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The current influx of refugees into the European Union has generated a new round of speculation about the effect of 
immigrants on the receiving economy. While refugees have historically been received positively by admitting 
countries, the enormity of the inflows have begun to tax available resources, worrying governments and citizens alike. 
Cross-national analyses of immigration attitudes emphasize economic and cultural threat, contact with immigrants, 
and context in the production of anti-immigrant sentiment. However, to date few cross-national analyses have 
examined attitudes toward refugees, nor have they attended closely to institutional and sociopolitical features of the 
macro-context. In this paper, I use the immigration module from waves 1 and 7 of the European Social Survey to 
explore changing attitudes toward refugees. Specifically, I investigate how public perceptions of immigrant threat 
relate to opinions about whether governments should be “generous in judging people’s applications for refugee status.” 
I rely on two theoretical perspectives to help explain attitudes toward refugees. Using a political economy perspective, 
I argue that political structure and modes of resource allocation affect attitudes regarding refugees. Using a typology 
of immigrant threat, I explore several different types of perceived threat—economic threat, group size, threat of 
violence, and cultural threat. Based on this perspective I argue that changing global political circumstances contribute 
to changes in the types of threat perceived by the public, which in turn, affect attitudes toward refugees. We find 
support for all several contextual domains, with the economic and cultural domains demonstrating the most consistent 
association with attitudes toward refugee admissions. Contextual factors such as polity type, welfare state structure, 
the strength of the economy, and recent terrorist events help shape individual perceptions of immigrant threat and 
affect individual attitudes toward refugees.  
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Introduction 
 

The mass procession of refugees into Europe in recent years has generated a new round of 

speculation about the effect of refugees and immigrants on the receiving economy. While 

refugees have historically been received positively by admitting countries, the enormity of the 

inflows have begun to tax available resources, worrying governments and citizens alike. And, 

refugees are no longer exempt from anti-immigrant/immigration sentiment. As populations 

facing the brunt of economic crises and rising inequality have encountered largescale arrivals of 



economic migrants and refugees, anti-immigration and anti-refugee admission attitudes have 

recently reached a fever pitch. This combination of forces has fanned support for far-right 

political parties and associated ethno-nationalist ideologies (Taras 2012), contributed to spikes in 

anti-Muslim and other hate crimes toward foreigners, and generally raised levels of hostility 

toward immigrants (Rydgren 2008; Braun 2011).  

While, little research examines attitudes toward refugees, historical experience and past 

research point toward wide-ranging and continually evolving explanations for the fear, suspicion 

and skepticism aimed toward immigrants. Much sociological research in this vein has conceived 

of anti-immigrant sentiment as linked to micro- and macrolevel outcomes that represent 

perceived threats to economic interest.  Building upon the foundational ideas of Blumer (1958), 

Blalock (1967), Allport (1954) and others, numerous scholars (e.g., Chandler & Tsai, 2001; 

Espenshade & Calhoun, 1993; Espenshade & Hempstead, 1996; Scheve & Slaughter, 2001; 

Malhotra et al., 2013) have suggested that anti-immigrant sentiment arises in large part due to the 

perceived threat to economic self-interest (i.e., to jobs, economic position) posed by immigrants, 

in particular as experienced by natives who occupy economically precarious positions and thus 

are most inclined to view immigrants as competition for scarce resources and jobs (Fussell 

2014).  

In more recent writings in sociology and across disciplines, the roots of anti-immigrant/tion 

attitudes have grown wider, to consider threats to cultural hegemony, globalization processes, 

and other micro- and macrolevel experiences as contributing to a range of feelings and attitudes 

which paint immigrants as sources of fear, economic or cultural threat, or  (Ceobanu xxxx).  One 

promising vein of research has moved toward consideration of individuals’ views toward border 

restrictions and policies aimed toward limiting immigration flows.  Investigations of “immigrant 



skepticism,” as this attitudinal orientation has been labeled by Rydgren (2008) and others (Taras 

2012; Bin & Yi, 2015), are particularly salient at a time when public and political debate has 

focused less upon fears and feelings toward the individual immigrant/foreigner, and more upon 

how openness to immigrants (& refugees) stands to threaten economic stability, cultural 

traditions and the social fabric. The immigration skeptic’s focus is toward policies that constrict 

opportunities for in-migration (Taras 2012), a focus deriving from a sense that one’s country, or 

one’s own interests, are somehow threatened by openness to foreigners.  

A spate of recent, highly publicized terror attacks, linked in the media to a massive migrant 

and refugee exodus, have stoked fear and hostility toward immigrants, and made efforts to 

grapple with the origins and consequences of refugee admissions especially timely. In this study 

I focus on refugee skepticism as a distinct subset of immigration skepticism. 

The divergent ways in which individuals and nation states have responded to these recent 

events, and the ensuing debates surrounding immigration, suggest that attitudes toward 

immigrants and immigration are a reflection not only of individual beliefs and their immediate 

social circumstances, but also the cultural, economic and human security circumstances of nation 

states in which individuals’ attitude formation takes shape.   

The aim of this study is to assess the relative importance of individual beliefs, their 

immediate social circumstances, and the national context vis-á-vis attitudes about refugee 

admissions. More specifically, I investigate the relative importance of individual factors, the 

structure of the political economy, and the role of four types of perceived threat for attitudes 

toward refugee admissions in Europe. I test the following hypotheses: 

Hypothesis 1:  The structure of the political economy, assessed by a nation’s polity type and 
welfare state structure, helps explain refugee skepticism.  

 



Hypothesis 2: The cultural, economic and human security circumstances of nation states shape 
individuals’ perceptions of threat and their attitudes regarding refugee 
admissions. 

 
To tighten the link between individual/national circumstances and an individual’s perception 

of threat I test the following supplemental hypotheses. 

 
Hypothesis 3a:  Individual perceptions of threat, gauged by their feelings about their household 

income, helps explain their attitudes regarding refugee admissions.  
 
Hypothesis 3b:  Individual perceptions of threat, gauged by their feelings about the state of the 

national economy, helps explain their attitudes regarding refugee admissions.  
 

 
Data and Method  
 
Data 

I combine individual level data from rounds 1 and 7 of the European Social Survey, with 

country level data from multiple sources in order to conduct multilevel analyses of attitudes 

toward refugees.  As elaborated above, I hypothesize that features of countries influence the 

expression of individual-level attitudes toward immigrants.  My logic here follows Quillian 

(1995:592) and others, that in analyzing xenophobia and attitudes toward immigration, countries 

serve as “important cultural, political, and economic units” within which “people develop their 

senses of threat with…a history of their own group and of the other group within national 

boundaries.” The European Social Survey (ESS) facilitates such an analytical approach. The 

analytical sample consists of 30,911 individuals in 12 countries.  

 

Variables 

The dependent variable for this study is attitudes of refugee skepticism. The variable that 

we focus upon in this paper captures the extent to which individuals favor openness or restriction 



with regard to refugee admissions. Rydren (2008) and others refer to this as “immigration 

skepticism,” reflected in a desire to reduce or restrict immigration (Rydgren, 2008). The ESS 

posed the following question that captures refugee skepticism: “Some people come to this 

country and apply for refugee status on the grounds that they fear persecution in their own 

country. Using this card, please say how much you agree or disagree that: ‘the government 

should be generous1 in judging people’s applications for refugee status.’” Possible responses 

include: “Disagree strongly,” “Disagree,” “Neither agree nor disagree,” “Agree,” and “Agree 

strongly.” 

I explore the effects of the political economy using variables for polity type and welfare 

state type. At the country-level I control for potential sources of perceived threat. With regard to 

economic threat this includes controls for GDP per capita and economic inequality. With regard 

to threat based on group size I control for stock of immigrants as a percentage of the population. 

For threat of violence I include a measure of the count of terrorist events within the country 

during the past year. To control for two potential components of cultural threat I include a 

measure of ethnic fractionalization and a measure of religious fractionalization. At the individual 

level I control for a variety of socio-demographic factors including age, gender, level of 

education, and income. Finally, I test the effect of people’s perceptions of threat based on 

economic factors, cultural difference, crime, and contact.  

The institutional structures that both shape and are shaped by the political economy of a 

nation have long been theorized as playing important roles in shaping the incorporation of 

immigrants into societies. Soysal (1994) posits that polity type shapes the institutional processes 

																																																								
1 The survey card clarifies two aspects of the question: “’On the grounds’ in the sense of both ‘because’ and ‘stating 
that’,” and “‘Generous’: ‘liberal’” (European Social Survey 2014:2014). 



that “frame and configure [the] national contexts” within which immigrant incorporation occurs 

(1994:32).  Relatively weak states do little to draw migrants away from the margins and 

incorporate them into the nation, while strong states often take strides to incorporate immigrants 

into the nation, whether through recognition of them as individuals or as members of an ethnic 

group (Soysal 1994).  My measure of polity type comes from the Polity Project’s POLITY IV 

database (Marshall, Gurr, and Jaggers 2013).  The polity type score ranges from -10, 

representing strongly autocratic polities, to +10, representing for strongly democratic polities. 

The structure of the welfare state is a crucial component of the political economy. It determines 

how and why resources are distributed within the country. To assess the welfare state structure I 

used Esping-Andersen’s (1999) welfare state typology with the modifications suggested by Peter 

and Drobnic (Peter and Drobnič 2013). The typology includes five regime types: social 

democratic, liberal, corporatist, statist: Mediterranean, and statist: post-socialist. 

Economic threat arguments figure heavily into theories of the source of anti-immigrant 

sentiment.  Following from this perspective, we assess the influence of perceived economic 

threat at the macro level, as overarching economic conditions, and global economic position of 

the nation, may weigh on the attitudes of entire societies.  In addition, we assess for perception of 

economic threat as occurring at the micro level, to assess whether it is the economic position of 

an individual within a society, the economic circumstances of the nation, or both, that relate to 

attitudes about government policy toward refugees. To assess for influence of economic climate 

at the national level I include the following economic indicators: per capita national income and 

a measure of income inequality. Per capita national income is measured as gross domestic 

product, converted to international dollars, and adjusted for inflation and purchasing power. The 

data for GDP and economic inequality come from the World Bank’s World Development 



Indicators data set (2013). To assess for sense of perceived economic threat as operating at the 

level of the individual, I employ measures from the ESS of the reporting individual’s economic 

position within a given country measured in income deciles. I also include measures assessing 

how the respondent feels about their household income and how he or she feels about the state of 

the economy. Other individual level control variables employed in the models are age, sex, level 

of education, and citizenship.   

To assess perceived threat based on potential contact with immigrants I included a 

measure of the total immigrant stock. This variable describes immigrants as percentage of total 

population in the country. It is drawn from the World Bank’s World Development Indicators 

data set (2013). 

I assess the immigrant threat due to perceived threat of violence using a measure of 

terrorist events occurring within a given country during the previous year. This measure is 

derived from Global Terrorism Database (GTD) maintained by the National Consortium for the 

Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism.  The GTD defines a terrorist event as “the 

threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state actor to attain a political, 

economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, or intimidation” (START 2014: 8). To 

qualify as a terrorist event, the event had to be intentional, had to involve violence or the threat 

of violence, had to have been perpetrated by a nongovernmental body, and may have been either 

domestic or international in its aims. In addition, the event needed to meet two of the following 

three criteria: 1) It “must be aimed at attaining a political, economic, religious, or social goal; 2) 

There must be evidence of an intention to coerce, intimidate, or convey some other message to a 

larger audience (or audiences) than the immediate victims; 3: [It] must be outside the context of 

legitimate warfare activities” (ibid.). 



Conceptions of ethnicity vis-à-vis nationhood are a feature of cultural context that has 

been theorized to play a central role in the incorporation of immigrants.  These conceptions of 

ethnicity vis-à-vis definitions of the nation, heavily shaped by colonialism and the other 

historical contexts within which nation-building occurred, have been found to bear heavily on 

both immigration policy as well as natives’ attitudes towards immigrants (Brubaker 1992; 

Janoski 2010).  For these reasons we employ as predictive variables two country-level measures 

of ethnic and cultural context, a measure of ethnic diversity and a measure of religious diversity. 

Ethnic diversity is assessed using Fearon’s (2003) ethnic fractionalization measure.2 

Fractionalization is a measure of diversity that describes the probability that any two randomly 

selected individuals are members of the same group. We also test a measure of religious 

heterogeneity using Alesina, et al.’s (2003) measure of religious fractionalization. Each of these 

indicators range from 0 to 1, with 0 indicating no diversity and 1 indicating maximum diversity.  

 

Analytical Approach  

Because the aim of this study is to discern the effects of both country-level and 

individual-level factors on individual associational memberships we employ multi-level models. 

More importantly, we estimate multilevel models to adequately represent the hierarchical 

structure of our data, where individuals are nested within countries. The error structure of 

hierarchical data can be problematic due to similarities within countries. Multi-level models are 

“designed to model and estimate … within cluster correlations,” (Rabe-Hesketh and Skrondal 

2008). An additional advantage of multi-level models is that they capture both between and 

within country variation. The fixed effects coefficients allow us to model the variation within 

																																																								
2 We also tested  linguistic fractionalization (Fearon 2003), and we found it insignificant in all model permutations 
and dropped it from the analyses presented here. 



countries. These models also allow us to separate latent country-specific effects from the error 

term thus affording us more accurate country-specific estimates for between-country 

comparison.  

 Because our dependent variable is measured in ordered categories, we use multi-level 

mixed-effects Poisson regression models with country-level random intercepts.  

After an initial bivariate assessment of our hypotheses, our multivariate analysis proceeds 

in three steps. We start out by estimating separate random intercept models testing the effect of 

individual predictors, the politico-economic structure, and forms of threat. Next we estimate 

separate models for 2002 (ESS round 1) and 2014 (ES Round 7) and compare the results. 

Finally, we predict the odds of refugee skepticism for different political, economic, cultural, and 

security contexts. 

 

Main results 
 
In general, this study finds partial support for the political economy hypothesis. Two welfare 

state types differ significantly from social democratic welfare regimes. Liberal regimes and 

Mediterranean statist regimes are both more open in their attitudes to refugee admissions than 

social democratic regimes. With regard to the various types of threat, neither source of economic 

threat based, whether based on individual income or on GDP is associated with attitudes 

regarding refugee admissions. However, how a person feels about their household income is 

positively correlated with how they feel about allowing refugees to be resettled in their country. 

Likewise, positive feelings about the national economy are associated with greater openness 

toward refugee admissions. The theory of threat based contact is not supported. Higher numbers 

of refugees already in the country are associated positive attitudes toward refugee admissions. 



Cultural threat, estimated based on the probability of encountering people of other ethnicities or 

religions is negatively associated with welcoming attitudes toward refugees. Higher levels of 

ethnic and religious fractionalization are associated with a lower likelihood of thinking the 

government should be liberal in allowing refugees in. Surprisingly, the theory of threat based on 

recent terrorist attacks is also not supported.  

 The comparison of two time periods was especially enlightening. The descriptive 

statistics show that attitudes toward refugee admissions are more open in 2014 than in 2002, 

however, after controlling for individual and country characteristics, the models predict higher 

levels of skepticism about admitting refugees in 2014 than in 2002. In addition, several 

predictors had significantly different effects in the two time periods. For example, while being a 

citizen of the survey country had a negative effect on attitudes toward refugee admissions in both 

time periods, it had a stronger negative effect in 2014. Similarly, a respondent’s feelings of 

insecurity about their personal income had a stronger negative effect in 2014. Finally, high levels 

of ethnic diversity, religious diversity and high numbers of refugees already present in the 

country had no effect on attitudes in 2002, but had strong negative effects in 2014. This is 

significant since 2014 marks the early stages of the current Syrian refugee crisis.  

 
Conclusion/Discussion 
 
Overall, these models offer support for our contention that the political economy and immigrant 

threat in several overarching domains, writ at the macro- and micro-level, influence tendencies 

toward refugee skepticism. From a cross-national perspective I find strong evidence of the role 

of economic threat, but importantly, I find economic threat to not only act at the macro-level, but 

also at the level of the individual. However, the experience of threat is not based actual income, 

either national or individual. Instead it is based on the individual’s feelings about their income 



and the state of the nation’s economy.  Finally, I highlight a distinction between attitudes toward 

refugees and immigrants vis-á-vis the role played by terrorist events. Recent research suggests 

that terrorist events play an important role in shaping attitudes toward immigrants (Legewie 

2013); Young, et al. 2016), while this study indicates that terrorist events have no effect on 

attitudes toward refugees.   

The ‘warmth of the welcome’ faced by refugee, i.e., whether the general populace tends 

toward refugee admissions openness or restrictiveness, influences the tone of intergroup relations 

and resultant incorporation trajectories with far-reaching implications for the outcomes of 

generations to come (Fussell, 2014; Portes & Rumbaut, 2006).  Reflecting a sort of vindication 

for extremists, acts of violence arising from extreme negative attitudes toward immigrants have 

even shown to lessen intentions to emigrate from sending regions (Friebel et al., 2013).  As Taras 

(2012:27) asserts, the anxieties felt by precarious poor and middle classes, and often misdirected 

toward foreigners and other ‘out groups,’ may not undo longstanding liberal immigration 

attitudes.  However, the danger comes when those sentiments are swept into the machinations of 

bureaucracies which implement border controls and other immigration policies:  

“In difficult economic times, citizens across Europe have developed different anxieties, fears, 
even dislikes and hatreds. Their skepticism about immigration is often misunderstood or 
misinterpreted, and the worst of motives are ascribed to them. They are not the primary agents of 
change, however. As a crisis of leadership, a series of governmental failures, a persistent 
democratic deficit, and an exhaustion of ideas have beset Europe, the unlikely actors 
appropriating the role of principal agents for change - and for the public interest, they are 
convinced - are appointed officials of all ranks.” 

 
These results provoke a clear need for deeper investigation into these factors, especially the 

distinction between attitudes toward immigration in general versus attitudes toward refugee 

admissions.  I propose that future research should assess these factors longitudinally, with special 

attention to comparing the time periods before and after the recent Syrian refugee crisis, to 



examine how these factors contribute to refugee skepticism as it changes over time within and 

between societies. 
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