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Abstract 
Why do some people hold anti-immigration sentiments while others do not? Due to the 

political development of the last decade, this issue has gained a lot of interest. Previous 

research has shown that welfare state characteristics effects people’s perceived threat of 

immigration. The competition for scarce resources is, however, not the same for all 

population groups, as it is conditioned individual resources. By bridging two theoretical 

perspectives, this thesis explores how the effect of skill level and income on attitudes towards 

immigration vary depending on welfare state traits. Covering mainly 16 European countries, a 

quantitative approach is used to test these relationships between 2002 and 2010. The results 

suggest that unskilled native workers in generous welfare states are less inclined to welcome 

immigrants than unskilled workers in less generous welfare states. Income does not seem to 

have any significant interaction effects with welfare state variations. Several robustness 

checks were employed and another conclusion that can be drawn from the data is that all 

welfare programmes do not have an equal effect.  

Keywords: Welfare state, comparative politics, immigration attitudes.   
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1. Introduction 
“What is going on?” – Donald Trump 

We are many who wonder what is going on these days. The year of 2016 was the year when 

the United Kingdom voted to leave the European Union, despite the warnings of experts and 

the opposition of established politicians. It was the year when Donald Trump, the reality TV 

celebrity, beat all his of opponents and became the most powerful man in the world – the 

president of the United States. It was also the year when the prime minister of Hungary, in the 

middle of the ongoing refugee crisis, described migrants as “a poison” and declared that 

Hungary did not want or need “a single migrant” (The Guardian 2016). These events would 

probably have been unthinkable if one went back 30 years from today. Something is sure going 

on, but how can it be explained?  

Clarifying this development has turned out to be easier said than done. When following the 

debate in the media it is evident that people are eager to understand this phenomenon and we 

encounter new theories almost every day – some more credible than others. While some blame 

the deficient broadband connection in rural areas (Holmin and Kvartoft 2014), others are more 

inclined to point at the supporters of these parties and picture them as ‘deplorable’ or lacking 

judgement (Lee 2016; Jacobs 2016). Without saying these theories are wrong, I think we should 

look further for more hypotheses.  

What most of the successful radical right-wing populist parties have in common is that they 

mobilise on the issue of immigration (Ivarsflaten 2007). Studies have shown that their voters 

are holding negative views on immigration and immigrants and prioritise the immigration issue 

as one of the most salient (see e.g. Sannerstedt 2014). A key to understanding this riddle is the 

reason behind why some individuals are more reluctant toward supporting immigration than 

others. In other words: we need to understand what factors make people become unwilling to 

let immigrants into their country.   

The welfare state has been described as one of the most influential political institution in 

modern society. Its most basic function according to Esping-Andersen (1990), is to protect 

workers from having to sell their labour on the market. This was labelled decommodification 

and has become one of the most influential concepts in the field of welfare research. This 

concept could also turn out to be important when studying immigration attitudes. We might 

expect that workers in countries with a robust safety net will not fear unemployment as much 

as workers in countries with a weak safety net since their income will not be affected to the 

same extent. This could affect the views of immigration, as immigrants sometimes are 

perceived to take the jobs from native workers. On the other hand, a robust welfare system 

might also make people less prone to share their benefits with others.  

However, previous literature on the relationship between welfare regimes and attitudes towards 

immigration have neglected the fact that different population groups are affected differently by 

the welfare system. Most of the research conducted in this field has primarily been concentrated 

on welfare regimes and their effect on populations’ attitudes as a whole. It is nevertheless 

unlikely that the effects of the welfare state are equal for those who do not face any risk of 

losing their jobs, compared to those who are unemployed or on the verge of becoming 
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unemployed. Unskilled immigration increases the supply of unskilled workers which could 

potentially increase the labour market competition for native unskilled workers. On the other 

hand, unskilled immigration decrease the relative supply of highly skilled workers. An 

unemployment insurance programme could serve as a mitigating moderator on anti-

immigration attitudes among unskilled native workers depending on its generosity.   

It would also be unlikely that the net-contributors of the welfare system – wealthy people –   

perceive immigration to be equally threatening in all welfare systems. Low skilled immigration 

is sometimes regarded as a burden on the public finances that wealthy individuals are paying a 

great share of. But their hesitance towards low skilled immigration should be conditioned on 

the size of the welfare state.   

This master’s thesis explores the interactions of specific welfare state programmes and 

individual characteristics to get a better understanding of why some people are holding anti-

immigration preferences while others do not. The assumption is that the welfare state does not 

affect everyone equally but the effect is conditioned by individual conditions – something that 

has not been considered in previous research. Two additional contributions are that a 

measurement of the welfare state that does not measure spending but instead capture aspects 

that are closer tied to what usually is defined as the welfare state is used together with repeated 

cross-sectional data.    

The text is structured in the following way: In the first section, previous literature is discussed 

and the hypotheses are presented in the end. The following part deals with the issues of data 

and methods. In section four, the results will be presented and discussed.  And finally, in the 

last section some concluding comments will be made.  

1.1 Research questions and delimitations 

The interaction between the micro level and the macro level is the main focus of this thesis 

and attention will especially be given to individual skill and wealth. These two individual 

conditions are interrelated but relate to different conflicts. The former is associated with the 

labour market conflict whereas the latter is related to the conflict of redistribution.  

In order to increase our understanding of this phenomenon the aim is to answer the following 

two questions:  

Question 1: Are unskilled native workers more positive towards low-skilled immigration in 

generous welfare states than in less generous welfare states?  

Question 2: Are high-income earners more positive towards low-skilled immigration in 

generous welfare states than in less generous welfare states?       

The data for this study is from between 2002 and 2010 and is limited to countries in Europe. 

The countries included in the analysis are mainly Western European, which both means that 

the results might not only be irrelevant outside Europe, but also in Eastern Europe. Another 

limitation is that the focus of the study is only on preferences towards unskilled immigration.  
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2. Previous research and hypotheses  
Prior research conducted on immigration preferences has been conducted in several fields such 

as political science, migration studies and economics. Even though there seem to be some 

differences between their points of departures, they share a lot of common ground. This 

section’s literature will be described together with the hypotheses that are proposed.   

2.1 The welfare state and immigration: only a one-way relationship?  

In the early phase of welfare state studies, a lot of the attention was given to the internal forces 

that shape the structure of the welfare state. For example, the strength of the labour movement 

(Korpi 1983; Stephens 1979) and countries’ demographic and economic development 

(Wilensky 1975) were and still are, often applied perspectives. But modern welfare states are 

no autarkies: almost all of them are intertwined through the global market which inevitably 

results in interdependence. This development is troubling for the welfare states, particularly due 

to the exchange of people according to Freeman (1986: 61) who argues that “from the 

perspective of the politics of the welfare state (…) there can be no doubt that migration has 

been little short of disaster” and that we now are witnessing an “Americanization of European 

welfare politics”. The underlying premise behind this dramatic statement is that welfare states 

are exclusive to those inside the system: it draws a sharp line between citizens and non-citizens. 

Without its exclusivity the support for redistribution, which is essential for the welfare state, 

would dissolve as its members lose their sense of belonging together. Supposing that this 

proposition is correct, it is problematic for the survival of the welfare state if immigrants with 

an ethnicity, culture or language different from that of the majority of the population comes to 

live in the country since that could potentially erode the solidarity between people.     

Alesina and Glaeser (2004) examined Freeman’s prediction and did find that ethnic diversity 

provides a favourable context for those who wish to dismantle the welfare state: the more 

ethnically fragmented a countries was, the lower the welfare spending was and vice versa. They 

proposed that the rationale behind this pattern is that in countries with a high level of ethnic 

diversity, opponents of an encompassing welfare state have an easier way of discrediting net 

welfare benefit receivers. This study became a starting point of an ongoing debate regarding 

the relationship between immigration and the welfare state (see for example Dahlberg (2012); 

Sarika et al. (2016); Brady and Finnigan 2014; Gaston and Rajaguru 2011) 

Following the same line of thought, it is feasible to make assumptions about the inverse 

relationship: the generosity of welfare states might determine natives’ willingness to receiving 

immigrants. Immigrants as a group are not always, but often to a higher extent dependent on 

public support compared to the native population (Boeri et al. 2002). If immigrants are 

evaluated on the basis of that parameter, people in generous welfare states with extensive 

redistribution-systems may perhaps be less willing to welcome immigrants, than citizens in 

liberal welfare states.2 The reason for this is simply that the former group potentially has more 

to lose if immigrants cannot support themselves. The term often used to capture this 

                                                           
2 I use the same terminology as Esping-Andersen (1990). A liberal welfare state is characterised by means-
tested and poor levels of social transfers, reliance on private insurances and a low degree of income 
redistribution. Conservative welfare states rely on social protection based on occupation rather than risk which 
means that the redistribution occurs within the same social group. 
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phenomenon is “welfare chauvinism” and was coined by Andersen and Bjørklund (1990). It 

aims to describe the political standpoint of that welfare benefits should only be granted for “our 

own”. However, there seems to be two forms of welfare chauvinism: internal and external 

exclusion of immigrants (Boräng 2015). The former refers to when welfare benefits only apply 

to natives and the latter to simply not letting immigrants into the country. This study will focus 

on the external exclusion of immigrants, not the internal. It is probably more intuitive for people 

who do not want to share their welfare with others to demand less immigration than call for a 

reconstruction of the welfare system.  

People in different welfare states are not only facing different material loses and gains from 

immigration – they are also surrounded by various welfare institutions which can foster certain 

norms, something that is not taken into consideration in the welfare chauvinism-argument. 

Several studies have found attitudinal dissimilarities between various welfare regimes 

(Svallfors 1997; Arts and Gelissen 2001; Larsen 2008). Social democratic welfare regimes are 

characterised by high levels of social protection which covers various risks and an extensive 

share of the population. This welfare regime has proven to be more successful in minimising 

the social risks than liberal and conservative regimes (Fouarge and Layte 2005). One of Esping-

Andersen’s (1990) main points was that universal welfare states are fostering a sense of 

belonging among different income groups and Rothstein (1998) derives this observation from 

its political logic: a universal welfare system unite the material interests among different income 

groups and consequently creates common political concerns. Furthermore, redistribution-

models targeting the poor “creates a zero-sum conflict of interests between the poor and the 

better-off workers and the middle classes who must pay for the benefits of the poor without 

receiving any benefits” (Korpi and Palme 1998: 672). In other words, in targeted welfare 

systems, the poor stands alone in the redistribution game. Therefore, the tension between 

different groups should look differently in different welfare states.  

These authors are in other words drawing from the school of new institutionalism, which 

emphasises institutions impact on not only formal settings, but also individual’s preferences 

and behaviour (Hall and Taylor 1996). It assumes that “institutional structures affect the ways 

in which citizens come to define their interests and preferences” (Korpi and Palme 1998: 664). 

Larsen argues that “the institutional structure of the different welfare regimes influences or – 

using another terminology – frames the way the public perceives the poor and the unemployed” 

(2008: 148). However, in this study, it will be argued that institutions are capable of forming 

perceptions about immigrants and not only poor and unemployed people. Immigrants should 

be applicable not only for the reason that they often belong to the lower income class, but 

because these institutions also can foster ‘outsider solidarity’ as suggested by Boräng (2015). 

This claim is supported by the fact that social democratic welfare regimes have, at least 

historically, been associated with the highest levels of foreign aid (Noel and Therien 1995). 

Diametrically opposed to the welfare chauvinism argument, this line of thought suggests that 

we should, for countries as a whole, expect to find the most positive attitudes towards 

immigration in generous welfare states.  
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2.2 My literature of departure   

Several scholars have from an institutional perspective studied the relationship between welfare 

states and immigration. Boräng (2015) studies what factors that decide countries’ willingness 

to welcome refugees and found a correlation between comprehensive welfare states and high 

numbers of admitted refugees. As mentioned before, Boräng understands this as comprehensive 

welfare institutions do not only foster insider but also outsider solidarity with people beyond 

the borders of the own state. In a similar vein, Swank and Betz (2003) uses welfare regimes to 

explain the vote share of radical right-wing populist parties and finds that a comprehensive 

welfare state reduces the strength of those parties. These studies point toward something, but 

they say nothing about public values. For Boräng to be able to make statements about welfare 

regime’s impact on values, it is not enough to measure countries’ inflow of immigrants. It may 

well be a discrepancy between political decisions and the preferences of the voters, why the 

issue of representation concerns many political scientists. For example, Sweden and Denmark’s 

immigration policies have been rather divergent since the 1990s, but their respective public’s 

attitude towards immigration was  relatively similar between the 1980s, when it was first 

measured, until the 1990s (Rydgren 2010; Green-Pedersen and Krogstrup 2008). Likewise, 

Swank and Betz cannot use vote shares of anti-immigration parties as an approximation for 

people’s values. The success of radical right-wing populist parties is not only a product of public 

demand but also, among other things, the supply of those parties (Eatwell 2003; Widfeldt 2008).  

However, studies like Boräng (2015) and Swank and Betz (2003) show something interesting: 

that institutions matter, and if we want to understand why some people are more reluctant 

toward immigration than others, we need to take them into account. On the other hand, to get a 

better understanding we need to move away from indirect indicators of peoples’ attitudes and 

aggregated data and move towards attitudes towards immigration at the individual data level. 

Milner (1999) argues that institutional and individual factors together have the highest potential 

to explain individual trade preferences. Explaining international trade attitudes is a highly 

related to immigration and his conclusion should also be applicable to our matter.  

The literature discussing the significance of the welfare state’s impact on individual attitudes 

towards immigration is relatively new. Some research has been conducted on the subject, but 

there is still room for more contributions. Most studies have mainly been concerned only with 

the relationship between welfare regimes and immigration preferences, without studying 

interactions of characteristics at the individual level. Kirchner et al. (2011) find that the level 

of health care expenditures, which they oddly claim corresponds to a measure of universalism, 

correlates with tolerance in a broad sense when using WVS-data (WVS 2005). This finding is 

backed up by Carolin Rapp (2016), using data from 1997 provided by the Eurobarometer 

Survey, who found that there is a mitigating effect of welfare spending on toleration towards 

immigrants, but that it is dependent on the degree of ethnic diversity. Using Scrugg’s 

decommodification index with 14 countries combined with data from European Social Survey 

(ESS 2002), Crepaz and Damron (2009) found that people in generous welfare states are less 

inclined to agree on that salaries and wages are brought down by immigrants. In a similar vein, 

Van der Waal (2013) found two instead of three worlds of welfare chauvinism using a Scrugg’s 

index and ESS data from 2008. Social democratic welfare states were the ones that stood apart 

from the liberal and conservative, where people in the latter were more reluctant to agree if that 
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immigrants should be granted the same social rights and benefits as natives. Inequality also 

makes people less tolerant. But the relationship between welfare state characteristics and 

attitudes towards immigrants are not always convincing. Oorschot (2007) finds only a weak 

relationship between welfare characteristics and solidarity towards immigrants and Mau and 

Burkhardt (2009) finds that welfare regimes have a poor influence on “equal rights for 

immigrants”. Both of these studies, like the others mentioned above, only use data from one 

year (European Values Study 1999/2000) and (ESS 2002).  

As pointed out above, previous research have mainly used cross-sectional data. An essential 

shortcoming with such data is that it is difficult to avoid getting biased results and this issue 

will be further discussed in the next section. These studies do not explore the potential 

interaction between welfare state characteristics and individual traits. It is interesting as a first 

step to study which effect welfare institutions have on populations as a whole, but is it 

reasonable to assume that all kinds of groups are affected in the same way? Furthermore, the 

suggested theoretical mechanism to why there should be a relationship between their dependent 

variable (which most often does not concern immigration) and the welfare state is sometimes 

unclear. For example, why should welfare state institutions foster certain values regarding if 

certain minorities should be able to vote in political elections as suggested by Rapp (2016)? In 

other words, if we want to understand the relationship between the welfare state and attitudes 

towards immigration, then these studies do not provide us with enough information.  

2.3 It’s the economy, stupid! 

Individual economic circumstances have proved to have an important impact on attitudes in 

several ways. For example, the risk of unemployment is a certain predictor of the support of 

redistribution (Rehm 2009) and an actual job loss increase the willingness to expand welfare 

spending – at least until reemployment (Margalit 2013). It is by no means surprising that 

material interests shape political values and neither would it then be surprising if it correlates 

with attitudes towards immigration.   

There are several different approaches to explain negative attitudes towards immigration and 

one of the most influential is based on international trade and labour market theory. According 

to the Heckscher-Ohlin (HO) theorem, the relative price will change in one factor as the supply 

of that factor change relatively to the complementary factor and attitudes towards immigration 

will depend on whether immigration decrease or increase an individual’s factor price. If we 

assume that the labour market consists of skilled and unskilled labour which are complements 

and that a supply change in either of them cause a price change. Then we should expect to find 

that people which factor’s relative price has decreased (increased) due to immigration, to be 

more negative (positive) towards immigration than people which factor’s relative price has 

increased (decreased) (Mayda 2006). People are reacting to material interests and will favour 

the politics that makes them better off. In other words, native unskilled workers will favour 

high skilled immigration as it, at least in the short run according to theory (Borjas 2013), will 

decrease their relative supply and increase their relative price. The opposite is true for the native 

skilled workers. In a recognised article, Mayda (2006) found the prediction of the HO theorem 

to be correct: workers in countries with a low skill-ratio are less positive towards unskilled 

immigration than workers in countries with a high skill-ratio. The same relationship was found 
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by Faccini and Mayda (2012) who found that besides non-economic factors, unskilled as well 

as rich people favoured skilled immigration to a higher extent than skilled workers did. 

However, people were overall more positive towards skilled immigration. Many studies have 

confirmed this pattern: Scheve and Slaughter (2001) tested this in an American context and 

found that the effect of education remains the same regardless of the numbers of immigrants in 

respondents’ communities and Dustman and Preston (2004) finds that both education as well 

as employment status matters for immigration preferences.  

This theoretic explanation is not uncontested though. Education seems to be one of the most 

powerful predictors available, but the mechanism which is operated through is disputed. The 

liberalisation theory states that education by itself is affecting people’s perceptions by fostering 

tolerant and liberal values. Several studies have found evidence supporting this theory: 

Hainmueller and Hiscox (2007) finds that high educated people are more supportive of 

immigrants regardless skill-level and Hainmueller and Hiscox (2010) finds in a survey 

experiment that people are not less positive towards immigrants at other skill-levels and that 

educated people are more tolerant when it comes to ethnic diversity. However, using 

longitudinal data, Lancee and Sarrasin (2015) finds that the liberalising effect is small and the 

effect of education is mainly driven by self-selection: students undertaking higher education 

are already ex-ante more positive towards immigration, which can be derived to their socio-

economic background. Yet, when entering the labour market, people tend to become more 

intolerant, which indicate that work-related competition affects immigration attitudes.     

A common fallacy of the literature focusing on the labour market is that it is not acknowledging 

the influence of the welfare state. However, some studies have incorporated the welfare state 

into the analysis, but without any concerns of drawing from the vast welfare literature. In one 

well-cited study they found that individuals are less positive to welcome immigrants if they live 

in a US state where fiscal pressures from immigration are likely to be high, than if they lived in 

a state where the fiscal pressures from immigration are likely to be low. The effects are the 

largest among people with a college degree but only marginal for people who have not finished 

high school (Hanson et al. 2007). The fiscal pressure was defined by the level of social spending 

and level of immigrant population. Faccini and Mayda (2006) found that high-income earners 

have a more restrictionist policy view when the tax system is progressive and immigrants are 

unskilled while they tend to be more positive when immigrants are skilled. The theoretical 

argument behind this relationships is that wealthy people lose from immigration as they are the 

ones who pay the highest proportion of their income to public services and social transactions, 

which unskilled immigrants are more likely to benefit from, or at least that could be the public 

view. This conflict relates to redistribution and the welfare state operates in the rather opposite 

way regarding immigration compared to the conflict of competition on the labour market.     

These latter studies do not, however, capture the design of different welfare states and thereby 

only measuring the shell of the welfare state. To overcome that, we must use a measurement of 

the welfare state which captures the qualitative aspects and thereby picking up different 

characteristics of the welfare states. Faccini and Mayda (2006) and Hanson et al. (2007) 

measure social spending and the progressivity of the tax system which to some extent capture 

the size of the welfare state but nothing of how the resources are used. Even though a tax system 
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is highly progressive, it does not necessary mean that the resources are spent to decommodify 

workers. This problem is well known and was famously highlighted in Esping-Andersen’s 

(1990) “The three worlds of welfare capitalism”. It is often labelled as the “dependent variable 

problem” and the fundamental problem is that spending does not say much about welfare states’ 

characteristics (Obinger and Wagschal 2012). For example, conservative and Social democratic 

welfare states are quite similar when it comes to expenditures (Swank 2004), but dissimilar 

when it comes to the way the money is spent. This insight casts some doubts on the finding of 

the above-mentioned studies since they tell us very little of how welfare institutions are related 

to immigration attitudes. Comprehensive welfare states are, if we are to believe these scholars, 

creating common interests between the poor and the better-off workers. This could possibly 

mean that high-income earners in comprehensive welfare states are less reluctant to 

immigration compared to high-income earners in less comprehensive welfare states. 

2.4 Merging two perspectives  

Whereas students of welfare state research have been able to draw from a more complete 

understanding of the welfare state when studying immigration, they seem to be unconcerned 

about its effect on different population groups. On the other hand, students like Mayda, coming 

from the field of economics, do have an interest in the interactions between micro and macro 

factors, but are at the same time neglecting the fact that welfare states are more complex entities 

than being something that can be defined in terms of spending and taxes.  

Nagayoshi and Hjerm (2015) is, to my best knowledge, the only study that successfully interacts 

welfare regimes with individual characteristics to determine attitudes towards immigration.3 

They studied active labour market policies and its effect on attitudes towards immigration 

among unemployed. They found that people in countries that are emphasising active labour 

market policies and provide a robust safety net are holding more positive attitudes towards 

immigration. The effects were larger for the group of people who had experienced a long-term 

unemployment, but also affected short-term unemployed and poorly educated individuals.  

Active labour market policies are an important part of the welfare state but do only capture the 

recommodification and not the decommodification of workers. To further develop our 

understanding of how the welfare state and labour market competition interact, we need to take 

into account the welfare state’s role as a provider of social benefits. The HO-theorem suggest 

that unskilled workers will refuse low-skilled immigration as it will result in higher job 

competition. In a country with a generous unemployment insurance people who lose their 

sustentation will be better off than people in a less generous welfare state due to the higher level 

of decommodification. It would, therefore, be reasonable that a high level if decommodification 

has a mitigating effect on unskilled workers’ attitudes towards immigration. 

Hypothesis 1. Unskilled native workers are more positive towards low-skilled immigration in 

generous welfare states than in less generous.  

On the other hand, Banting (2000) hypotheses that social vulnerability might make people act 

in line with ‘welfare chauvinism’. Population groups that are socially and economically 

                                                           
3 A similar approach was also taken by Schaffer and Spilker (2016) who studied the interaction effects of 
welfare benefits and education on trade preferences. 
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vulnerable, like unskilled labour, should be less inclined to agree on that it is a good idea to 

admit more immigrants because their wellbeing is reliant on welfare benefits. The competition 

of limited (welfare) resources is more profound among this group. Accordingly to this 

suggested mechanism, unskilled workers in countries with a high level of decommodification 

should be more reluctant to immigration than in countries with a low level of 

decommodification.     

Furthermore, countries like Sweden and Denmark have relatively high wages but have also 

been rather unsuccessful in integrating immigrants into their labour markets compared to more 

liberal welfare states, like Canada and Australia. Nannestad (2008) suggests that there is a 

contradiction between integrating low-skilled immigrants and income equality. Unskilled 

immigrants face difficulties to get employed when the wages are high which means that the 

wages have to fall. That scenario would, however, result in increasing inequality and that those 

native unskilled workers also possibly would have to accept a lower wage. In countries like 

Sweden and Denmark, there is an imminent risk of the government abandoning the high-wages 

policy to reduce the numbers of immigrants outside the labour market. In Sweden, there have 

lately been many calls for these kinds of reforms (Lööf et al. 2016; Calmfors 2016). In countries 

not having any problems integrating immigrants, these kinds of demands should be less present 

in the public debate. Therefore, unskilled workers in countries like Sweden and Denmark might 

be more sceptical to immigration than unskilled workers in countries with lower wages. On the 

other hand, one could also argue the opposite: workers in low-wage countries should be more 

prone than in for example Sweden to blame their low salary on immigration as low wages 

already is a reality in those countries.4 Being dissatisfied with the salary might translate into 

anti-immigration sentiments as we sometimes in countries with relative low minimum wages 

encounter views that blame immigration for the current situation (UKIP 2015; Bump 2017)    

Faccini and Mayda (2006) suggest that high-income earners face different incentives than 

skilled workers. To them, the cost of unemployed immigrants is larger when the welfare state 

is generous than if the welfare state is small. Therefore high-income earners in generous welfare 

states should be more negative towards immigration than high-income earners in less 

comprehensive welfare states.  

Hypothesis 2. High-income earners are more negative towards low-skilled immigration in 

generous welfare states than in less generous.        

In contrast, if we are to believe the scholars emphasising the comprehensive welfare state’s 

function as a bridge-builder between different income classes, than we should expect to find 

that wealthy people in comprehensive welfare states are more positive towards immigration 

than wealthy people in less comprehensive welfare states.  

To briefly sum up this theory section, the previous literature on welfare state’s impact on 

immigration attitudes can be divided into two categories: one that recognises the potential 

differences between different individuals, but not seeming familiar with the qualitative 

                                                           
4 It should be noted that the actual wage-effect of immigration is disputed (Longhi et al. 2005). Though it seems 
like in at least in an American context that immigration has had a small but positive wage-effect for unskilled 
natives and native workers as a whole (Ottaviano and Peri 2011). 



14 
 

differences between welfare states, and a second strand of literature which do consider the 

importance of welfare characteristics but not paying attention to its potential interaction effects 

with individual level traits. By bringing these two perspectives together we can get a better and 

more detailed understanding of the mechanisms behind anti-immigration preferences.  

Figure 1. Breakdown of the welfare state and immigration literature  

 

2.5 Alternative approaches  

The literature on attitudes towards immigrants and immigration is wide and stretches over 

several disciplines of social science. To locate other prominent theories, this study draws partly 

from the literature reviews of Ceobanu and Escandell (2010), Rustenbach (2010) and 

Hainmueller and Hopkins (2014)   

Political explanations   

It has been found that political attitudes and political alienation can explain attitudes towards 

immigration. The classic conflict between left and right does not only seem to explain issues of 

redistribution and state interventionism, but also issues regarding immigration. The recent 

swelling support of radical right-wing parties has been possible by their success of attracting 

voters from established right-wing parties and is a factor sometimes considered (Rustenbach 

2010). Numerous studies have verified this relationship and pointed out that people leaning to 

the political left tend to be more welcoming to immigrants whereas conservatives are more 

likely be more willing to restrict the access of the country (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007; 

Semyonov et al. 2006). However, it also appears like political alienation can explain these sorts 

of attitudes. Espenshade and Hempstead (1996) finds support in an American context that 

people feeling political and socially estranged tend to blame immigrants for their problems. 

Their theory has proven to hold also in the European context (Oesch 2008).  

The contact and visibility theory  

The contact theory originally derives from Allport (1954) and builds on the assumption that 

interpersonal contact with members of other groups will generate positive attitudes towards that 

group as a whole. To measure this phenomenon comparatively has shown to be troublesome 

due to data constraints (Ceobanu and Escandell 2010). There are data on numbers of immigrants 

and so forth, but it tells us only little of the degree of contact and nothing about which kind of 

contact that occurs. However, there are empirics that support this hypothesis: McLaren (2003) 

have shown that contact with people belonging to other ethnic minority groups makes people 

less favouring of expelling legal immigrants.  
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The numbers of immigrants fit better into the framework of the visibility theory which suggests 

that a high presence of minorities are connected with high negative attitudes towards 

immigrants. The reason is that their visibility reminds natives of either a real or imagined 

cultural and economic competition. The findings have so far been relatively inconsequential as 

some studies have observed that high concentration of immigrants correlate with negative anti-

immigrant perceptions (Gang et al. 2002) and other studies show that the size of the immigrant 

population mitigates the anti-immigrant sentiments (Schlueter and Wagner 2008). Studies 

finding evidence that the numbers matters have mostly been conducted in a North American 

context (Hjerm 2007). Another approach is to take into account the changes in immigration 

flows instead of levels (Hopkins 2010). Interaction effects between any of these measures 

together with economic indicators such as unemployment have also been successful in 

predicting opposition to immigration (Markaki and Longhi 2013).  

Economic context 

As just mentioned, the economy is also a determining factor for perceptions of immigration. In 

times of economic stagnation with low GDP-growth and high unemployment, the competition 

of scarce resources is becoming more salient (Coenders et all 2008). Economic variables have 

proven to be a powerful predictor of unfavourable attitudes towards immigrants (Ceobanu and 

Escandell 2010), but does not always appear to play a significant role (Hjerm 2007). It also 

seems like the economy matters more in Eastern Europe than Western Europe (Kunovich 2004). 

Trust 

Trust and social capital became buzz-words after the seminal work of Robert Putnam (2000) 

and has been applied to the field of migration as well as many other areas. Individuals with a 

high social capital have been described as more cooperative, egalitarian and altruistic, why it 

would not be surprising if they also are opposing immigration to a lesser degree (Herreros and 

Criado 2009). However, as pointed out by Hero (2003), social capital and racism are not 

incompatible as the southern states if the US in the 1950s demonstrated both high levels of 

social capital and racist sentiments. It thus seems plausible that trust can be divided into trust 

within its own social group and trust into other groups. Despite this, several studies have found 

proof of its significance on attitudes over immigrants and their effect has been comparable to 

that of economic determinants (Gordon and Maharaj 2015).  

Fear of crime 

If the personal safety is perceived to be threatened, that could be an important factor to anti-

immigrant sentiments, according to Simons (1993). The feeling of being unsafe in one’s own 

neighbourhood or fear crime, in general, has proved to correlate with anti-immigrant attitudes 

in limited numbers of studies (Rustenbach 2010; Chandler and Tsai 2001; Palmer 1996). The 

fear of being a victim of crime can naturally create a feeling of insecurity. This feeling might 

be translated into anti-immigration sentiments as immigrants at a group-level often are accused 

of criminality.  

Media and nationalism  

It might not be very surprising that national pride might be a variable expected to influence 

people’s attitudes towards immigrants. It is neither very surprising that the media and how they 
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portray immigrants can affect the perceptions of immigration. Previous research have 

demonstrated that both the media and nationalism are significant indicators of our dependent 

variable (Mayda 2006; Valentino 2013; Abrajano and Singh 2009). Unfortunately, it will not 

be possible include these factors due to data limitations.   

3. Data and methods 
A quantitative and comparative approach will be used to answer the research questions. In order 

to make it possible to study the interaction effects, the data must both cover the macro and the 

micro level. Altogether, three separate datasets have been merged to enable that analysis.     

There are a couple of databases which can be used when studying people’s perceptions of 

immigration. Unfortunately, some of them are associated with different kinds of problems: 

International Social Survey Programme ask about people’s values on a regular basis but has 

only two times asked about immigration (Aspects of national identity), World Value Survey 

has a limited supply of questions regarding immigrants/immigration and the Eurobarometer 

surveys is known for methodological weaknesses and the questions are often reformulated. 

Instead, the European Social Survey (ESS) will be used in this study and there are several of 

reasons. First, we will be able to use five rounds of data collection (2010, 2008, 2006, 2004 and 

2002) which contributes to a large number of observations and the opportunity to use a 

longitudinal design. Second, ESS is characterised by “very high methodological standards in 

terms of questionnaire construction, sampling techniques and data collection”, according to 

Ceobanu and Escandell (2010: 316). The data in ESS is collected by hourly long interviews and 

the samples for each country contain between 1000-3000 respondents. It includes individuals 

that are 15 years old and older and live in a private household. Other sources of data are 

Comparative Welfare Entitlements Dataset (CWED2), and Quality of Government’s (QOG) 

basic dataset of 2016 (Dahlberg et al. 2016). The former is widely used in the welfare state 

research and QOG is simply a harmonised dataset including roughly 300 variables from 

different sources.    

After deciding which data to use, the next step is to decide which statistical model that is the 

most appropriate. A multiple linear regression model using the method of least squares is one 

of the simplest ways of illustrating a relationship between a dependent variable and independent 

variables. This model will be applied in model 1 and 3 but is in our case associated with 

problems regarding the problem of omitted variables: that is, the problem of unknown factors 

influencing the dependent variable.  

One way of detecting and controlling for this potential bias is by using a fixed effect regression 

model. There are mainly two types of fixed effects that are applied: unit fixed effects and time 

fixed effects. The first controls for “between units effects” by including a dummy for each entity 

(Bell and Jones 2015). By including these, the results will be driven by the changes within 

entities instead of the cross-entity differences. Time-invariant factors that potentially might 

cause biased results are taken care of, but unit fixed effects does not eliminate omitted variables 

that vary over time. These effects should only be used when analysing data over time since it 

removes the effect of fixed factors. Time fixed effects are dummies for each year which controls 

for trends in time. The ESS is carried out with one year in between and including dummies for 

http://cwed2.org/
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each round will not be regarded as time fixed effects in that sense. The drawback with country-

fixed effects is that it might remove some of the variances that we want to be left. For example, 

Scrugg’s decommodification index do not vary substantially over time: the United Kingdom’s 

unemployment generosity score was 8.7 in 2002 and 8.3 in 2010.5   

An alternative to fixed effects is a random effects model. A random effects model does not 

reduce the effect of constant variables if the model is used when its assumptions are fulfilled. 

To test whether a random effect model or fixed effect model is to prefer, we can carry out a 

Hausman test. That random effects are to prefer is treated as the null hypothesis and the 

alternative hypothesis is that a fixed effects model is the best choice. What the Hausman test 

essentially does, is that it compare the coefficients of the two models and thereby testing for the 

correlation between the errors and the independent variables, which should not exist in a 

random effects model (Bell and Jones 2015). In other words: the random effects model assumes 

that all relevant factors are controlled for. If the differences between the coefficients are 

substantial, the Hausman test will recommend the fixed effects model. The Hausman test shows 

that this data is not compatible with a random effect model (P < 0.001), which supports the 

methodological choice of using country fixed effects.6  

Another methodological question is whether or not to use a logistic regression model. Attitudes 

are measured on an ordinal data scale and so are some of the independent variables, which could 

imply that a logistic regression model is to prefer (Peng et al. 2002). However, a logistic 

regression model is somewhat trickier to interpret, most of previous research within this field 

has chosen not to use it (see e.g. Crepaz and Damron 2009; Kirchner et al. 2011; Mayda 2006) 

and converting the dependent variable into a binary outcome would remove variance in the 

dependent variable. Therefore, a logistic regression model will not be used.  

Clustered standard errors are applied in all models. An assumption that must be fulfilled when 

conducting a linear regression model is non-interdependence. For example, when constructing 

a model about test scores, pupils in the same class are not independent of each other. They are 

all having the same teacher in the same school which might influence their results. There will, 

in other words, be correlation between those pupils’ error terms and the standard error is 

probably underestimated. Due to dependency, we might overestimate the effective numbers of 

observations in a dataset. When clustering the standard errors by countries, we control for when 

this occurs and are at the same time using robust standard errors which correct for 

heteroscedasticity. 

The sampling procedure for ESS is in some cases slightly different from one country to another. 

For example, individuals in some regions and some groups have a higher probability to be 

included. This results in that all individuals do not have the same chance of being selected 

which might bias the results. To control for this selection bias a design weight (see DWEIGHT 

in European Social Survey 2014) will be incorporated into the models. Nagayoshi and Hjerm 

(2015) instead used a population size weight to control for the fact that the sample sizes are 

relatively similar although the population sizes can differ. This would have been a good idea if 

                                                           
5 Additional descriptive data regarding this can be found in table 9 in the appendix. 
6 The test is based on model 5. 
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the population of interest was Europe as a whole. In this study, on the other hand, it would 

rather be a problem if mainly the large countries like Germany, France and the United Kingdom 

influenced the results.  

Regardless of all the security measures aiming to detect and control for potential biases, we 

cannot be sure our model capture all the relevant factor that influence the dependent variable. 

For example, based on this data it is impossible to know if it is the casual effect of the welfare 

state that affects people’s attitudes, or if there is an unknown factor that are affecting both 

variables at the same time. That could also be the case with the relationship between education 

and anti-immigration attitudes. With that being said, this is the way the vast majority of the 

studies within this field has been conducted and there are strong theoretical reasons to believe 

that the casual flow going in certain directions. An observational study like this has still 

potential to make a contribution to this field of research, especially since this study unlike many 

others (see e.g. Kirchner et al. 2011; Carlin Rapp 2016; Crepaz and Damron 2009; Van der 

Waal et al. 2013; Oorschot 2007; Mau and Burkhardt 2009) uses repeated cross-sectional data. 

In those studies, fixed effects is not possible to include which results in that it is difficult to 

separate the country effect and the effect of the variables of interest. The language used when 

analysing the results might sometimes tend to have casual undertones, but the reader should 

then bear in mind the above-mentioned reservations.  

3.1 Dependent variable 

To start with, it is important to keep apart attitudes towards immigrants, perceptions of the 

effect of immigration and attitudes towards immigration. The last refers to attitudes towards a 

policy decision and the first towards a certain group of people. These two things are not the 

same, as it is possible wanting to reduce the inflow of immigrants but at the same time stand up 

for their social and democratic rights, even though the opposite relationship seems less likely. 

For example, answers regarding the statement that immigrants undermine a country’s cultural 

life and attitudes regarding letting in immigrants from poorer countries outside of Europe are 

correlating with -0.5025 in the ESS-dataset. This highlight the importance of keeping these two 

things separate since they do co-vary but not the extent that they can be treated as the same.  

This has far from always been the case in previous studies. In Nagayoshi and Hjerm (2015), the 

dependent variable is a mixture of three questions regarding immigration. This causes problems 

with the interpretation of what the dependent variable is capturing. The second issue for some 

of these studies is to explain why the welfare state should have a direct impact on, for example, 

people’s values regarding culture. The suggested mechanism is that that the welfare state is 

mitigating the material risks that are vitiated with immigration – not the cultural “risks”. To 

increase the internal validity of the dependent variable, I will in this study only use the attitudes 

towards how supportive people are to let in people from poorer countries outside of Europe 

(impcntr). This variable fits very well into the theoretical framework since it explicitly targets 

people from poor countries outside if Europe.7 The respondent will most likely picture these 

immigrants as unskilled. The variable is graded from 1 to 4 where 1 represents “Allow many to 

come and live here” and 4 represents “Allow none”. If wanting to measure the “internal 

                                                           
7 See table 7 in the appendix for the exact query formulation. 
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chauvinisms” as in Wan der Waal (2012), one wound had been limited to only one round of the 

European Social Survey (ESS 2008).  

3.2 Independent variables 

ESS provides a large set of individual parameters and one might question the purpose of 

including macro variables. The reason is that they capture two different phenomena. Macro 

variables give us the opportunity to capture the context in which individuals are operating.  

Macro variables  

Some of the factors of interest are figuring at the macro level and some factors can only be 

measured at the macro level. An example of the latter is to what extent an individual come in 

contact with or encounter immigrants or people belonging to another ethnic group. This is 

something difficult to measure at the individual level and therefore the variable “ethnic 

fragmentation” by Alesina et al. (2003) will be used. It measures the probability that two 

randomly picked people from the same country do not share the same ethnicity. A high value 

is in other words representing a high level of ethnic fragmentation.8  

Unemployment, as well as economic wealth, are examples of variables that are relevant at both 

the macro and micro level. As mentioned before, the risk of unemployment or actual 

unemployment does affect people’s political preferences. But living in a context of high 

unemployment also might affect people’s perceptions. This effect is, however, different from 

the former: it relates to individual’s concerns about the economy as a whole even though we 

should not reject the possible that is also has to do with the fear of the personal economy. In 

this study, the data of unemployment is collected by IMF and provided by QOG. A second 

contextual economic variable is the natural logarithm of each country’s GDP/capita which was 

collected by UNESCO and provided by QOG. The reason for manipulating GDP/capita is 

basically because a nonlinear relationship is assumed. Trade (% of GDP) is used in one of the 

later models and the data is gathered by The World Bank.  

The last but most important macro variable in this study is the generosity of the welfare state. 

In numerous of studies, the welfare state has been operationalised in terms of social 

expenditures which was famously critiqued by Esping-Andersen (1990). To overcome this 

issue, Esping-Andersen constructed a measurement capturing the level of decommodification 

which emphasises to what extent the welfare state makes workers economically independent of 

the labour market. Thereby, not only replacement rates are taken into account, but also other 

components constituting the general structure of social programmes. In this line of thought, 

Allan Scruggs constructed the dataset “CWED 2” which is based on Esping-Andersen’s (1900) 

concept of decommodification but labelled it “generosity”, mainly because of pedagogical 

purposes. This measurement is frequently used in the welfare literature. The data covers the 

welfare state generosity regarding unemployment, sickness and pensions. The indexes are based 

on “benefit replacement rates, qualifying conditions and elements of the insurance coverage or 

take-up rates” (Scruggs 2014: 4). In contrast to other welfare state measurements, this data 

capture the “qualitative” characteristics different social programmes and therefore avoid some 

of the complications associated with the “(in)dependent variable problem”. Previous research 

                                                           
8 The data is provided by Quality of Government (QOG) 
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concerning immigration attitudes has been a bit thoughtless in their linking of theory and data 

by not emphasising what Scrugg’s index actually is measuring and what it is not measuring. 

For the unemployment generosity, the percentage of the population that are insured for the 

benefits is multiplied with the product of the “decommodification variables”, and thereby also 

adds an element of universalism. The formula for the program generosity score can be found in 

the appendix. Universalism is, however, a concept containing many dimension where the 

occurrence of means-testing is another one (Rothstein 1998). That dimension is not included in 

this index which is important to make clear.  

According to the HO-model, low educated natives fear the increased labour market competition 

of immigration. Due to low-skilled immigration, the supply of low-skilled labour will increase 

and the native workers risk to lose their jobs. With this logic in mind, it would primarily be the 

unemployment benefits that is relevant for mitigating the potential losses of native workers. 

Sickness insurances and pensions are an important part of the welfare state, but less connected 

to this specific conflict and less prioritised by the workers (Korpi 2006). Therefore, I will use 

the unemployment generosity index (uegen) as the independent variable when investigating the 

possible effects of the welfare state on unskilled people’s perceptions of immigration. The 

unemployment generosity index is a mixture of relevant aspects regarding the characteristics of 

a welfare states unemployment benefits. Unfortunately, CWED 2 only contains 16 European 

countries where the generosity indexes are calculated (Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, 

France, Germany, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, Switzerland, United Kingdom, 

Greece, Portugal and Spain. As a complementary measurement, the replacement rate and 

unemployment coverage will be also be used and they cover more countries (Bulgaria, Czech 

Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia).9  

As described earlier, the suggested factor by which high-income earners are affected to 

immigration is by their income tax card but also through the structure of the programmes. High-

income earners do not only pay a greater share of the unemployment programmes, but also 

other welfare programmes. Korpi and Palme (1998) builds their typology on pensions and 

sickness benefits, emphasising these programmes importance in forming group interests 

regarding redistribution. Consequently, we need to measure not only the unemployment 

generosity but the sickness insurances and pensions as well. High-income earners willingness 

to admit immigrants should to a larger extent be a product of the welfare system as a whole and 

will therefore be measured by a welfare states total generosity (totgen) which include pensions, 

sickness benefits and the unemployment insurance.  

Individual variables  

The data that will be used in this study is collected from European Social Survey (ESS). Thanks 

to the comprehensive questionnaire used in ESS, several of the factors pointed out be prior 

research can be controlled for. This section will briefly describe the operationalisation of the 

variables at the individual level.10  

                                                           
9 Romania and Latvia are not included in ESS and unemployment coverage does not include Italy. 
10 For a more detailed description, see the appendix.   
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Labour market skills and income 

The highest level of education is measured on a scale from 1 to 5 and is, as in previous research, 

the main indicator of labour market skills. Number 1 represents less than secondary school and 

number 5 represent higher tertiary education. Not very surprisingly, the category with the 

biggest effect compared to the reference category (1) is a completed tertiary education (see table 

6 in the appendix). The other categories are relatively similar when it comes to their impact on 

attitudes towards immigration. It is, however, evident that there is a jump between those who 

have not completed a lower secondary education and those who have (see appendix). In other 

words, the conditions for using education as a continuous are not ideal. But following Mayda 

(2004), education will be used as a continuous variable although it is on the ordinal scale. 

Another option had been to use “number of years of education” as in Nagayoshi and Hjerm 

(2015). The drawback with that operationalisation is that certain numbers of years of education 

both could both mean that someone has a college degree or, in the other case, has had to repeat 

a couple of grades and never actually entered the university.  Using years of education might, 

therefore, be a less accurate indicator of labour market skills. A complementary measurement 

of skill-level is which occupation the respondent currently are employed in. The occupation-

variables is constructed by the categorisation of ISCO88 (International Standard Classification 

of Occupations) and follow ISCO’s estimated skill-level.11 Occuskill is coded as a continuous 

variable where 1 is the occupations with the lowest skill level and 4 the highest.       

Income was in the three first rounds in ESS coded as income-intervals (1-12) and later by 

income deciles. In order to use the data from all rounds I needed to harmonise the two 

measurements by converting the former measurement into income deciles. To be able to 

transform the first three rounds, I calculated deciles for each country and each year based on 

the income data in ESS. Sometimes, two or more deciles corresponded to the same income 

interval. In that case, the observations were placed in the highest decile of those corresponding 

to the same income category. Income and education are of course interrelated. However, the 

correlation coefficient only reaches 0.37 which makes it possible but not ideal to include them 

both into the same regression according to Faccini and Mayda (2007: 24). Nevertheless, it 

should be said that conjoining income and education is a precariously business: separating the 

two theoretically is far easier than doing it empirically and their closeness might cause 

problems.  

Control variables  

It is certainly an advantage to have the opportunity to control for as many possible explanations 

as possible but it is also important not to incorporate variables which are measuring the same 

thing as well as not including them all at once and cause overfitting. However, the problem of 

overfitting will probably not be as big for the individual level since the N is large. Political 

affiliation is measured by respondents’ political interest and when measuring trust we look at 

                                                           
11 The occupations are categorised in ten groups: managers, professionals, technicians and associate 
professionals, clerical support workers, service and sales workers, skilled agricultural, forestry and fishery 
workers, craft and related trades workers, plant and machine operators and assemblers, elementary 
occupations and armed forces. In addition to the major groups are there several sub-groups. Most occupations 
in a major groups requires skills at the same level. The skill-level range from 4 to 1 where a higher value 
represent a higher skill-level. 



22 
 

the interpersonal or sometimes called horizontal trust instead of vertical trust towards for 

example political institutions. High political interest and trust could both be results of education. 

For example, Hillygus (2005) has demonstrated that political engagement in the United States 

partly can be explained be individuals’ education. Higher education that develops student’s 

language and civic abilities which are skills that are important when engaging in the political 

sphere.  Social trust is also suggested by some (Putnam 2000; Helliwell and Putnam 1999) to 

partly be an effect of education. For this reason, I will not include these variables until in the 

later models which is supposed to work as “harder” tests for the hypothesis. The risk with 

including them is that the effect of education gets underestimated.  

Ideology is measured on a scale from 0 to 10 and aims to capture the respondents’ ideological 

position on the left-right scale. A low value means that the respondent identifies him/herself as 

left-wing and the opposite for a high value. An individual is regarded as unemployed if he/she 

the last 7 days has been without a job and is coded 1 if unemployed and 0 if not. An individual’s 

fear of crime is measured by the perception of safety in the respondents own neighbourhood 

and perceptions are ranging from 1 to 4 and a low value means that the respondent is feeling 

safe. For gender, 1 stands for female and age is simply the calculated age of the respondent. To 

capture the effect of age is not the simplest task as one could expect both a linear effect of age 

but the effect of being 40 years old might be different depending on if an individual was 40 in 

2010 or in 2002. To account for this, I will include birth year-dummies.     

Moreover, people who are not born in the country they respond from are excluded as similarly 

done in Mayda (2004). Since this study aims to capture the labour market related conflicts 

regarding immigration, the sample should only include them who theoretically are in the 

workforce. Instead of including people in the ages of 20 to 89 as in Nagayoshi and Hjerm 

(2015), people in the ages of 18 to 65 will be counted for. There is unlikely that people in the 

age of 89 experience any labour market competition from immigrants. Mayda (2006) found that 

when only including individuals outside the labour force, the relationship between education 

and immigration becomes insignificant which indicates that education is related to a 

competition on the labour market and not the absorption of liberal values.   

Interaction terms 

For previous variables, we have assumed a main effect on the dependent variable. With main 

effects, the underlying assumption is that the effect of the independent variables is independent 

from the level of the other independent variables. But as explained in prior sections, there are 

theoretical reasons and empirical evidence suggesting that the effect of education depends on 

the level of other macro variables. In an interaction effect model, the aim is to account for those 

situations where this occurs. To do that, the variables of interest are multiplied with each other 

and are included in the same model as the same variables its components separately.     

To illustrate the formula of an interaction, I use the interaction term between education and 

uegen as an example. 𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑡 is the dependent variable, 𝛽0is the intercept, 𝛽1is the 

coefficient of the unemployment generosity, 𝛽2 the coefficient of education, 𝛽3 the coefficient 

of the interaction term, and 𝜀 is the error term. The indexes i and t represent individual and year.  

𝐴𝑡𝑡𝑖𝑡𝑢𝑑𝑒𝑠𝑖𝑡 =  𝛽0𝑖𝑡
+ 𝛽1𝑢𝑒𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑖𝑡 +  𝛽2𝑒𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑡 +  𝛽3𝑢𝑒𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑖𝑡 × 𝑒𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖𝑡 + 𝜀𝑖𝑡 
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Including interaction terms is a necessity in order to answer the research questions since we 

assume that the effect of labour market skills depends on the macro-level context. The main 

effects can only tell us if education and the welfare state have an independent impact on the 

dependent variable but are unable to capture the effect of education given different values in 

uegen.   

4. Results  
The country means of anti-immigration preferences are distributed as in Figure 1. Most 

countries are primarily centred between the values of two and three which means that they are 

relatively negative towards letting in immigrants. Sweden seems to be the only country which 

mean between 2002 and 2010 are below two. Hungary and Greece stand out in the opposite 

way by exceeding the value of three which makes them the two top most anti-immigrant 

countries during this period of time.  

                    Figure 1. Country means of anti-immigration attitudes 
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Table 1 displays the descriptive statistics for the variables that are going to be used. The purpose 

of showing these statistics is mainly to make it easier for the reader to interpret the b-coefficients 

in the regressions. 

           Table 1. Descriptive statistics  

Variable Observations Mean Std. Dev.  
Impcntr 138795   2.531244 0.8843905   
uegen 148210 10.77842 1.989566   
Replacement rate 195613   0.567113 0.1701449 
Education 201385 3.007925 1.321973   
Fear of crime 200407 2.045118   0.8023487 
Unemployed  202410 0.0622746 0.2416542 
polintr 201893 2.626708 0.8990401 
occuskill 173210 2.524058 0.934724 
Income 145825 5.403072 2.837674 
ppltrst 201651 5.013226 2.450449 
Ideology 175743 5.075388 2.137092   
Ethnic Frag. 197280   0.2078944 0.1612541 
Unemployment 196488 7.682037 3.58669 
Ln GDP/capita 197256 10.18955 0.6877249 

    
 

4.1 Labour market skills and the welfare state 
As a first step (model 1 and model 2), we run models which both are including education and 

unemployment generosity and dummies for each round of ESS. The only difference between 

the two models is that there are no country fixed effects in model 1. This difference appears to 

have an important effect on the slope of unemployment generosity. Without country fixed 

effects, the coefficient is negative demonstrating that the higher generosity in a country’s 

unemployment programme, the less negative are people towards low-skilled immigration 

outside Europe. To make the coefficient somewhat easier to interpret one can compare Greece 

and Norway in 2002. When moving from Greece (7) to Norway (14) in the and holding 

everything else constant, an individual’s anti-immigration attitudes are taking a step of -0.282 

points on the four step long anti-immigration scale. Yet, the p-value is too high to be statistically 

significant. The relationship between education and anti-immigration attitudes is also negative, 

as we could expect from previous research. The b-coefficient tells us that when holding 

everything else constant, higher education by one category lowers the anti-immigration 

sentiments with -0.145.  

The next model includes country fixed effects and illustrates another relationship between 

unemployment generosity and the dependent variable. In this case, that exercise makes the 

relationship between unemployment generosity and oppositional attitudes towards immigration 

turn positive and significant whereas education remains negative although somewhat less 

powerful. Instead of having a mitigating effect on unfavourable attitudes towards immigration, 

high generosity seems to be associated with higher levels of immigration opposition. In other 

words, when controlling for the mean differences in countries’ migration levels, the relationship 

changes direction. Another way of describing this is that we study the within-country changes 

between 2002 and 2010. During this time, countries who have increased the generosity in uegen 
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have become more in favour of anti-immigration policies. It seems like there is a different 

relation between the intra and inter relationship of these variables.   

The following two models are similar to the two previous and the only difference is that they 

also include an interaction term. The coefficients of education and unemployment should not 

be interpreted as main effects on the dependent variable in these models (Brambor et al 2006). 

In line with the hypothesis suggesting a mitigating effect of decommodification, the interaction 

term is positive in model 3, indicating that low-skilled people in countries with high uegen-

values are more negative towards anti-immigration policies than low-skilled people living in 

countries with a less generous unemployment insurance. However, neither the interaction term 

nor uegen is close to being significant and the effect of the former is minimal. When moving 

on to model 4, the slope of the interaction term changes direction, it gains significance and its 

effect increases. Including country-dummies is the only change made compared to model 3.  

Table 2. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

Variables Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 

Unemployment generosity -0.047 
(0.030) 

0.056** 
(0.018) 

- 0.050 
(0.039) 

0.070** 
(0.020) 

0.074** 
(0.021) 

Education -0.145*** 
(0.010) 

-0.131*** 
(0.005) 

-0.152** 
(0.064) 

-0.089*** 
(0.022) 

-0.073** 
(0.024) 

Age     0.013 
(0.008) 

Gender     -0.019 
(0.022) 

Education*Unemployment 
generosity 

  0.0007 
(0.006) 

-0.004* 
(0.002) 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

Intercept 3.421*** 
(0.366) 

2.246*** 
(0.226) 

3.444*** 
(0.451) 

2.105*** 
(0.238) 

1.386** 
(0.625) 

Birth year dummies No No No  No  Yes 
ESS round Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Country FE No Yes No Yes Yes 

𝐀𝐝𝐣 𝐑𝟐 0.069 0.141 0.069 0.141 0.149 
Observations 100318 100317 100318 100317 99868 
Note: standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country fixed effects.  

 

When including gender, age and birth year of the respondents (model 5), none of the coefficients 

of the original variables change dramatically. Education loses some of its effect but the 

interaction term stays stable at -0.005.12 A more important change is that the p-value of the 

interaction term drops from 0.062 to 0.022 and thereby manage to breach the “magical 

threshold” of 5 %. One could ask why the p-value decreases when adding control variables 

                                                           
12 To better understand what drives the interaction I also conducted two tests with dummy variables which can 
be found in the appendix (model L and M). In the first one people without any completed secondary education 
is differentiated to the rest and in the second one I compare the group who have a completed tertiary 
education with those who do not. Interestingly the p-value of the interaction is far lower and the effect larger 
in the former model but it is the opposite for education. Yet, one should not be too surprised by this finding. As 
can be seen in Table 6 in the appendix, the educational effect is largest for the ones with a competed tertiary 
education which makes the educational effect in the first model less pronounced as the effect is “diluted” with 
the educational categories of 3 and 4. In reverse, it seems like it is the unskilled who are the main driver behind 
the interaction. 
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when the opposite seems more intuitive. A possible explanation is that without these variables, 

the unexplained variation is higher which makes it more difficult for weaker relationships to be 

seen. In other words: the additional variables increase the model’s precision. Neither age nor 

gender seem to have a significant effect on anti-immigration attitudes in this model. But as we 

will see later on, their significance will change depending on which control variables that are 

included.        

To interpret a continuous by continuous interaction term is a little bit trickier than when using 

a dummy and a continuous variable. The rationale behind this interpretation is to see what the 

marginal effect of education is at different values of uegen. In figure 1, these effects (model 5) 

are  

                          Figure 2. The marginal effect of education.  

 

illustrated in a graph to make the relationship somewhat more easily understandable. The 

continuous line represents the effect of education at different values of uegen. The striped line 

shows the confidence interval which is broadest at the sides and smallest around the mean 

(10.8). The marginal effects are also displayed in numbers in the appendix. The effect of higher 

education in a country scoring 5 in uegen is: −0.073 + (−0.005 × 5) =  −0.098, whereas the 

effect of education for countries scoring 14 is: −0.073 + (−0.005 × 14) =  −0.143. Put 

differently, a more generous unemployment insurance increases the importance of education. 

This means that unskilled native workers having a generous unemployment insurance are more 

in favour of anti-immigration policies.13 The difference on the anti-immigration scale might not 

seem overwhelming, but then we should keep in mind that in percentages, the differences 

                                                           
13 An easier way to understand this is by interpreting model L in the appendix where education is treated as a 
dummy (0=low-skilled and 1=highly skilled).    
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amounts to 46 %. However, one should be careful not to extrapolate: there are only a few 

observations in the edges which the confidence interval illuminates.   

To further check the reliability of the results, additional macro variables are included in the 

analysis in table 2. What needs to be taken into account is the problem of “many variables, 

small N” (Lijphart 1971). Since we use clustered standard errors, the effective number of 

observations for the macro variables are significantly reduced, and the smaller N – the higher 

is the risk of committing a Type-I and Type-II error which means that we do not only risk to 

accept a null hypothesis that is not true, but also reject a null hypothesis that is true.14 In other 

words, it is wrong to assume that significant results in a model with a small N is a sign of 

robustness. Therefore, we start off with only including one macro variable at a time. For these 

models, the only individual-level variables included are age, birth year and gender.  

  Table 3. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

Variables  Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 

Unemployment generosity 0.067*** 
(0.016) 

0.074** 
(0.021) 

0.079** 
(0.022) 

0.066** 
(0.020) 

0.061** 
(0.021) 

0.075** 
(0.022) 

Unemployment 0.180 
(0.010) 

     

Ethnic fragmentation  11.958*** 
(2.750) 

    

Ln GDP/capita   -0.449* 
(0.246) 

  -0.410 
(0.272) 

Education -0.073** 
(0.025) 

-0.073** 
(0.024) 

-0.074** 
(0.026) 

-0.043** 
(0.017) 

-0.050* 
(0.025) 

0.042 
(0.109) 

Age 0.013 
(0.008) 

0.013 
(0.007) 

0.012 
(0.008) 

0.015* 
(0.008) 

0.014 
(0.009) 

0.012 
(0.008) 

Gender -0.020 
(0.022) 

-0.019 
(0.021) 

-0.019 
(0.022) 

-0.081*** 
(0.020) 

-0.068*** 
(0.018) 

-0.019 
(0.022) 

Fear of crime    0.072*** 
(0.005) 

0.070*** 
(0.005) 

 

Political interest    0.121*** 
(0.005) 

0.114*** 
(0.006) 

 

Trust    -0.050*** 
(0.002) 

-0.049*** 
(0.002) 

 

Ideology     0.070*** 
(0.006) 

 

Education*Unemployment 
generosity 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

-0.004** 
(0.002) 

-0.004 
(0.002) 

-0.004* 
(0.002) 

Education*ln GDP/capita      -0.012 
(0.011) 

Intercept 1.318** 
(0.409) 

0.167 
(0.839) 

5.896** 
(2.430) 

1.070* 
(0.596) 

0.866 
(0.677) 

5.564** 
(2.611) 

Birth year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
ESS round Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Country FE Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
𝐀𝐝𝐣 𝐑𝟐 0.150 0.149 0.149 0.185 0.207 0.149 
Observations 99850 99850 99850 99343 90593 99850 
Note: standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country fixed effects. 

                                                           
14 As expected, the p-values rise when implementing clustered standers errors into the models (see the 
difference between model E and F in the appendix). The robust standard errors increase from 0.004 to 0.041 
for uegen whereas for the interaction term they rise only from 0.001 to 0.006 and for education 0.012 to 0.069. 
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Model 6 control for unemployment rate but it does not abolish the effect of unemployment 

generosity, but instead, it increases the significance. The interaction term is still negative and 

significant at the level of 5 %. The coefficient of unemployment is positive, meaning that the 

anti-immigration sentiments increase with a higher unemployment, which we would expect. 

Yet, it is not significant and 𝑅2does not increase compared to the former model. In model 7, 

the unemployment rate is replaced with ethnic fragmentation which is significant and positive, 

demonstrating that the higher probability to encounter someone of another ethnicity, the more 

unfavourable attitudes towards immigration does people have. But the coefficient of ethnic 

fragmentation is far from realistic. When running a regression with ethnic fragmentation as the 

only macro variable, the coefficient is 0.183. The next regression instead includes the natural 

log of GDP/capita which neither reduces the significance of our variables of interest. One 

percent increase in GDP/capita makes people turn -0.449 less negative towards immigration 

which is a relatively huge effect. However, its p-value of 0.088 is not enough convincing to be 

sure of that the effect is different from null. Despite the risks of unreliable results, all macro 

variables are included in model C in the appendix to at least give an as transparent picture of 

the results as possible.  Of the macro level control variables, only ethnic fragmentation manage 

to be significant once again. The economic macro variables show a substantial problem with 

explaining the variation in the dependent variable when the unemployment generosity is 

included.  

To further impair the conditions for the interaction term to be significant we incorporate 

additional individual variables. All added variables are statistically significant at the level of 1 

%, which should not come as a surprise considering the immense numbers of observations. In 

these cases when the vast numbers of observations make the variables “too big to fail”, it is 

more important to interpret the coefficient as the p-value does not tell us anything about the 

effect (Wasserstein and Lazar 2016) 

To begin with, we take a look on fear of crime in model 11.15 We can see that it is positive 

which means that the more scared an individual is to walk alone in her/his local area after dark, 

the more reluctant does that person tend to be to welcome immigrants. The effect is not 

enormous but neither unimportant as the difference amongst someone feeling very safe to 

someone feeling very unsafe is 0.072, when holding everything else fixed. The effect of being 

very interested in politics compared to being not at all interested is 0,363 and the effect of trust 

is 0.5 if comparing to most and least trustful individuals. Judging by the lower effect of 

education, it is evident that the additional individual variables are interrelated which also is 

expected. But despite controlling for all these variables, both education and the interaction term 

stay significant. Or at least they stay significant until including ideology in model 12. Both 

education and the interaction term get p-values above the 5 % mark in model 12.  The 

coefficient of ideology is 0.07 which means that when moving from being the least trustful to 

the most trustful on the ideology scale in a direction towards the right, people are becoming 0.7 

                                                           
15 In model A and B in the appendix fear of crime and political interest are added one at a time. 
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points more negative towards immigration. Another noteworthy change from these two models 

compared to the previous models is that the p-value of gender has decreased.  

The question is what to make of the result in model 12? That education cannot withhold its 

significance when including political belonging is not very surprisingly as those two factors 

probably are interrelated since political beliefs sometimes is a product of social status, as 

mentioned before. However, spearman’s correlation of education and political belonging is only 

-0.0057, leaving out the possibility that multicollinearity causes the drop in the interactions 

term’s p-value. Something else worth mentioning is the drop of observations between model 

11 and 12. Roughly 9000 people have chosen not to answer that question and that should make 

us cautious about the certainty of the results.   

An alternative approach to test the robustness of our relationship of interest is to integrate an 

additional interaction term. In model 13 natural log of GDP/capita is interacted with education. 

The new interaction term does not manage to be significant but reduces the significance of 

uegen*education to the level of 10 %. However, it seems to remove all explanatory effect of 

education (p-value=0.704) which is peculiar regarding its verified effect in other studies. I also 

interacted unemployment, ethnic fragmentation and trade with education in model G, H and I 

which can be found in the appendix. Ethnic fragmentation also raises the p-value above the 

level of 5 % but the variable is itself insignificant. Neither the unemployment-interaction nor 

the trade-interaction push the p-value of above 5 % and the effect stays relative stable. It should 

be noted that the correlation between the interaction terms is relatively high. For example, the 

correlation between uegen*edulvla and ethnic fragmentation*edulvla is 0.57.  

In summary, the interaction term seems to manage most of the tests it is exposed to. It both 

manage to deal with a vast number of additional individual and macro variables. The most 

challenging tests for the interaction to overcome was the inclusion of respondents’ placement 

on the political scale from left to right and the inclusion of additional interaction terms. 

Individuals’ political position has shown to be important in other studies and it should not come 

as a surprise that it has an effect on the dependent variable. In some of the models including 

additional interaction terms, the significance of uegen*edulvla breaches the ceiling of 5 %. It 

should, however, be said that among all tests the coefficient and the standard error of the 

interaction term is highly constant, even when not significant.   

The relationship between uegen and the dependent variable also seems stable as its p-value 

remains low and the direction only changes when including country fixed effects. The former 

is quite surprising because of the lack of within-country variation which obstructs the conditions 

to find significant results when applying fixed effects.  The fact that there is a difference 

amongst the relationships within and between countries, makes the interpretation a bit more 

uncertain. What also needs to be considered, however, is that without country fixed effects, 

uegen does not manage to be significant in any model where clustered standard errors are 

applied. The interpretations of these results will be discussed together with theoretical 

considerations in the next section.   
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4.2 Income and the welfare state 

In table 3, we test for the suggested relationships between individual income, welfare state 

characteristics and negative attitudes towards immigration. In these models, I will use the total 

generosity of welfares states which besides the unemployment insurance also incorporate 

pensions and sickness insurance. Besides ESS rounds and country dummies, model 14 only 

tests for income, total welfare generosity and their interaction. Just like in the regressions 

including country fixed effects in table 1 and 2, welfare generosity has a negative impact on the 

willingness to let in immigrants. Income and education seem to have a similar effect which is 

not very surprising as high educated people, in general, earn more than low educated people. 

What is more interesting is that the interaction term is positive which means that the effect of 

income decreases when increasing the generosity of the welfare state. In other words, wealthy 

are people in countries with a high total welfare generosity less positive towards immigration 

than high-income earners in less generous countries. However, its p-value exceeds the level of 

5 and 10 % and can therefore not be considered to be reliable. 

Generally speaking, the relationships remains the same in model 15 when including age, birth 

year and gender, but change a bit in model 16. When controlling for education, the significance 

of income vanishes whilst education is significant at the level of 5 %. The interaction term of 

education and total generosity is also significant. Since the interaction between income and 

generosity does not manage to show significant results in any of these models, I will not 

continue to expand the models further.  

An easy mistake would be to, based on these results, claim that income is irrelevant. A p-value 

which is considered to be too high only tells us that we cannot reject the null hypothesis based 

on the data and the specified model. In other words: these results do not tell us much about the 

truth-value of that income does not have an impact. The validity of the null hypothesis should 

not be evaluated based on the data compatibility of one (maybe irrelevant) alternative 

hypothesis. There might be other hypotheses which are better than the specified one 

(Wasserstein and Lazar 2016). But at least the results indicate that the effect of income does 

not seem essential.      
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 Table 4. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

 Model 14 Model 15 Model 16 
Total generosity 0.018*  

(0.010) 
0.019* 
 (0.010) 

0.032** 
(0.010) 

Income -0.061** 
(0.026) 

-0.056** 
 (0.024) 

-0.031   
(0.020) 

Totgen*income 0.0010 
(0.0007) 

0.0009 
(0.0007) 

0.0006 
(0.0005) 

Totgen*education   -0.002** 
(0.0009) 

Education   -0.055  
(0.334) 

Gender  -0.031 
(0.023) 

-0.027   
(0.022) 

Age  0.016* 
(0.009) 

0.010 
(0.009) 

Intercept 1.55*** 
(0.387) 

 1.221 
(0.796) 

Birth year dummies No Yes Yes 
ESS round Yes Yes Yes 
Country FE Yes Yes Yes 

𝐀𝐝𝐣 𝐑𝟐 0.1087 0.1186 0.149 
Observations 78545 78315 78132 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. 

Country FE=Country fixed effects. 

   

4.3 Additional tests  
We now turn to issues regarding alternative measurements. Both individuals’ skill-level and the 

welfare state can be operationalised in other ways than in previous models.  

As mentioned earlier, education is a measurement of skill-level that is connected with certain 

doubts. Another plausible measurement is skill level based on occupation. Education is replaced 

by occupation-skill in model 17. It seems like people’s estimated skill level manage to explain 

negative attitudes towards immigration. The higher skill level the less reluctant are people to 

agree on that their country should let in fewer immigrants. However, the interaction term is 

insignificant meaning that we cannot with certainty say that this result is not caused by chance 

given that the null hypothesis is true. This cast some doubts on the validity of the expected 

interaction between labour market skills and the welfare state, especially regarding that the 

model itself is relatively forgiving.  

The fact that the interaction of education but not estimated skill according to ISCO88 is 

significant might suggest that education by itself and not education as a predictor of labour 

market skills are the main driver behind the relationship of the interaction. However, to estimate 

the skill level of occupation on a scale from 1-4 is of course associated with a high extent of 

uncertainty. The skill-categorisation is a blunt measurement and might be associated with 

validity problems. Nevertheless, occuskill is by itself significant but not when interacting it with 

unemployment generosity which makes the interpretation somewhat more difficult since both 

education and occuskill are supposed to measure the same thing. Spearman’s correlation 



32 
 

between education and occuskill is positive and high (0.5412) but show that they are not 

perfectly correlating.  

   Table 5. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

Variables Model 17 Model 18 Model 19 Model 20 Model 21 
Unemployment generosity 0.062** 

(0.020) 
0.053** 
(0.017) 

   

Replacement rate   0.494 
(0.458) 

  

Unemployment coverage    -0.040 
(0.605) 

 

Total generosity     0.026 
(0.016) 

Occuskill -0.104** 
(0.036) 

    

Education   -0.096*** 
(0.017) 

-0.117* 
(0.067) 

-0.062 
(0.037) 

Unemployed  0.173* 
(0.090) 

   

Political interest      
Age 0.017* 

(0.009) 
0.022** 
(0.008) 

0.014* 
(0.007)  

0.018** 
(0.008) 

0.013 
(0.008) 

Gender -0.040 
(0.023) 

-0.015 
(0.023) 

-0.016 
(0.017) 

-0.020 
(0.019) 

-0.019 
(0.022) 

Unemployed*uegen  -0.004 
(0.008) 

   

Replacement rate*education   -0.048* 
(0.026) 

  

Uecov*education    -0.007 
(0.082) 

 

Totgen*education     -0.002* 
(0.001) 

Occupational 
skill*Unemployment 
generosity  

-0.004 
(0.003) 

     

ESS round Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  
Birth year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  
Country Fe Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes  
Intercept 1.321 * 

(0.649) 
2.085*** 
(0.223) 

1.846*** 
(0.874) 

1.952** 
(0.723) 

1.055 
(0.879) 

 

𝐀𝐝𝐣 𝐑𝟐 0.136 0.116 0.1561 0.160 0.181  
Observations 90018 100181 132391 111002 99868  

Note: standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country fixed effects.  

 

Nagayoshi and Hjerm (2015) theorise that people who have a personal experience with labour 

market programmes should be influenced by their structure. Depending on its structure, the 

attitudes towards immigration will be affected in different ways. Therefore, they use data on 

whether someone is unemployed or not. The supposed mechanism does not go through labour 

market competition but rather, in their case, if countries’ active labour market policies influence 

native people’s perceptions of immigrants “deservingness” to welfare benefits. In model 18, 

occupational skill is replaced with a variable measuring whether an individual is unemployed. 

Being unemployed correlate with more negative attitudes towards immigration but is at the 

same time not significant at the level of 5 %. Unemployment generosity is once again significant 

and has a positive slope as in the other models including country fixed effects. The interaction 

term’s p-value is 0.568 and we can thereby not reject the null hypothesis, that there is no 
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interaction effect. Certainly, being unemployed and the level of education are interrelated and 

using unemployed is to some degree an indicator of the same thing, namely social vulnerability.  

Another question is whether the right welfare-measurement was used. In models 19, 20 and 21 

different measurements are applied capturing other components. None of the other 

measurements are significant at the level of 5 % and neither is any interaction term. The 

interaction terms in model 19 and 21 are significant at the level of 10 %, but when increasing 

the toughness of the tests by including political interest and interpersonal trust, their 

significance disappear. Surprisingly, education has difficulties in being significant in two of the 

models. Something that is worth mentioning is that the 𝑅2 of model 19 and 20 are a bit lower 

than model 21, including total generosity. The difference is not huge but point out that the latter 

model explains a larger extent of the variation in the dependent variable. Total welfare 

generosity is insignificant in model 21, but as we saw in table 3, that is not the case when 

incorporating income.  

Both replacement rate and unemployment coverage include more countries than unemployment 

generosity and total generosity. As mentioned before, economic factors have been shown to 

play a more important role in eastern European countries (Kunovich 2004) and to eliminate the 

potential risk of getting different results due to the sample, I ran the same regressions as in 

model 22 and 23 without the additional countries. The results can be found in the appendix 

(model J and K) and the results are relatively similar with only a few exceptions. For example, 

the p-values of the interaction terms has risen whereas replacement rate is significant at the 

level of 5 %.    

This result gives us two new insights: firstly, welfare institutions seems to matter but not to the 

same extent. Total welfare generosity measures the generosity of the unemployment insurance, 

sickness insurance and pensions. The overall generosity of the welfare state has proved to be 

an important factor in determining public values, but regarding dubious attitudes towards 

immigration among different skill groups, it seems like it does not live up to its reputation. As 

previously explained, the unemployment insurance is more closely interrelated to the labour 

market conflict that immigration possesses, than the other programmes. Secondly, we need to 

take into account the whole unemployment insurance structure to capture this effect. Only 

relying on the replacement rate or the coverage is not enough. Factors such as qualifying 

conditions must also be taken into account.   

5. Concluding discussion 
Europe is witnessing an upsurge of people calling for limiting the numbers of immigrants into 

their country. This development is probably one of the most, if not the most, vigorous political 

force at the present time. It has already changed Europe and will undeniably continue to do so 

in the future. 

In this thesis, I have tried, with a limited scope focusing on the role of the welfare state and 

individual characteristics, to advance our understanding of why some people are more reluctant 

than others to welcome immigrants. Only a few studies before this one has taken a similar 

approach and most of the prior research have used data from only one year. By integrating the 

literature which main interest concerns welfare state regimes and immigration with the literature 
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emphasising the labour market, this thesis studies the issue from a relatively unexplored angle. 

The multiple numbers of ESS-rounds solve the problem of not being able to account for the 

country-effect which has been a noteworthy issue for many studies. A number of European 

countries have been studied and the validity of the results should probably not be extended 

beyond that sphere. A weakness in the data is the lack of countries sometimes categorised as a 

‘liberal welfare state’ like the United States, Australia and New Zealand. On the other hand, 

several other studies do suffer from the same problem. Another issue is the short time period: 

within 2002 and 2010, relative few changes in the data take place which makes it harder to 

measure the effect of these slow-moving processes.   

The first question that I wanted to answer was whether unskilled native workers are more 

positive towards low-skilled immigration in generous welfare states than in less generous 

welfare states. In opposite to what might have been expected, most of the results points in the 

direction that, when holding everything else constant, education becomes more important if the 

generosity of the unemployment insurance is high. In other words, the results show that 

unskilled people in generous welfare states are more negative towards low-skilled immigration 

than low-skilled people in less generous welfare states. If we are to believe this result, it 

implicates that there is some mechanism making unskilled people feel negative more negative 

towards immigration the higher unemployment generosity. This finding goes against an 

explanation suggesting that workers facing labour market competition from immigrants should 

oppose immigration to a lesser extent since they have an extensive safety net falling back on.  

Then what could explain this finding? As mentioned earlier, some countries associated with 

high levels of generosity, like Sweden and Denmark, are having problems integrating 

immigrants into the labour market without decreasing the wages for low-skilled workers. This 

has at least in Sweden been heavily discussed in the public debate lately. But the question is 

how likely it is that unskilled workers make the conclusion that immigration might erode their 

pays by making politicians in the future trying to solve an integration problem via lowering 

wages? Another possible explanation is that unskilled people living in countries with more 

generous unemployment insurances act accordingly to ‘welfare chauvinism’ to a higher extent 

than others. Native unskilled workers living countries with generous unemployment 

programmes do simply have more to lose, given that immigration would erode these 

programmes.  

Hanson et al. (2007) found that highly skilled workers are less positive towards immigration in 

those states where immigration, in theory, should impose the greatest challenges for the public 

finances. This thesis does not test the exact same thing but the findings are nevertheless fairly 

comparable as we can expect public finances in generous welfare states be more exposed that 

in less generous. My findings suggest rather the opposite to the above-mentioned relationship: 

that highly educated gets more positive towards immigration when the unemployment 

generosity is high.   

The results also contradict the results in Nagayoshi and Hjerm (2015). They found that countries 

emphasising active labour market policies, in general, are more positive towards immigration 

and that the effect is more pronounced for unemployed and low educated. As just said, they 

study another aspect of the welfare state, namely the characteristics of active labour market 
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policies and that could explain the contradictious results. Since they also use ESS and study 

almost the same period of time, a reasonable answer to the results is differing motions in the 

recommodification and decommodification programmes. Due to the time-limit, there was no 

time to address the issue of which specific movements in the data that can explain my results 

but one can imagine that the relative large change over time in uegen for Sweden, Denmark and 

Germany might have some significance.   

What reasons do we have to believe that the dissimilarities between my results compared to 

prior research is due to errors in this study? First of all, the country fixed effects make the 

relationship turn the opposite direction from being in line with previous research. However, 

neither the welfare generosity nor the interaction term is significant in model 1 which suggests 

that we should not make too drastic conclusion about the slopes. Even though the within-

country variance in the unemployment generosity variable is low, that is not the case for the 

interaction term and therefore we do not have to be equally cautious of its results. The 

interaction term between education and unemployment generosity is relatively stable and robust 

as the models show. It manages to stay significant even when adding additional individual 

variables that are associated with and come after education in time. The only individual 

variable-test it does not manage to survive is when including ideology. The macro variables do 

neither cause severe problems for the interaction. When using the macro variables as main 

effects, the interaction term stands strong. But when controlling for the interaction of the natural 

logarithm of GDP/capita and trade (% of GDP) and education, it loses some of its significance.  

What raises some questions about the suggested relationship between labour market skills and 

the welfare state is that the other skill-measurement does show the same results as education. 

Mayda (2006) uses a similar type of approach to check the robustness but receives similar 

results as with education. The main effect of skill-level based on occupation is significant but 

not the interaction. The reason for this is difficult to say but one should note that the coefficient 

is rather similar to the one of education.  

The other question was concerning whether the effect of income is different to labour market 

skills. The main reason to ask that question is due to the empirical results in (Faccini and Mayda 

(2004). If we are to believe these results, high-income earner gets more reluctant to immigration 

the more progressive the tax system is, whereas several scholars believe that welfare states that 

comprehensive welfare states should foster solidarity among the social classes. The results tell 

us that one cannot reject the null hypothesis: that there is no interaction effect based on this 

data. The p-value of the interaction term was far above any acceptable level. A possible 

explanation for the lack of significant results might be the income variable itself. Data on 

income is often in the literature designated of being unreliable and when converting relatively 

broad income intervals into deciles, some information gets destroyed. What we can say based 

on this data is that education and education*totgen managed to stay significant even when 

controlling for income.  

Lastly, we could see that the index for the unemployment insurance was the most reliable 

measurement compared to the replacement rate, unemployment coverage and total generosity. 

This finding indicates two things: that we need to take into account not only the replacement 

rate or universalism but a broad spectra of institutional components and secondly, that a too 
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broad spectrum including areas not tightly related to the labour market conflict risk to excavate 

the effect. Total generosity does however revealed some explanatory potential but was not as 

robust as unemployment generosity. Prior research has mainly been using measurements 

capturing the latter, namely welfare regimes in line with Esping-Andersen’s typology. This 

thesis together with Nagayoshi and Hjerm (2015) show that might be a good idea to apply a 

more narrowed focus, or as Palme (2006: 388) puts it: conduct comparative welfare research of 

the fourth generation which “analysis is directed in institutions in particular program areas, and 

outcomes for particular population groups.”  

As an ending comment of this paper, I would suggest future research to continue to narrow 

down its focus in particular groups and particular programmes. To improve the validity of this 

research the maybe most important challenge is to extend the datasets in terms of countries and 

years. Building on the findings in this and similar studies, it would be interesting to see in what 

contexts the welfare state is most influential as a moderating factor. For example, the number 

of admitted immigrants might determine the presence of the conflict between native unskilled 

workers and immigrants. Another aspect which I have not encountered in the literature is the 

other side of the welfare state: the demand-side. The main attention seems so far to have been 

dedicated to the welfare state as a supplier of certain goods and individuals are treated as 

demanders. Alternatively, one could also apply an inverse relationship: for the welfare state 

continuing to persist it needs young working adults paying taxes. In that case, the demography 

and success of labour market integration might play a role in the public attitudes towards 

immigration.   
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6. Appendix 
 

Table 6. Education’s binary impact on immigration attitudes 

Education category Coefficient 
Lower secondary 
education completed  

-0.229*** (0.009) 

Upper secondary 
education completed  

-0.322*** (0.008) 

Post-secondary non-
tertiary education 
completed  

-0.352*** (0.012) 

Tertiary education 
completed  

-0.609*** (0.008) 

Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. 
 

Table 7. Description of variables in ESS.  

Variable Question Categories  
Edulvla (education) What is the highest level of 

education you have achieved? 
1, Less than lower secondary 
education; 2, Lower secondary 
education completed; 3, Upper 
secondary education 
completed; 4, Post-secondary 
non-tertiary education 
completed; 5, Tertiary 
education completed 

Impcntr (anti-immigration 
attitudes) 

How about people from the poorer 
countries outside Europe? 

1, Allow many to come and live 
here; 2. Allow some; 3, Allow a 
few; 4. Allow none  

Polintr (political interest) How interested would you say you 
are in politics – are you … 

1, Very interested; 2, Quite 
interested; 3, hardly 
interested; 4, Not at all 
interested.  

Ppltrst (trust) Using this card, generally speaking, 
would you say that most people can 
be trusted, or that you can't be too 
careful in dealing with people? 
Please tell me on a score of 0 to 10, 
where 0 means you can't be too 
careful and 10 means that most 
people can be trusted. 

0, You can’t be too careful; 10. 
Most people can be trusted.  

Aesfdrk (fear of crime) How safe do you - or would you - 
feel walking alone in this area after 
dark? Do - or would - you feel... 

1, Very safe; 2, safe; 3, unsafe; 
4, very unsafe.  

Lrscale (ideology) In politics people sometimes talk of 
"left" and "right". Using this card, 
where would you place yourself on 
this scale, where 0 means the left 
and 10 means the right? 

0-10. 
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Table 8. Marginal effect of education  

Edulvla at  Dy/Dx Std. Err.  P>|t| 
5 -0.1087567 0.0122501 0.000 
6 -0.1126512 0.010488 0.000 
7 -0.1165456 0.0087936 0.000 
8 -0.1204401 0.0072148 0.000 
9 -0.1243346 0.005846   0.000 
10 -0.128229 0.0048677 0.000 
11 -0.1321235 0.0045399   0.000 
12 -0.136018   0.0049923 0.000 
13 -0.1399124 0.0060524 0.000 
14 -0.1438069 0.0074658 0.000 

 

Table 9. Data points for Scrugg’s unemployment generosity index.  

 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 
Austria 10.5 10.5 10.4 10.4 10.4 
Belgium 13.9 13.7 13.6 13.7 14 
Denmark 12 11.6 11.2 9.3 9.5 
Finland 9.3 9.4 9.2 8.8 9.2 
France 11.5 11.3 11.4 11.3 11.1 
Germany 11.2 10.8 10.1 10.3 10 
Greece 7 7.3 7.6 7.4 7.3 
Ireland 11.1 10.2 10.6 10.9 11.1 
Italy 5.3 5.4 5.9 5.8 5.7 
Netherlands 12.1 12 11.9 11.8 11.9 
Norway 14 13.6 14 14.2 14.2 
Portugal 10.5 10.4 10.4 10.7 10.6 
Spain 10.9 10.9 11.6 11.3 11.7 
Sweden 11.6 11.7 11 8.6 8.2 
Switzerland  13.6 13.6 13.5 13.8 13.9 
United Kingdom 8.7 8.8 8.8 8.7 8.3 

 

 

Formula of Scrugg’s program generosity score.16  
 

(𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑔𝑟𝑎𝑚 𝑔𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑜𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 𝑠𝑐𝑜𝑟𝑒)𝑘𝑛𝑡

= [2 × 𝑧(𝐵𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑓𝑖𝑡 𝑟𝑒𝑝𝑙𝑎𝑐𝑒𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒𝑘𝑛𝑡) + 𝑧(ln(𝐵𝑒𝑛𝑖𝑓𝑖𝑡 𝑑𝑢𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑤𝑒𝑒𝑘𝑠𝑘𝑛𝑡))
+ 𝑧(ln(𝐵𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑓𝑖𝑡𝑠 𝑞𝑢𝑎𝑙𝑖𝑓𝑖𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛 𝑤𝑒𝑒𝑘𝑠𝑘𝑛𝑡) + 𝑧(𝑊𝑎𝑖𝑡𝑖𝑛𝑔 𝑑𝑎𝑦𝑠𝑘𝑛𝑡)12.5
× 𝐼𝑛𝑐𝑢𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒 𝑐𝑜𝑣𝑒𝑟𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝑘𝑛𝑡 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 For further specifications, see Scruggs (2014: 9).  
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Table 10. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

 Model A Model B Model C Model D 

Unemployment generosity 0.072** 
(0.020) 

0.068** 
(0.020) 

0.071*** 
(0.017) 

0.063*** 
(0.016) 

Unemployment   0.015 
(0.011) 

0.012 
(0.010) 

Ethnic Fragmentation    14.940*** 
(2.414) 

16.226*** 
(2.418) 

Log GDP/capita   -0.240 
(0.203) 

-0.267 
(0.187) 

Education -0.071** 
(0.022) 

-0.051** 
(0.016) 

-0.074)** 
(0.259) 

-0.044** 
(0.019) 

After dark 0.100*** 
(0.006) 

0.093*** 
(0.006) 

 0.072*** 
(0.005) 

Political interest  0.132*** 
(0.005) 

 0.120*** 
(0.005) 

Trust    -0.050*** 
(0.003) 

Age 0.012 
(0.008) 

0.012 
(0.008) 

0.013 
(0.008) 

0.015* 
(0.015) 

Gender -0.061** 
(0.023) 

-0.091*** 
(0.022) 

-0.020 
(0.022) 

-0.082*** 
(0.020) 

Education*Unemployment 
generosity 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

0.004** 
(0.002) 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

-0.004** 
(0.002) 

Intercept 1.310* 
(0.636) 

1.020 
(0.637) 

2.191 
(2.139) 

2.025 
(1.984) 

Birth year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes 

ESS round Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Country FE Yes Yes Yes Yes 

𝐴𝑑𝑗 𝑅2 0.156 0.171 0.150 0.186 

Observations 99602 99478 99850 99325 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country 

fixed effects. 
 

 

 Model E Model F 

Unemployment generosity -0.048*** (0.004) -0.048 (0.041) 
Education -0.142*** (0.012) -0.142* (0.069) 
Age   
Gender   
Education*Unemployment 
generosity 

-0.00007 (0.001) -0.00007 (0.006) 

Intercept 3.481*** (0.041) 3.481*** (0.459) 

Birth year dummies No No 
ESS round No No 
Country FE No No 
𝐀𝐝𝐣 𝐑𝟐 0.067 0.067 

Observations 100318 100317 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country fixed effects. 
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Table 11. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

 G H I 
Uegen -0.074** 

(0.027) 
0.066*** 
(0.016) 

0.083** 
(0.023) 

Unemployment  0.016 
(0.115) 

 

Ethnic fragmentation 11.973*** 
(2.774) 

  

Trade (% of GDP)   0.001 
(0.002) 

Education -0.074** 
(0.021) 

-0.081** 
(0.025) 

-0.071** 
(0.025) 

Age 0.130 
(0.008) 

0.013 
(0.008) 

0.013 
(0.008) 

Gender -0192 
(0.022) 

-0.020 
(0.022) 

-0.019 
(0.022) 

Uegen*education -0.005* 
(0.003) 

-0.005** 
(0.002) 

-0.007** 
(0.002) 

Unemployment*education  0.0006 
(0.0009) 

 

Ethnic*education -0.004 
(0.227) 

  

Trade*education   0.0003* 
(0.0001) 

Ethnic*uegen    0.285 
(0.177) 

Uegen*education*ethnic    -0.010 
(0.014) 

Intercept 0.169 
(0.836) 

1.34** 
(0.609) 

1.277* 
(0.668) 

0.437 
0.859) 

Birth year dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes 

ESS round Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Country FE Yes Yes Yes yes 

𝑨𝒅𝒋 𝑹𝟐 0.149 0.150 0.149 0.149 
Observations  99850 99850 99850 99850 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country 

FE=Country fixed effects. 
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Table 12. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

 Model J Model K 
Replacement rate 1.502** 

(0.511) 
 

Unemployment 
coverage 

 0.436 
(0.512) 

Education -
0.041*** 
(0.0167) 

-0.113 
(0.071) 

age 0.013 
(0.008) 

0.014 
(0.008) 

gender -0.019 
(0.022) 

-0.025 
(0.023) 

Replacement*education -0.041 
(0.026) 

 

Coverage*education  -0.017 
(0.086) 

intercept 1.181 
(0.680) 

1.778** 
(0.667) 

Birth year dummies Yes Yes 
Country FE Yes Yes 
ESS round Yes Yes 

𝑨𝒅𝒋 𝑹𝟐 0.149 0.157 
Observations  99850 91153 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; 

***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country fixed effects. 
 
 

Table 13. Effects on individual anti-immigration attitudes 

 Model L Model M 
Uegen 0.072** (0.019) 0.056** (0.018) 
Education dummy 1 -0.084 (0.096)  
Education dummy 2  -0.281*** (0.062) 
Uegen*ED1 -0.016* (0.009)  
Uegen*ED2  -0.005 (0.005) 
Age 0.0178* (0.018) 0.016* (0.008) 
Gender -0.016 (0.022) -0.015 (0.022) 
Intercept 0.927 (0.629) 1.105* (0.584) 

Birth year dummies Yes Yes 
ESS round Yes Yes 
Country FE Yes Yes 

𝑹𝟐 0.121 0.145 
Observations 99868 99868 
Note: Standard errors in parentheses. *p < 0.10; **p < 0.05; ***p < 0.01. Country FE=Country fixed effects. 
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