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SCOPE 

Fear and rejection of migrants and foreigners is so widespread in some European countries 

that it can be seen as a socially shared norm, while in other countries acceptance of migrants 

and ethno-racial diversity is a widely-shared value. With the recent wave of mass migration, 

these dissimilarities in attitudes have moved to the forefront of public discussion, and there 

is consequently a need for a deeper understanding of cross-national differences. In order to 

contribute to this debate, our analysis aimed to investigate potential factors behind country-

specific patterns of anti-migrant attitudes in European countries.  

It is important to note that there is no simple explanation for such a complex problem. Most 

studies, when trying to explain these differences, tend to focus on some of the most basic 

individual background factors such as demography (gender, age, residence), level of social 

inclusion (educational qualification, income or the risk of poverty) and political attitudes. 

These are all valid explanatory factors, but they might lack the more complex perspective 

which comes from taking into account less elementary or hard-to-measure factors. Our 

analysis went one step further and attempted to integrate various macro and individual level 

features. 

 

METHOD 

With this aim in mind, primary data from cross-national surveys and a wide set of country-

specific social and economic indicators were used. The core information (attitudes towards 

migrants) stems from the European Social Survey (ESS). The advantage of using ESS data is 

that it allows for both cross-country and longitudinal comparisons, and is considered the 

most methodologically sound and quality-controlled survey on issues of social attitudes in 

Europe. The data presented in this analysis is a snapshot taken in the fall of 2014 and spring 

of 2015. Attitudes are very stable social constructs that change only very slightly and very 

slowly, thus we argue that although the data represents the situation prior to the refugee 

crisis, it is still valid and informative in terms of understanding the wider social and economic 

context of attitudes. 



Three types of sentiment, building up into attitudes (dependent variables) were considered 

in the analysis: Social distance from migrants, perception of migration as a threat, and 

rejection of migrants. These three facets, though interlinked, present different types of 

emotions. Social distance measures the feelings about having a person from different race or 

ethnicity in a close relationship, fear is a complex reaction incorporating the perception of 

migrants and migration as a threat to various spheres of life (employment, welfare, culture, 

religion or safety), while rejection is the most explicit expression of anti-migrant attitudes.  

 

RESULTS 

Cross country differences of anti migrant attitude may be best presented via their rejection. 

Figure 1 shows the share of those who stated that nobody should be allowed to come and 

live to the respondent’s country from poorer countries outside Europe.  

 FIGURE 1: VALUES OF THE REJECTION INDEX IN EUROPE 

  

Figure 1 demonstrates that complete rejection of TCN migrants is most widespread in 

Hungary, where almost half of the population thinks that nobody should be allowed to come 

and settle in the country. In other post-communist countries, such as Lithuania, the Czech 

Republic and Estonia this opinion is shared by somewhat more than quarter of the 

population. People in countries with the highest number TCN migrants (Sweden, Germany, 



Switzerland) are the most considerate: there are hardly any who share the opinion that all 

TCN should be refused without consideration.  

We identified several country-level factors that seem to influence the differences in 

attitudes at a national level. Among factors characterizing society, the most significant are 

the levels of social cohesion and inclusion, and the share of those who live in severe material 

deprivation. Income-based measures of inequality, however, do not seem to correlate with 

attitudes towards migration. Among economic factors, the general level of economic 

development and, even more importantly, the perception of corruption, influence country-

level differences in attitudes. Finally, we found that the extent and quality of migrant 

inclusion policies together with the population share of migrants correlated significantly with 

attitudes towards them. Namely, in countries with a high population share of migrants, good 

quality migration policies and high levels of social inclusion, attitudes towards migrants are 

significantly more positive.  

 FIGURE 2: MACRO-LEVEL FACTORS WITH SIGNIFICANT EXPLANATORY POWER 

 

 

The analysis of individual (micro-level) factors influencing attitudes towards migrants 

supported the above macro-image. Five factors popped out that correlated very strongly 

with attitudes towards migrants/migration in all countries. 



 

 FIGURE 3: INDIVIDUAL FACTORS WITH SIGNIFICANT EXPLANATORY POWER  

 

Trust is the most significant factor predicting attitudes towards migrants. Trust, both in 

terms of how much trust people have in their fellow citizens and how much trust they have 

in the major institution of the state (such as Parliament, the judiciary, political parties and 

the police) seems to be central to the feeling of safety that allows acceptance of and 

solidarity with migrants. This is very much in line with the macro-analytical finding on how 

much the perceived level of corruption correlates with attitudes. The other very important 

factor is contact; people, who have friends or close acquaintances from other ethnic or racial 

minority groups seem to be much more positive towards migrants or migration. This shows 

that the greatest source of fear towards migration is a lack of familiarity or personal 

experience. Again, this correlates strongly with the macro-level analysis’ finding on how the 

presence of a migrant population influences attitudes at the national level. Finally, the only 

demographic factor that influences attitudes in all countries is education; the larger the 

share of people with tertiary education in the country, the more accepting of migrants it is.  

Missing, or weak correlations are similarly telling: Income difficulties do not play an 

important role in the refusal of migrants. Also, age seems to have a much smaller influence 

than expected: Although it is true that elderly people are more likely to refuse migrants than 

young people, this influence is less strong than the factors listed above. Urban versus rural 

residence plays a role, but only in some countries: cities (where, incidentally, most migrants 

live) seem less fearful of migrants. And interestingly, soft characteristics, such as satisfaction 

with life or happiness, are not very significant in determining attitudes towards migrants.  

 



CONCLUSION 

Based on this analysis, the big picture is the following: People in countries with large migrant 

population, a high level of general and institutional trust, low level of corruption, a stable, 

well performing economy and high level of social cohesion and inclusion (including migrants) 

fear migration and migrants the least according to the data from 2014-15. To put it in simple 

terms: People are fearful in countries where the basic tissue of society is damaged, where 

people don’t trust each other or the state’s institutions, where social cohesion and solidarity 

are weak. In Durkheim’s term, countries that may be characterized as having social anomie 

are prone to anti-migrant hatred. And they are probably fearful in general terms; migrants 

are only a perfect target to express their fears, especially if they have little personal 

experience with them. Thus, our opinion is that widespread and homogenizing anti-migrant 

attitudes in some countries have little to do with migrants; they are rather a consequence 

and expression of people’s lack of safety and security and a symptom of deep-rooted 

problems of the society.  

These results are based on a snapshot taken before the massive arrival of refugees from 

war-torn areas in the Middle East. Although longitudinal analysis of attitudes towards 

migration shows that they are very stable and enduring, still, the shock the refugee crisis 

generated in Europe in 2015-16 may have changed this picture. Do we need to reconsider 

the map of attitudes in Europe with new regional and social disparities, or will the current 

patterns endure? In order to answer that question, further analysis using the latest data 

(available in Spring 2018) is needed. 


