in life satisfaction of their immigrant populations. To supplement 

the existing literature, the current study aims to explicate how host-country traits 

contribute to this variation. In the following section, we identify three aspects of the 

host-country characteristics, corresponding to three major determinants of immigrants’ 

life satisfaction.     

  

 

What host-country characteristics are important for immigrant’s life satisfaction? 

 

From the socio-psychological perspective, life satisfaction is a subjective evaluation 

process, in which individuals compare their (perceived) situations with their hopes and 

expectations of how the situation should be – namely, an ideal or a reference situation 

(Campbell et al. 1976; Shin and Johnson 1978; see also Michalos 1985a, 1985b for a 

comprehensive overview). As far as the immigrant population is concerned, existing 

studies have identified three dimensions that are directly related to immigrants’ 

subjective evaluation process, namely, cultural, social, and economic integration.  

 

First, the formation of a new cultural and ethnic identity in the host country raises a 

particular challenge for immigrants’ life satisfaction. As shown in Berry et al.’s (2006) 

study, either being completely segregated from the host society or being fully detached 

from the culture of the home country has a detrimental effect on immigrants’ life 

satisfaction. Second, the extent of perceived discrimination is directly associated with 

migrants’ life satisfaction, independent of the economic condition (Safi 2010). The more 

the feeling of being excluded from the host society, the less satisfied the immigrants are 

with their lives (Jasinskaja-Lahti et al. 2006; Siegert 2013; Verkuyten 2008; Verkuyten 

and Nekuee 1999). Last but perhaps most importantly, economic conditions, including 

income and the general standard of living, play a key role in shaping migrants’ levels of 

life satisfaction (Amit 2010; Bartram 2010; Safi 2010; Siegert 2013). Since economic 

improvement is a frequent reason behind migration, immigrants with higher income or 

in a favourable material condition are, in general, much more satisfied with their lives 

than their counterparts with lower income or in a less favourable material condition 

(Lucas and Schimmack 2009).  
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It is evident that the above three dimensions cannot be conceptualized solely at the 

individual level. At the host-country level, immigrants’ cultural integration and 

perception of social acceptance are both directly dependent on the integration regime, 

which is created formally by legal regulations and policies, as well as informally by the 

attitudes of the mainstream population (Reitz 2002). Formal policies have direct 

consequences on the objective conditions of immigrants’ integration, in terms of the 

extent of support, rights, and freedom that the host society grants to the immigrant 

population (Hadjar and Backes 2013). However, the availability of the policy basis for 

integrating immigrants does not necessarily lead to a high level of immigrants’ socio-

cultural integration, unless immigrants also perceive being welcomed by the 

mainstream social members. The attitudes of the native-born population towards 

immigrants are thus indispensable to form an accommodating integration regime. 

Logically, the more accommodating the integration regime is, the smoother the 

immigrants’ socio-cultural integration process is, and therefore, the more satisfying the 

immigrants’ lives are in the host country. Namely, we assume that the extent to which 

the integration regime in the host country is accommodating is directly associated with 

immigrants’ life satisfaction. By considering the integration regime from both the formal 

and informal aspects, we thus hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 1: Policies aimed to integrate immigrants into the host country are positively 

associated with immigrants’ life satisfaction.  

Hypothesis 2: Attitudes of the native-born population in favour of integrating immigrants 

into the host society are positively associated with immigrants’ life satisfaction.    

 

In terms of economic integration, good living conditions depend not only individual on 

wealth and resources, but also on the quality and quantity of goods and services that are 

produced and provided collectively, such as education, health, law, public 

administration, social welfare, and social security. It has been found that the quantity 

and quality of such public goods are positively associated with life satisfaction of the 

general population in a country (Böhnke 2008; Diener and Suh 1999). As newcomers to 

the host country, immigrants are likely to favour a relatively more encompassing system 

of public goods, as they, on average, possess relatively fewer of their own (private) 

resources and rely heavily on publicly provided goods and services. Hence, we 

hypothesize that:  
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Hypothesis 3: The availability of public goods is positively associated with immigrants’ life 

satisfaction in the host country.  

 

On the other hand, economic integration also connotes the extent of economic 

inequality, which is usually indicated by the redistribution system of wealth of a 

country. Existing findings are controversial regarding how the level of economic 

inequality of a country is related to its members’ life satisfaction. Some scholars 

(Schwarze and Härpfer 2007) argued that material prosperity is of large importance in 

life satisfaction for individuals at both the lower- and higher-end of the economic 

hierarchy. Individuals at the lower end of the income and wealth distribution are 

susceptible to dissatisfying lives, because they are likely to have difficulties in self-

sustainment, experience the sense of relative deprivation, lose ground in social and 

normative comparisons, and lack opportunities for upward mobility. Better-off 

individuals are also likely to feel less satisfied in a society with a large gulf between the 

rich and the poor, due to the pervasive existence of poverty and the subsequent 

occurrence of crime and social unrest (Böhnke 2008; Diener and Suh 1999; Diener et al. 

1999). From this approach, we expect that immigrants’ life satisfaction should be 

influenced by the level of inequality in the host country in a similar way. This is because 

an average immigrant is often located at the lower end of the occupational hierarchy 

upon arrival in the host country. As the socio-economic distance between an immigrant 

and his or her native-born counterpart is directly corresponding to the level of 

inequality in the local society, it is reasonable to expect that the socio-economic gap 

between the two is smaller in a relatively equal society, while larger in a relatively 

unequal society. As relative deprivation reduces one’s feeling of satisfaction, we 

hypothesize that:  

Hypothesis 4: On average, economic inequality is negatively associated with immigrants’ 

life satisfaction in the host country.  

 

Nevertheless, other scholars have pointed out that the relationship between inequality 

and life satisfaction is far from a homogenous pattern. At the country level, social and 

institutional trust contributes to individuals’ satisfaction in relatively more equal 

countries (Rözer and Kraaykamp 2013). At the individual level, as argued by Alesina et 

al.’s (2004) comparative study on the effect of inequality on individuals’ subjective well-
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being between the United States and Europe, social members’ perceptions of and 

preferences for inequality matter. If individuals are generally attached to egalitarian 

norms and perceive few options for upward mobility, they are likely to be averse to 

inequality. By contrast, if individuals are able to seek opportunities to move up in the 

socio-economic hierarchy, a high level of inequality is likely to be preferred (Schneider 

2012). Thus, it is reasonable to argue that lower-qualified individuals tend to feel more 

comfortable in countries with low levels of income inequalities, as there—in comparison 

to more unequal societies—their income gap is considerably narrower to their 

counterparts with higher-level qualifications, and they are not excluded from important 

life domains as much as they would be in less egalitarian countries. However, highly 

educated or skilled individuals may be considerably better off and thus perceive 

themselves as particularly successful in countries with comparatively high levels of 

income disparity, as they are likely to belong to a far more privileged group in such 

societies (Borjas 1987; Liebig and Sousa-Poza 2004; Stark and Wang 2000). 

 

The above mentioned arguments indicate that it is not impossible for immigrants to 

favour an unequal system either. A host country’s low level of income and wealth 

inequality should influence immigrants’ circumstances in such a way that positioning at the 

lower end of the societal hierarchy is less painful, especially for individuals with low 

qualifications, because they would be better protected from social risks by an overall 

generous social welfare system. On the contrary, a host country’s relatively high level of 

inequality is likely to be preferred by highly qualified immigrants, as they have a better 

chance to enjoy an economic premium in an opportunity structure in favour of productivity 

over equality. Compared to their counterparts in more egalitarian societies, highly qualified 

immigrants in relatively more unequal host countries are more likely to convert their 

qualifications into high income and social statuses, and can hence position themselves more 

favourably in social comparisons. For this reason, we expect that the average negative 

association between the level of economic inequality in the host country and 

immigrants’ level of life satisfaction should be alleviated with the increase in 

immigrants’ qualifications, so that highly qualified immigrants turn to be more satisfied 

in more unequal countries. Namely,  

Hypothesis 5: Economic inequality is positively associated with life satisfaction among 

highly educated immigrants.  
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Data, Methods, and Measurements 

 

We use data from six waves of the European Social Survey (ESS) collected between 2002 

and 2012. We focus on 18 Northern, Western and Southern European countries, each of 

which contains a substantial proportion of immigrants in its total population. These 

countries are Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Cyprus, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, 

the United Kingdom, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, 

Portugal, and Sweden. Eastern European countries that have begun to attract 

immigrants only recently or that have complicated demographic profiles due to the 

dissolution of the former Soviet Union are excluded from the analysis.1 To harmonize 

the immigrant population as much as possible2 without compromising significantly on 

the sample size of the immigrant population, we focus on respondents, aged 18-65, who 

immigrated to Western Europe at age 16 and above,3 starting from the year 1980.  

 

We conduct a multi-level analysis to differentiate the impacts at the host-country level 

from those at the individual level. The multilevel analysis is carried out within 18 

countries, 94 country-year units, and 12,710 individuals.  

 

Our dependent variable, life satisfaction captures individual evaluation of overall life 

situation. It is measured by an 11-point scale ranging from 0 (extremely dissatisfied) to 

10 (extremely satisfied). As reviewed by Bartram (2015), life satisfaction is considered 

the cognitive part of one’s long-term well-being and is less affected by immediate 

circumstances or emotions. This makes life satisfaction a more appropriate indicator of 

                                                        
1
 In countries formerly belonging to the Soviet Union (e.g., Estonia and Ukraine), a part of non-native-born 

population are people who moved or were resettled during the Soviet Union era. We thus do not consider this 

kind of population as typical international migrants.   
2
 Before 1980, migration flows varied substantially across the analysed countries. Southern European countries, 

Finland and Ireland were largely emigration countries that sent their citizens to the wealthier Northern and 

Western European countries or overseas. Whereas the UK or the Netherlands experienced substantial 

immigration flows from their former colonies, the rest of the Western receiving countries resorted to the 

recruitment of foreign labour force (Kogan 2007).  
3
 We decided to deliberately focus on those who took an independent decision to migrate to another country and 

excluded migration of dependent children, due to our interest in immigrants’ life satisfaction in the economic 

dimension. However, releasing the restriction on the age of migration does not change results substantially. 

Relevant results are not provided in this paper but available upon request. 
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one’s SWB as compared to happiness, as the latter is known as an affective part of well-

being that often varies with transitory conditions.4  

  

Our focal independent variables are host-country characteristics. First, the integration 

regime of a host country towards its immigrant population is measured by two 

indicators. In the formal respect, the Migration Integration Policy Index (MIPEX, 

Huddelston et al. 2011) is used to measure the extent to which non-citizens and ethnic 

minorities are legally entitled to equal rights and responsibilities, compared to the 

native-born charter populations. MIPEX is based on a large range of over 140 indicators 

collected via regular expert surveys covering about 30 countries in Europe and North 

America.5 In the informal respect, we generate a variable capturing attitudes of the 

native-born charter populations (individuals whose parents were also born in the 

surveyed country) towards migration and immigrants, by summing up each 

respondent’s scores on the following items within the ESS: (1) allow many/few 

immigrants of different races or ethnic groups other than majority, (2) allow many/few 

immigrants from poorer countries outside Europe, (3) immigration is good or bad for 

country’s economy, (4) country’s cultural life is enriched  or undermined by immigrants, 

and (5) immigrants make the country a better or worse place to live in. An indicator of 

the natives’ attitudes is generated for each wave of the ESS data. The availability of 

public goods is measured by the Human Development Index (HDI) issued in the 1990-

2014 Human Development Reports by the United Nations.6 The HDI measures countries’ 

average achievements in key dimensions of human development, such as having a long 

and healthy life, being knowledgeable, and enjoying a decent standard of living, by 

calculating the geometric mean of normalized indices of three dimensions: life 

expectancy at birth, years of schooling, and GNI per capita. Finally, the level of economic 

inequality in the host country is measured by the Gini coefficient provided by the World 

Bank database.7  

 

                                                        
4
 A question about happiness was also available in the ESS data and it was similarly measured by an 11-point 

scale. Results of the analysis using happiness as a dependent variable are similar to those presented here. They 

are available upon request. 
5
 See http://www.mipex.eu/download-pdf 

6
 See http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/trends 

7
 See http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI. 
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At the individual level, a set of demographic, socio-economic and migration-specific 

characteristics is included. Demographic traits, such as age and its quadratic term, 

gender, number of persons in the household, and the fact of (ever) having children, are 

controlled. We measure one’s socio-economic characteristics through the following 

variables: employment status, coded as a categorical variable with three groups, 

employed, unemployed, and inactive (with “inactive” used as a reference category); 

years of schooling; and the relative position of one’s household income in the income 

distribution of the corresponding host country (measured in deciles). We include 

individuals with missing information on income by assigning them to the modal income 

decile of the corresponding host country’s income distribution. We use a dummy 

variable to distinguish cases with missing income information.   

 

Migration-specific characteristics mainly refer to immigrants’ countries of origin, the 

length of residence in the host country after immigration, language use, and citizenship 

acquisition. In terms of immigrants’ countries of origin, we differentiate the following 

groups of immigrants: (1) those coming from the developed countries (used as a 

reference category), such as fifteen European Union countries before its enlargement in 

2004, countries belonging to the European Free Trade Association, as well as the United 

States and Canada, (2) New EU countries, (3) other European countries, (4) North Africa, 

(5) Sub-Saharan Africa, (6) Middle East, (7) Central Asia, (8) South Asia, (9) East and 

South-East Asia, (10) Latin America, (11) other origins (mostly Oceanian countries), and 

finally (12) unknown origins. The country of origin not only indicates an immigrant’s 

cultural background and normative perceptions, but also serves as the reference when 

an immigrant evaluates the post-migration situation. First-generation immigrants might 

also often compare their situation to the one back in their home countries, particularly if 

migration occurred not in a distant past.  

 

Length of residence in the host country is measured by the variable ”years since 

migration (YSM)”, and coded as a categorical variable with four groups (residing in the 

host country for 1-5, 6-10, 11-20, and above 20 years, respectively; herein, the group 

residing in the host country for more than 20 years used as a reference category). 

Speaking the host-country’s national language at home is used as the indicator of the 

degree of cultural assimilation, and whether or not becoming a citizen of the host 
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country captures one’s legal integration as well as fully-fledged membership in the host 

society.  

 

In addition, we control for variables that are commonly examined in the existing 

literature on life satisfaction (see Kamberi, Martinovic and Verkuyten 2014 for a 

summary of the literature). For example, religiosity has often been considered a positive 

factor of life satisfaction, as religious people tend to find leeway in dealing with real-life 

challenges. We measure religiosity by an 11-point scale ranging from not at all religious 

to very religious. Immigrants’ minority status is captured by a dummy variable, 

indicating whether immigrants considered themselves belonging to any ethnic minority 

groups. The variable “subjective health” is measured by immigrants’ perception of their 

health situation, ranging from (1) very bad to (5) very good. We further include a 

variable indicating whether one feels safe in their neighbourhood by using the variable 

“feeling of safety when walking alone in the local area after dark”, ranging from (1) very 

unsafe to (4) very safe. We take into account the degree of immigrants’ sociability by 

including the variable measuring how often people socially met with friends, relatives 

and colleagues, ranging from (1) never to (7) every day.8 In addition, we control for the 

survey waves to capture a general time trend in life satisfaction. Finally, to test 

Hypothesis 5, we include a cross-level interaction (namely, a random slope in a 

multilevel model) between years of schooling (at the individual level) and the level of 

income inequality (at the host-country level).  

 

 

Descriptive Results 

 

We first present the levels of life satisfaction among immigrants in 18 European 

countries, as shown in Figure 1. Our results based on the six waves of the ESS data echo 

those in Safi’s (2010) study based on the first three waves of the ESS data. Immigrants in 

Nordic countries (Denmark, Finland, Norway, and Sweden) along with Switzerland and 

Luxembourg, display higher levels of life satisfaction. Immigrants in Greece, Portugal 

                                                        
8
 We need to point out that variables, such as subjective health, feeling of safety, and sociability, are not strictly 

exogenous, as the causal relations between these variables and life satisfaction are controversial in the existing 

literature. By including them as control variables, however, we are interested only in the potential associations 

between these variables and the dependent variable. 
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and France seem to be least satisfied with their lives. The patterns of life satisfaction 

among the native-born populations are similar to those among immigrants in the 

analysed countries. The gaps in life satisfaction between immigrants and natives are 

generally in favour of the native-born populations, except in Italy, Portugal and the UK. 

In these three countries, immigrants display higher average levels of life satisfaction 

compared to the charter populations, but the differences between the two population 

groups are rather small. The gaps in life satisfaction, in favour of the native-born 

populations, are also rather small in Cyprus, Germany, and Greece.  

 

[Figure 1 about here] 

 

The similar patterns of life satisfaction between the immigrant and native-born 

populations across host countries in Figure 1 suggest that host-country characteristics 

might influence both groups to a similar degree. We subsequently present the average 

variations in host-country characteristics across the 18 countries from 2002 through 

2012, as shown from Figures 2 through 5.   

 

Figure 2 presents the average MIPEX values in the period of 2002-2012. While relatively 

higher MIPEX scores are noticeable in the bulk of Nordic countries with Sweden (80.67) 

taking the lead, Denmark (51.17) finds its migration integration policies only in the 

middle range among the 18 European countries. The trend in MIPEX is similarly unclear 

among Southern European countries. Portugal displays the second best MIPEX score, 

80.33 among the observed countries, and the scores of Italy and Spain also fall into the 

higher end of the distribution. However, Cyprus and Greece are found at the lower half 

of the MIPEX distribution. The displayed MIPEX variation shows that each European 

host country tends to have its unique approach towards migration and immigrants’ 

integration, despite shared geo-economic characteristics.       

 

[Figure 2 about here] 

 

Figure 3 shows that native-born populations perceive migration and immigrants more 

positively in Northern and Western European countries, whereas their counterparts are 

much more sceptical  towards migration in Southern European countries, particularly 
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Greece, Cyprus and Portugal. Italian and Spanish native-born populations tend to take 

the middle field regarding their attitudes towards immigrants.   

 

[Figure 3 about here] 

 

Regarding the cross-country variation in the HDI, as presented in Figure 4, all observed 

European countries have a rather high HDI ranging from 0.80 in Portugal to 0.93 in 

Norway. What is also evident is that somewhat lower levels of the HDI are consistently 

found in Southern Europe (Portugal: 0.80; Cyprus: 0.83; Greece: 0.84; Spain: 0.85; Italy: 

0.86), whereas higher HDI values are characteristic for Northern Europe, Switzerland, 

the Netherlands and Germany.  

 

[Figure 4 about here] 

 

Income inequality is captured by the Gini coefficient. As shown in Figure 5, income 

inequality is substantially lower in the Nordic countries and higher in Southern Europe, 

Switzerland, Ireland and the UK.  

[Figure 5 about here] 

 

When comparing the life satisfaction pattern shown in Figure 1 with patterns of country 

variations shown from Figures 2 through 5, it is evident that immigrants’ life satisfaction 

closely corresponds to characteristics of their host countries. Except for the MIPEX 

distribution that is discordant with that of immigrants’ life satisfaction, native-born 

populations’ attitudes, the HDIs, and the Gini coefficients of host countries are positively 

associated with immigrants’ life satisfaction. Namely, immigrants are found to be more 

satisfied with their lives in countries, where the mainstream populations hold more 

positive attitudes towards migration, where public goods are more accessible, and 

where income inequality is relatively lower. We further explore these associations by 

constructing multi-level regression models.      

 

 

Multivariate Results  
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Our modelling strategy is as follows. In Model 0, we first include only individual-level 

characteristics. We then add host-country characteristics one by one, shown in Models 1 

to 4. In Model 5, a full set of variables at both the macro and individual levels is included. 

In the final model, Model 6, we test the cross-level interaction between individuals’ 

education and income inequality. Results are presented in two tables. Table 1 presents 

the effects of the macro-level predictors throughout Models 1 to 6, while Table 2 shows 

those of the individual-level predictors from models 0 and 6. Respective random effects 

(variance components) are also found in both tables. 

 

As shown in Model 1 of Table 1, there is no statistically significant association between 

the MIPEX and immigrants’ life satisfaction, suggesting that the provision of public 

policies for the purpose of facilitating immigrants’ integration does not necessarily make 

immigrants more satisfied.9 By contrast, the significant coefficient of natives’ attitudes in 

Model 2 shows that immigrants tend to be more satisfied in countries where the native-

born populations generally hold more positive attitudes towards immigrants and 

acknowledge a positive role migration plays in their countries’ development. The 

availability of public goods, indicated by the HDI in Model 3, plays a similarly positive 

role in increasing immigrants’ life satisfaction, though this positive effect becomes only 

marginally significant, after all host-country characteristics are controlled in Model 5. As 

for income inequality, it has a detrimental effect on immigrants’ life satisfaction, as 

shown in Models 4 and 5. After the cross-level interaction is controlled in Model 6, the 

main effect of income inequality reduces the level of life satisfaction for immigrants even 

further. However, the significantly positive interaction effect means that education 

increases one’s life satisfaction along with income inequality. In fact, for an immigrant 

with above 20 years of education (equivalent to a professional or doctoral degree), 

income inequality would turn to be positively associated with one’s life satisfaction (-

0.071+0.003*20≈0). These results echo the patterns found among the native-born 

(details are seen in Appendix A.2).  

 

In short, we found that host-country characteristics matter for immigrants’ life 

satisfaction. The integration regime of a host country represented by the attitudes of the 

                                                        
9
 Since this effect is neither substantial nor statistically significant, we do not include the MIPEX-variable into 

the multivariate analyses (models 5-6 in Table 1). 
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native-born populations towards immigrants plays a significantly positive role in 

increasing immigrants’ life satisfaction. Immigrants’ life satisfaction seems to also be 

positively associated with the availability of public goods of the host countries, though 

this association seems to be less significant, when other country characteristics are 

taken into account. Income inequality indeed, in general, reduces immigrants’ life 

satisfaction. However, highly educated immigrants would be significantly more satisfied 

in countries with higher levels of income inequality.  

  

At the individual level, results shown in Model 0 are in line with earlier research, and 

these results remain—by and large—consistent when the cross-level interaction is 

taken into account in Model 6. Older individuals are less satisfied with their lives, but the 

effect is curvilinear. Men tend to be less satisfied than women. Individuals living in large 

households (that normally mean living with a partner and children) tend to be more 

satisfied, though the fact of ever having a child in one’s life (even if the child no longer 

resides within the same household) does not make a difference in life satisfaction for 

immigrants.10 In terms of immigrants’ employment status, unemployment significantly 

decreases immigrants’ life satisfaction, whereas being employed does not make 

immigrants significantly more satisfied than their counterparts out of the labour force.11 

Individuals with higher household income tend to be more satisfied, and education does 

not seem to add to life satisfaction once income is taken into account.12 Individuals are 

also likely to feel more satisfied with their lives, when they are religious, active in social 

interactions, feel safe in their neighbourhoods, and evaluate their physical health 

positively. Self-identifying as visible minorities reduce immigrants’ life satisfaction 

significantly. Over time, we observe a general trend of improvement in immigrants’ life 

satisfaction from 2002 to 2012.13   

 

Life satisfaction among immigrants also varies with their countries/regions of origin. 

Immigrants from the Middle Eastern countries and Sub-Saharan Africa are the least 

satisfied with their lives, whereas immigrants from Asian countries, Latin America, and 

other sources (mainly Oceanian countries) are not different from the reference group of 

                                                        
10

 It does among the native-born as indicated by Table A.2. 
11

 Among the native-born population, the employed seem to be more satisfied with their lives than the inactive. 
12

 Without controlling for income, education has a positive association with life satisfaction, in line with the 

finding in the existing literature.  
13

 Such a trend is absent among the native-born populations. 
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immigrants from Western Europe, USA and Canada in life satisfaction. North Africans 

and immigrants from Eastern Europe (to a lesser degree) are also more dissatisfied with 

their lives than the Westerners. The discussion about why certain immigrant groups are 

more satisfied than others is out of the scope of this study, but is certainly worth 

scholarly attention in future research. Dissatisfaction with life might be a consequence 

of less successful integration, in socio-economic, social or cultural dimensions. Although 

we are able to control for many immigrants’ characteristics, some traits may be 

unobservable. For example, it is possible that immigrants may adopt the level of life 

satisfaction from their countries of origin. Namely, when people come from countries 

with traditionally lower levels of life satisfaction, they tend to be more pessimistic while 

evaluating their life situation in a new context, despite the characteristics of the host 

country.  

 

    

 

Conclusions and discussion 

 

Recent years have witnessed a surge in international migration with refugees and 

economic migrants—against all odds and despite numerous risks—trying to reach 

Western and Northern European countries, which are wealthy but culturally different 

from the contexts of those immigrants’ home countries. This situation raises questions 

about these immigrants’ integration prospects and their future well-being at large. In 

pursue of the question about “what makes a satisfied immigrant,” we have examined 

experiences of the earlier migration cohorts. Pertinent research comparing immigrants 

to their compatriots who never migrated and to the mainstream populations of the host 

countries has been ample and focused largely on individual determinants of immigrants’ 

subjective well-being. The role of host country characteristics plays in immigrants’ life 

satisfaction has largely been underscored. Our study attempted to fill this gap by 

explicitly focusing on the country differences in immigrants’ life satisfaction and on 

identifying host countries’ national characteristics that account for the variation in 

immigrants’ life satisfaction across Europe. 
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Based on the data from six waves of the European Social Survey collected from 18 

European countries between 2002 and 2012, our descriptive results have largely 

confirmed findings in the existing literature. Namely, the level of immigrants’ life 

satisfaction tends to vary across countries, with immigrants being most satisfied in 

Nordic countries and Switzerland, and least satisfied in Portugal, Greece and France. The 

pattern of immigrants’ life satisfaction largely mimics that of life satisfaction among the 

native-born population, suggesting commonalities in the role countries’ settings play in 

this regard. 

 

More importantly, this study also contributes new insights about the macro-level 

explanations of this variation to the existing literature. Results from the multilevel 

modelling confirm significant associations between country-level characteristics and 

immigrants’ life satisfaction. Immigrants tend to be more satisfied with their lives in 

countries that offer higher quality of public goods. In terms of host countries’ integration 

regimes, however, we found that what matters for immigrants’ life satisfaction is not the 

extent of legal rights to which immigrants are entitled in the host country; but rather, 

the social climate cultivated by the native-born population towards immigration and 

migrants. We found an important trend in terms of the effects of economic inequality. On 

average, immigrants are less satisfied with their lives in host countries with relatively 

high levels of income inequality. However, highly educated immigrants tend not to 

perceive economic inequality of the country as an obstacle for their satisfaction, feeling 

more satisfied in countries with high levels of income inequality.  

 

Our results based on the existing immigrant population in Europe are also able to shed 

light on the current European refugee crisis. Although there had been practically a free 

choice between host destinations until the end of the year 2015, only some European 

countries have become magnets for immigrants. Given the absence of constraints on the 

selection of destination countries (both structural, like visa regulations, or individual, 

like family ties in destination European countries), immigrants have  seemed to 

maximize their well-being by choosing destination countries that offer the best package 

of high quality public goods, lower inequality levels and more welcoming reception 

climates. According to the recent immigration trends, these “immigrant-magnet” 

countries have been Nordic countries, as well as Germany and Austria. The rapid growth 
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of the immigrant population has, however, started to alter the native-born population’s 

perceptions of the immigrant population as well as put pressures on the generosity of 

public goods’ provisions. Future will show whether the ongoing European refugee crisis 

is going to influence the social climate at the country level substantially, and whether 

choices of destination countries among recent immigrants, particularly those who are 

highly skilled, will prove to be right and ensure them high levels of life satisfaction in the 

years to come.        
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Tables and Figures 

Figure 1: Average values of life satisfaction among immigrants and native-born populations 

in the host countries (2002-2012) 

 
Source: ESS 2002-2012 (rounds 1-6), authors’ calculations. 

Note: Abbreviations stand for the following countries: AT for Austria, BE for Belgium, CH 

for Switzerland, CY for Cyprus, DE for Germany, DK for Denmark, ES for Spain, FI for 

Finland, GB for the UK, GR for Greece, IE for Ireland, IT for Italy, LU for Luxembourg, NL 

for the Netherlands, NO for Norway, PT for Portugal, and SE for Sweden. 
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Figure 2: Mean MIPEX for 2002-2012 by countries 

 
Source: http://www.mipex.eu/download-pdf. 

Note: Abbreviations stand for the following countries: AT for Austria, BE for Belgium, CH 

for Switzerland, CY for Cyprus, DE for Germany, DK for Denmark, ES for Spain, FI for 

Finland, GB for the UK, GR for Greece, IE for Ireland, IT for Italy, LU for Luxembourg, NL 

for the Netherlands, NO for Norway, PT for Portugal, and SE for Sweden. 
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Figure 3: Mean sum scores of natives’ attitudes towards migrants and immigration for 2002-

2012 by countries 

 
Source: ESS 2002-2012 (rounds 1-6), authors’ calculations. 

Note: Abbreviations stand for the following countries: AT for Austria, BE for Belgium, CH 

for Switzerland, CY for Cyprus, DE for Germany, DK for Denmark, ES for Spain, FI for 

Finland, GB for the UK, GR for Greece, IE for Ireland, IT for Italy, LU for Luxembourg, NL 

for the Netherlands, NO for Norway, PT for Portugal, and SE for Sweden. 
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Figure 4: Mean HDI for 2002-2012 by countries 

 
Source: http://hdr.undp.org/en/composite/trends. 

Note: Abbreviations stand for the following countries: AT for Austria, BE for Belgium, CH 

for Switzerland, CY for Cyprus, DE for Germany, DK for Denmark, ES for Spain, FI for 

Finland, GB for the UK, GR for Greece, IE for Ireland, IT for Italy, LU for Luxembourg, NL 

for the Netherlands, NO for Norway, PT for Portugal, and SE for Sweden. 
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Figure 5: Mean Gini coefficient for 2002-2012 by countries 

 

 
Source: http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.GINI 

Note: Abbreviations stand for the following countries: AT for Austria, BE for Belgium, CH 

for Switzerland, CY for Cyprus, DE for Germany, DK for Denmark, ES for Spain, FI for 

Finland, GB for the UK, GR for Greece, IE for Ireland, IT for Italy, LU for Luxembourg, NL 

for the Netherlands, NO for Norway, PT for Portugal, and SE for Sweden. 
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Table 1: Effects of macro-level predictors on life satisfaction and respective variance 

components 

 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

MIPEX 
0.003 

(0.009) 
     

Natives’ attitudes  
0.078*** 

(0.015) 
  

0.059*** 

(0.016) 

0.059*** 

(0.016) 

HDI 
 

 
11.154*** 

(3.152) 
 

4.808+ 

(2.839) 

4.649+ 

(2.827) 

Gini    
-0.055** 

(0.020) 

-0.035* 

(0.017) 

-0.071** 

(0.025) 

Gini * education      
0.003* 

(0.001) 

Random-effect parameters     

Country level 

(intercept/slope) 0.247 

(0.088) 

0.114 

(0.044) 

0.141 

(0.053) 

0.157 

(0.063) 

0.076 

(0.031) 

0.068 

(0.028) / 

1.98e-15 

(1.97e-14) 

Country-year 

level 

(intercept/slope) 

0.034 

(0.011) 

0.028 

(0.010) 

0.034 

(0.011) 

0.037 

(0.012) 

0.027 

(0.010) 

0.027 

(0.010) / 

3.16e-21 

(1.55e-20) 

 

Source: ESS 2002-2012 (rounds 1-6), authors’ calculations. 

Notes: + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Number of observations: 18 

countries, 94 country-years, and 12,710 individuals. 
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Table 2: Effects of individual-level predictors on life satisfaction and variance components 

 Model 0 Model 6 

 Coefficient  Std. 

error       

Coefficient  Std. 

error       

Demographic characteristics       

Age  -0.056 *** (0.012)  -0.057 *** (0.012) 

Age squared  0 .001 *** (0.000)  0 .001 *** (0.000) 

Male (female – ref.)    -0.204 *** (0.038)  -0.206 *** (0.038) 

Size of household    0.071 *** (0.014)  0.071 *** (0.014) 

Children (ever had)     0.059  (0.046)  0.058  (0.048) 

Socio-economic characteristics       

Employment status (inactive – ref.)       

Employed  0 .050  (0.046)  0 .051  (0.046) 

Unemployed    -0.732 *** (0.065)   -0.728 *** (0.065) 

Years of education   0.007  (0.004)  -0.074 + (0.040) 

Household income (in deciles)   0.074 *** (0.007)   0.072 *** (0.007) 

Income info missing   0.113  (0.070)   0.126 + (0.070) 

Migration-specific characteristics       

Origin (EU15+EFTA – ref.)       

New EU Members  -0.128 * (0.063)  -0.123 + (0.063) 

Other Europe   -0.173 ** (0.066)  -0.164 ** (0.066) 

North Africa  -0.222 * (0.106)  -0.220 * (0.105) 

Sub-Saharan Africa   -0.472 *** (0.072)  -0.473 *** (0.072) 

Middle East     -0.484 *** (0.080)  -0.486 *** (0.080) 

Central Asia     -0.188  (0.179)  -0.194  (0.178) 

South Asia    -0.002  (0.101)  0.007  (0.101) 

East Asia       0.098  (0.096)   0.099  (0.096) 

Latin America   -0.004  (0.075)  -0.002  (0.075) 

Other origin       0.001  (0.210)   0.015  (0.210) 

Unknown origin    0.031  (0.122)   0.025  (0.121) 

Years since migration (20+ - ref.)       

First year       0.216 + (0.124)   0.211 + (0.124) 

1-5   -0.012  (0.065)  -0.015  (0.065) 

6-10    -0.060  (0.060)  -0.058  (0.060) 

11-20   -0.019  (0.051)  -0.019  (0.051) 

Host country language spoken at 

home     

  0.011  (0.047)   0.018  (0.047) 

Host country citizenship      0.050  (0.043)   0.046  (0.043) 

Other characteristics       

Religiosity    0.045 *** (0.006)   0.045 *** (0.006) 

Belonging to minority   -0.206 *** (0.044)  -0.204 *** (0.044) 

Social contacts    0.151 *** (0.012)   0.149 *** (0.012) 

Perceived public safety    0.177 *** (0.024)   0.178 *** (0.024) 

Subjective health   0.587 *** (0.022)  0.590 *** (0.022) 

Survey year (2012 – ref.)       

2002   -0.403 *** (0.099)  -0.293 * (0.116) 

2004   -0.364 *** (0.099)  -0.194 + (0.112) 

2006   -0.310 ** (0.099)  -0.178  (0.114) 

2008    -0.279 ** (0.096)  -0.247 ** (0.093) 

2010  -0.184  (0.100)  -0.120  (0.096) 
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Intercept 3.878 *** (0.305) 0.473  (2.658) 

Random-effect parameters       

Country level (intercept) 0.252 (0.089) 0.075  (0.030) 

Country level (slope)   1.98e-15 (1.97e-14) 

Country-year level (intercept) 0.034 (0.011) 0.027  (0.010) 

Country-year level (slope)   3.16e-21 (1.55e-20) 

Individual level (residual) 3.854 (0.049) 3.854 (0.049) 

Wald Chi2 (df) 2206.02(37)  2126.56(41)  

 

Source: ESS 2002-2012 (rounds 1-6), authors’ calculations. 

Notes: + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Number of observations: 18 

countries, 94 country-years, and 12,710 individuals. 
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Appendix 

 

Table A.1: Correlations between macro-level predictors (averages for 2002-2012) 

 MIPEX GINI HDI 

GINI -0.281   

HDI -0.011 -0.511  

Natives’ attitudes 0.462 -0.603 0.612 

Source: ESS 2002-2012 (rounds 1-6), authors’ calculations. 
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Table A.2: Results of the multilevel OLS regression (fixed-effects parameters) predicting life 

satisfaction among native-born population  

 Coefficient  Std. error 

Macro-level characteristics    

HDI 9.674 * (4.0008) 

Gini -0.061 ** (0.019) 

Gini * education 0.003 * (0.001) 

Demographic characteristics    

Age -0.068 *** (0.003) 

Age squared 0.001 *** (0.000) 

Male (female – ref.)   -0.133 *** (0.011) 

Size of household   0.056 *** (0.005) 

Children (ever had)    0.101 *** (0.015) 

Socio-economic characteristics    

Employment status (inactive – ref.)    

Employed 0.039 ** (0.014) 

Unemployed  -0.904 *** (0.023) 

Years of education  -0.074 * (0.033) 

Household income (in deciles) 0.077 *** (0.002) 

Income info missing 0.031  (0.022) 

Other characteristics    

Religiosity  0.059 *** (0.002) 

Belonging to minority  -0.207 *** (0.048) 

Social contacts  0.134 *** (0.004) 

Perceived public safety  0.189 *** (0.007) 

Subjective health  0.578 *** (0.007) 

Survey year (2012 – ref.)    

2002  0.067  (0.115) 

2004  0.106  (0.115) 

2006  0.110  (0.116) 

2008   -0.077  (0.066) 

2010 -0.052  (0.062) 

Intercept -2.639  (3.649) 

Random-effect parameters    

Country level (intercept) 0.443 (0.166) 

Country level (slope) 0.6e-3 (0.2e-3 

Country-year level (intercept) 0.023 (0.004) 

Country-year level (slope) 2.75e-13 (1.25e-12) 

Individual level (residual) 3.161 (0.013) 

Wald Chi2 (df) 18166.26(23)  

 

Source: ESS 2002-2012 (rounds 1-6), authors’ calculations. 

Notes: + p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001; Number of observations: 18 

countries, 94 country-years, and 112,999 individuals. 

 


