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Abstract:  

Considering recent immigration trends as well as crises of war which have displaced 

large numbers of people and led to high rates of migration into and within Europe, understanding 

how anti-immigrant sentiments develop and how this varies across regions of Europe has 

become increasingly relevant. This present study examines the differing attitudes towards 

immigrants between Eastern European, post-Soviet, countries and Western European countries. 

Using data from the first nine waves of the European Social Survey (2002 – 2018), which is 

comprised of a representative sample of the population of Europe, across over 30 countries, I use 

six questions from the survey asking respondents about their views on specific aspects of 

immigration to create a scale of general attitudes towards immigrants. I create this scale of a 

general, latent concept of immigrant attitudes by using a structural equation modeling approach 

known as Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). With this measurement of immigrant attitudes, I 

use a MIMIC (Multiple Indicators, Multiple Causes) model to represent the relationship of 

variables that develop a person’s underlying attitude towards immigrants.  Preliminary results 

point to the existence of two separate concepts of immigration between the East and the West. 

As both regions have developed differences, this has led to different understandings of 

immigration and questions about immigrants. These findings present implications for how 

immigration is understood differently across various regions, as well as socio-political 

implications.
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Introduction: 

In recent decades, Europe has seen an unprecedented number of refugees fleeing turmoil 

in their home countries. In 2015 alone there were over one million such refugees (Schilling et al., 

2017). By the next year there were over five million seeking refuge from conflict in their home 

countries, including Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan (unrefugees.org). These major trends in mass 

migration, caused largely by displacement from war and conflict such as the Syrian Civil War in 

2011 and most recently the war between Russia and Ukraine, have led researchers to turn 

increasing attention towards the social outcomes of these trends.  

Among these outcomes is the rise in nativist and anti-immigrant sentiments across several 

nations, some of which preceded the so-called “migrant crisis” of 2015 and beyond (Kesic and 

Duyvendak, 2019; Vaughn, 2020). In fact, between 1988 and 2000, there was a distinct rise in 

anti-foreigner sentiment in Europe, and this trend continues (Semyonov et al., 2006). While 

much of the anti-immigrant sentiment tends to be directed at racial or religious minorities in the 

receiving countries (Casanova, 2012), the reason for the rise in nativism observed in Europe are 

manifold and complex. Scholars historically have attributed this phenomenon to one of two 

major perspectives, fear of cultural change or economic competition (Bessudnov, 2016). 

However, a consensus remains to be settled upon, and as will be discussed, there is a growing 

body of work which points to the possibility that neither perspective alone explains these trends.     

There is also reason to believe that anti-immigrant sentiments differ across Eastern and 

Western Europe. Post-Soviet countries since the 1990s experienced dramatic population shifts, 

as new labor market access expanded dramatically for those who had been previously closed out. 

This led to new situations where ethnic minorities encountered majorities at increasingly higher 

rates (Kaczmarczyk and Okolski, 2005). However, as the countries of the region became more 
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developed, they began receiving immigrants themselves at higher and higher rates, a fact which 

has caused political responses to this fact to be mixed (Rovny, 2014). As a result, the story of 

immigration in post-Soviet countries is a still new, developing one. For years, especially since 

the collapse of the Soviet Union, research focused on the differences between the former Soviet 

and the countries of the West which had remained capitalistic. Such a focus on the differences 

that had developed under the two systems led to an idea of inherent differences, that I am calling 

“Two Europe(s)”.  

With the migrant crisis, rise in anti-immigrant sentiments, and differences between 

Eastern and Western Europe as a backdrop, I will examine whether a single, underlying concept 

of attitudes towards immigrants exists, and if so, whether it differs across Eastern and Western 

Europe.  My specific research questions are whether there are differences in how respondents 

from Eastern Europe view immigrants compared to those from Western Europe, and whether 

these differences can be explained by different concepts of immigration. Using data from the 

European Social Survey, I will provide results that point to the conclusion that such an 

underlying concept exists and differs across Eastern and Western Europe.  

Background: 

Economic Theories of Anti-Immigrant Attitudes 

Among the many perspectives on immigration attitudes that have been proposed, one 

such perspective deals with economic competitiveness as the root cause of rising anti-immigrant 

sentiment in Europe. Within this perspective, economic competitiveness is seen as affecting 

people’s views through their relationship to globalization. This has led to an explanation of 

globalization creating “losers” and “winners” in an economic sense. Spanish economist 
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Guillermo de la Dehesa (2005) was among the earliest authors to propose this standpoint and has 

since been built upon and become the basis for the economic perspective of attitudinal trends 

generally, and specifically trends in attitudes towards immigrants. He explains that in an 

increasingly interconnected and economically entangled society, the benefits of such a 

phenomenon will not be evenly distributed and discusses how this will have an impact on those 

who stand to benefit more, the “winners” and those who will stand to be more disadvantaged by 

this process, the “losers” (de la Dehesa, 2005). Empirical research using this framework has 

shown that in countries with higher levels of globalization (i.e., more cosmopolitan city-centers, 

greater integration into global economy), that individuals tend to be more communitarian (Teney 

et al., 2014).  

At the individual level, economic strain has been shown to lead to higher levels of 

distrust of others and that in times of economic downturn, this relationship is made more 

pronounced (Cho, 2021). Changes in unemployment rates have also been shown to have an 

adverse effect on immigrant acceptance since 2001 in Europe (Meuleman et al., 2009). More 

work from the micro-level economic perspective has shown support for the role of economic 

strain in creating downward mobility and in engendering feelings of competitiveness with 

immigrants for resources (Paskov et al., 2020). We also see that negative perceptions of 

immigrants often have economic features such as predicting lack of support for the welfare state 

(Senik et al., 2008). However, it should be noted that on average, non-nationals within many 

European countries experience higher levels of un-employment than do their native counterparts 

(Kiehl and Werner, 1999).  

Cultural Change Theories of Anti-Immigrant Attitudes 
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Another theorized source of anti-immigrant sentiment, and one which has received 

increased attention in the last two decades, is a reaction to societal change in Europe. 

Globalization, especially in Western Europe, is believed to be a source of increased anxiety 

towards cultural change as well as being associated with economic competitiveness. Early 

studies done from the “Group Threat” perspective showed some promising results that hostility 

towards immigrants could be caused by a perception of immigrants as a threat to the majority 

racial or ethnic group (Quillian, 1995). This pushback against globalization has led to the new 

populist movements across Europe that often involve generating xenophobia (Azmanova, 2011). 

The politicization of immigration as a pushback to new immigration trends has been shown to be 

a significant factor in generating anti-immigrant sentiment in Europe (Hutter and Kriesi, 2020). 

Additionally, research on this phenomenon has shown that certain factors generate more 

inclusive societies, and that a single social construct may underlie the extent to which societies 

are inclusive and others more xenophobic (Bello, 2016). Such factors are those which lead to the 

social construction of a citizen’s identity and feeling of belonging, which is more accessible to 

outsiders (shared values) for an inclusive society, and which is less accessible to outsiders (must 

be member of ethnic/racial majority) for a more xenophobic one. 

 Further work examining cultural factors’ role in the formation of anti-immigrant 

sentiment, focused on how political parties’ articulation and messaging to the public were 

positively and significantly associated with increased distrust of immigrants (Bohman, 2011). 

These findings support the belief that cultural factors such as political affiliation have significant 

effects on immigrant acceptance levels and that this can differ by country. This perspective is 

further supported by research which studied the effect of contact with immigrants by the majority 

group. Some have even proposed that a third demographic transition is underway in Europe, 
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which is leading to more demographic changes, however not evenly across rural and urban 

locations (Coleman, 2006). These findings showed that lack of contact with immigrants led to 

having more negative views towards them for members of the ethnic majority group (Matera et 

al., 2015). Living in proximity to immigrants has further been studied and shown to be 

significant. Specifically, higher concentrations of immigrants living in an area is positively 

associated with more positive views towards immigrants (Hoxhaj and Zuccotti, 2021). Research 

from a micro-level cultural threat perspective has shown that, perceived adoption of the ethnic 

majority’s culture by immigrants predicts more favorable immigrant views in general 

(Maisonneuve and Teste, 2007; Roblain et al., 2016) 

Different Stories of Immigration Between East and West 

Furthermore, some analyses have shown that globalization potentially has both economic 

and cultural impacts and these are intertwined more so than is often presented (Kriesi, 2006). 

Building on this idea, further research underscores the importance of not pitting one perspective 

against another and seeing both economic and cultural factors as important (Malhotra et al., 

2013).  Because there is support of both perspectives, my goal is to add to the overall literature 

by examining the possible existence of an underlying, overall view of immigrants as being either 

more positive or negative for the receiving country. 

Many researchers have historically situated Eastern and Western Europe as distinct from 

each other across multiple dimensions, largely stemming from the legacy of the communist era. 

Socioeconomic differences between Eastern and Western Europe have been studied for years. 

Such differences may affect the conception of immigration differently between the two regions. 

The divide between the East and West can be seen across multiple life outcomes. For example, 

life expectancy is significantly shortened in Eastern and Central European countries, the majority 
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of which were in the sphere of influence, or a member state of the Soviet Union. Several 

cascading reasons may exist for this, such as lack of access to better medical care in post-Soviet 

nations (Velkova et al., 1997). Life expectancy as of 2020 for the region of Eastern Europe was 

69 for men and 79 for women (Clark, Statsita, 2022). This is ten years fewer than men from 

Western Europe and five years less for women. This pattern of poorer health among Easterners is 

stable even as they move to more developed, Western nations, where their health deteriorates 

faster than their receiving nation counterparts (Ronellenfitsch and Razum, 2004). Economic 

inequality has also been shown to have increased since 1989 in post-Soviet nations (Heyns, 

2005).  

Research on Eastern attitudes towards immigrants in the east is still developing. Analyses 

focusing on Russian attitudes found mixed results when comparing to earlier work done on 

Western European attitudes. Statistical models only explained some of the variation in attitudes 

within Russia (Bessudnov, 2016). In that study, results are compared against previous findings 

from just Western Europe alone (Ceobanu and Escandell, 2010) finding patterns of anti-

immigrant sentiments to be similar, albeit some factors matter more to Russian attitudes than for 

Western ones, specifically geographic region of origin of the immigrants. However, comparisons 

were made using the same datasets. Further research done on the social differences between 

European regions has found that post-Soviet countries are less “open” than those of the Nordic 

and Western European regions in general (Magun et al., 2016).  While many Western countries 

receive immigrants from former colonies, many Eastern countries do not share the same history 

of colonization as do Western countries. Instead, Eastern countries may receive immigrants from 

different regions of the world, and their arrival in the receiving country may affect the native 

population differently than the population of a former colonizing country (De Haas et al., 2020; 



7 
 

Van Mol and De Valk, 2016). Taken together, this evidence suggests that there may be sufficient 

differences between the two regions that have led to the development of two separate, but 

similar, concepts of immigrant attitudes. 

A General Source of Immigrant Attitudes 

To sum, while much research exists on the causes of anti-immigrant attitudes across 

Europe from both cultural and economic perspectives, these findings taken together, do not 

support any one perspective, but rather a more general acceptance or lack of acceptance of 

immigrants. Factors that have led to divisive politics and rhetoric about immigrants are hotly 

contested (Grande et al., 2018). Lack of a clear pattern across Europe for either perspective has 

led to a reframing of anti-immigrant attitudes as being more complex than any one perspective 

would imply (Turner, 2010). Additionally, as some research suggests, it is possible that either 

just one or neither perspective would be able to fully explain outcomes, as they tend to ignore 

other important factors (Scheibner and Morrison, 2009; Rustenbach, 2010). There is also 

evidence suggesting that globalization has led to increasingly polarizing political landscapes 

across Europe, which is something not often accounted for in either of these perspectives 

(Emmanuele et al., 2020).  Additionally, I am interested in how this underlying attitude may 

differ between regions of Europe, specifically the East and the West. As I will show, one major 

contribution of this study will be to demonstrate that a single, underlying attitude is at the root of 

immigrant attitudes across both regions of Europe. Furthermore, I will also demonstrate how this 

underlying concept is understood differently across both East and West. Because of the existence 

of cultural and historical differences between the countries within these two major regions, it is 

important to examine them separately and in fact, may point to two different stories of 

immigration in Europe.  
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Hypotheses:  

Given the existing research on this topic, I anticipate that differences between East and 

West affect the way people from these regions view immigrants. Specifically, based on previous 

literature, I expect that the determinates of immigration attitudes will differ in importance and 

magnitude between Eastern and Western respondents. I also expect that a uniform underlying 

concept of immigrant attitudes exists which stems from a combination of economic, cultural, and 

ethnic/racial factors. The literature shows that each of these factors are important, but also that 

not one alone can explain immigrant attitudes. I will use a set of demographic variables, as well 

as a set of variables based on human values to validate the measurement of immigrant attitudes 

and compare across Eastern and Western samples.  

Methods: 

The Data: 

Data for this project comes from the European Social Survey (ESS)1. This is a cross-

national survey conducted every two years across Europe since 2001. Through face-to-face 

interviews, the survey asks a wide variety of questions on topics including political attitudes, 

religious beliefs, and behaviors, as well as general, demographic information across over 30 

European countries, with a special focus on charting social, political, and economic change 

within the countries of Europe. Each participant is provided with a questionnaire that is either in 

their first language or a language in which the participants are fluent. The research team reviews 

the questions and answers after each interview to ensure there are no translation errors2. The 

 
1 https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/ European Social Survey Website 
2 The questionnaire is annotated where necessary to ensure that the correct interpretation of the questions is 

conveyed during the interviews. For each country, the questionnaire is translated into each language spoken as a first 

 

https://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/
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sample used in each country is nationally representative of that country, of all non-

institutionalized people aged 15 years and older, living in private residences, and who may be of 

any nationality, citizenship status, or language. The design uses random probability sampling and 

sampling frames of individuals and households. The “minimum effective achieved sample size” 

for each country is 1,500 responses or 800 responses for national populations less than two 

million. For the current project, I used the compiled dataset of the first nine rounds of the 

questionnaire, so that I could gather the largest sample size possible. This accounts for a sample 

size of approximately 339,282 respondents, between the years 2002 and 2018. I use this large 

dataset to increase confidence in the generalizability of the results. This dataset allows for the 

cross-country analysis and has been used for to study immigrant attitudes (Davidov and 

Meuleman, 2012; Fahey et al., 2019). 

Variables: 

 I used a single latent scale to measure attitudes towards immigrants consisting of six 

items from the questionnaire. Three of these items focused on the respondent’s opinions about 

what type of immigration should be allowed in their country: “To what extent do you think the 

country should allow people of the same race or ethnic group as most [country] people to come 

and live here?”, “How about people of a different race or ethnic group from most [country] 

people?” and “How about people from the poorer countries outside Europe?”. Responses were 

given on a four-point Likert scale, from 1 (allow many) to 4 (allow none). I reverse coded these 

 
language by more than 5% of the country’s population. The ESS follows the TRAPD methodology – Translation, 

Review, Adjudication, Pretesting, and Documentation. Each national team is given detailed guidelines which outline 

the correct translation process to follow. After translation, select items are subjected to verification and survey 

quality coding, after which, each translated version is pre-tested. An expert translation panel oversees this process 

and provides help with translation strategies as well as language-specific issues for translating items (ESS 

Prospectus).  
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so that low scores represented the most negative attitudes to be in line with the following three 

items. The other three items focused on the respondent’s opinions of immigrants in general, 

capturing a perception of immigrants either as a benefit or a threat on three different metrics. The 

questions asked: “Would you say it is generally bad or good for the country’s economy that 

people come to live here from other countries?”, “Would you say that the country’s cultural life 

is generally undermined or enriched by people coming to live here from other countries?”, and 

“Is the country made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other 

countries?”. The responses were given on a Likert scale from 0 (highest threat) to 10 (highest 

benefit). These endogenous, or measured outcome, variables allowed me to measure both the 

perception of immigrants living in the receiving country and attitudes about immigration in 

general and have been used to gauge immigrant attitudes in past research (Card et al., 2016; 

Pellegrini et al., 2021). 

 I recoded the original country variable into a binary indicator of whether the respondent 

was from a former communist, Eastern European country (1) or if the respondent was from a 

capitalist, Western European country (0). The variable includes 12 Eastern countries 

(N=136,252) and 13 Western countries (N=203,030).3 4 

Human Values Scale 

 
3 Countries used in the analysis (taken from the original “country” variable in the dataset: Western Europe includes 

Austria, Belgium, Switzerland, Germany, Denmark, Spain, France, United Kingdom, Greece, Italy, Netherlands, 

Norway and Portugal; Eastern Europe includes Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Croatia, Hungary, Lithuania, 

Latvia, Poland, Russia, Slovenia, Slovakia and Ukraine. 

Note: The United Kingdom, Russia, Bulgaria, and Ukraine are not included in the Schengen Area currently. For the 

purposes of this paper, these countries have been included among the others as the current focus of this paper is to 

study overall attitudes towards immigrants from all sending countries, not just from within Europe.  
4 For this variable, separate models were used in some analyses for East and West.  
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An additional aspect of the model for this project is the inclusion of measures of human 

values. These human values were first described by Schwartz’s (1992) Theory of Basic Human 

Values as involving 10 different values that represented more general concepts such as 

conservation, openness to change, and self-transcendence, and which are universally accepted 

across all societies. Schwartz used data from a section of the European Social Survey which 

asked respondents questions derived from each of the basic values to find gender differences in 

value priority (Schwartz and Rubel, 2005) and examined variations in gender differences cross-

nationally (Schwartz and Rubel- Lifschitz, 2009) again with the same data from the ESS. 

Building on the well-established work by Schwartz, further research was done using the ESS 

questionnaire based on these values. Such findings would contribute to the universality of the 

values, further establishing them as empirically sound. Work done using the ESS and cross-

country comparisons found these values to be more salient in cross-country comparisons than 

individual variables were to understanding differences across cultures (Magun et al., 2016). 

Regarding how the human values described here affect immigration attitudes, limited research 

has been done. Research using the ESS measures of human values support two value dimensions 

applied to anti-immigrant attitudes has been found, specifically, that Conservation (consisting of 

the values Tradition, Security and Conformity) has a strong negative effect, and that Self-

Transcendence (consisting of the values Universalism and Tradition) has a strong positive effect 

on immigrant attitudes (Davidov et al., 2008). I include these measures in my model to determine 

if this pattern holds when comparing Western Europe and post-Soviet Europe as additional 

indicators of attitude formation. 

To create two scales of human values, for the value dimensions of conservation and self-

transcendence, I used the questions from the survey which related to these two concepts as 
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previously used by Davidov et al. (2008). In the ESS questionnaire, eleven questions are asked 

which correlated to one of the two value dimensions, five to self-transcendence and six to 

conservation. Each question provides the respondent with a statement such as “It is important to 

her/him to be humble and modest. She/he tries not to draw attention to herself/himself” after 

which the respondent is asked to answer how similar they are to this statement. For each 

question, responses are provided on a six-point scale, where respondents can answer if the 

statement provided is “Very Much Like Me” on the positive end and “Not Like Me At All” on 

the negative end. Responses are coded so that positive answers are lower numerically, and 

negative answers are higher. I reverse coded these, for ease of interpretation, meaning that higher 

values would represent more pro-immigrant attitudes and lower attitudes would represent more 

anti-immigrant attitudes.  

Among the other exogenous, or independent, variables included in the model, I used a 

variable indicating whether the respondent is a native of the country. I created this variable by 

combining the four variables that ask the respondents if both they, their mother and their father 

were born in this country, and if the respondent belongs to a majority ethnic group in the 

country, where a “Yes” response to all four questions would indicate if the respondent was 

“native” to the country or not, to assess the attitudes of those in the majority ethnic group of each 

receiving country. This also ensures I was not measuring immigrants’ attitudes about other 

immigrants, who may have more favorable views of other immigrants (Card, et al., 2016).   

I also included a variable for “urbanicity” which was recoded from the original five-

category groupings into three major categories, to assess if the respondent lived in the country, a 

small town or in an urban context. Because of previously discussed findings of people who live 

in more urban areas to be more likely to harbor more positive views of immigrants (due mainly 
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to exposure to others), geographic location is expected be important. I also included variables 

measuring the respondent’s religious affiliation which included the major religious categories of 

Europe as well as an “other” category, consisting of smaller categories accounting for less than 

five percent of responses each (recoded so that responses included Roman Catholic, Eastern 

Orthodox, Protestant, Other, and No religious affiliation). Religion has been one of many 

indicators which seems to have a predictive effect in acceptance of “outsider” and can vary 

across denominations and religious sects, and as such seemed appropriate to include in this 

analysis (Butkus, 2016). Because political affiliation (recoded from a 10-point scale into a 

“Left”, “Right” and “Middle” scale) has been shown to be instrumental in forming opinions on 

immigration in Europe (Hartevelda et al., 2017), I also include this variable. 

 Additionally, I recoded the occupational codes from the survey into a five-category 

occupational class scale, ranging from high-grade service to unskilled labor (Oesch, 2006). It has 

been shown that a person’s occupational class, either higher or lower skill levels tends to be 

predictive in who harbors more anti-immigrant attitudes, and that this also matters for the 

occupational level of the immigrants themselves, with those in the receiving country tending to 

be more anti-immigrant for those they perceive to be of a similar occupation level (Naumann et 

al., 2018). Respondent’s education level was recoded into a three-category grouping scale 

ranging from “less than secondary school” to “tertiary school”. Education has been well-

established as an important factor in developing more positive attitudes towards other cultures 

and immigrants, so including this variable is expected to be significant (Lancee and Sarrasin, 

2015).  

Sex of the respondent is included, as women are predicted to have higher levels of 

openness and acceptance (Schwartz, 2005). Household net income is also included, as this 
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variable has been used in previous work studying income using this survey (Georgellis et al., 

2008). Finally, marital status and number of members living in the household are included along 

with respondent’s age5 as baseline control factors. The descriptive statistics of each of these 

variables are included in the tables for both the Eastern and Western samples below.  

{Table 1. Here} 

{Table 2. Here} 

Analytical Strategy 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis 

 I used structural equation modeling (SEM) (Bollen, 1989) to estimate a latent variable of 

attitudes towards immigrants using the six observed items discussed previously. I first used 

Principle Confirmatory Factor Analysis (PCFA) to establish how many latent variables (or 

factors) best fit the data. This approach takes the six items (shown in figure 1 as rectangles) used 

in the analysis to construct latent variable(s) and determines how much of the variance across the 

items is explained by the factor. How many factors should be used is determined by an 

eigenvalue. The generally accepted cutoff for how much variance that is explained by the factor 

is 1.0, or 10% (Kaiser, 1960). When I run this procedure, the first factor has an eigenvalue of 

3.42, so one factor explains 34% of the variance. The second factor is above the cutoff at 1.71, 

but because of the amount of difference between the two, and the fact that I am trying to measure 

a single concept, I opt to keep just one factor, meaning that I can be confident that all six items 

are measuring a single concept (Acock, 2013).  

 
5 As a sensitivity check, I used a birth cohort variable instead of the age variable to determine if any additional 

findings came from this change. All patterns and coefficients were largely unchanged, and the changes were 

determined to be minimal. As a result, I have opted to include the age variable instead of a cohort variable.  
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From this, I have successfully established that only one latent variable fits these data. As 

I have mentioned earlier, the existence of a single latent concept of immigrant attitudes was 

among my primary aims in this research, and now allows me to continue with the process. I then 

use Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) (Thompson, 2004). This approach to building the scale 

has several advantages over other approaches. Because I believe there to be an underlying, latent 

variable of general attitudes towards immigrants that is influencing people’s responses to the 

questions, CFA allows for error variance for each question to be treated separately allowing for a 

better measurement of the latent variable. In other words, by specifying one factor that I believe 

may affect the observed outcomes, I am using a more theoretically driven approach to 

constructing the scale. Additionally, by using this approach, I also have access to the variety of 

model fit statistics, which show how well different aspects of the model fit the data. (Acock, 

2013). Using this scale, the assumption is that people responded to the six questions about 

different aspects of immigration in a way that is being affected by an underlying concept, which 

in this case are one’s overall attitudes about immigrants.  

 Next, I aimed to fit the measurement scale created by the CFA as well as possible to the 

data. I assume that the scale of attitudes is continuous, so I use maximum-likelihood estimation. 

The original fit of the scale left room for improvement, so I examined ways to improve model fit 

that still are theoretically driven. I found that, by allowing the errors of three of the items to 

covary with one another, the model fit the data relatively well. The three items for which error 

variances were covaried included views of   immigrants as being either good or bad for the 

country’s economy, quality of life, and culture. It makes sense that these questions would be 

more theoretically similar, as they are all asking about specific aspects of people’s perceptions of 
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immigrants’ impact on society. While I could have added further covariances, I did not want to 

risk the over-specification of this model, so I opted to leave it as is.  

 I now had a well-fit measurement scale of immigrant attitudes (represented as an oval in 

figure 1). All factor loadings and intercepts were statistically significant, showing that as the 

value of the latent variable (assumed to be a normally distributed continuous measure of a 

respondent’s image of immigrants) increases, the values of each item decreases (as each item is 

coded for low scores to correspond to negative views of immigrants and high scores are more 

pro-immigrant). Now that I had created the measurement scale, the next step was to determine if 

the latent concept was measurably the same for both Easterners and Westerners. If they were not 

similar, then the two groups would have different concepts of immigration and attitudes towards 

immigrants. 

 Similarly, I wanted to create a scale for the human value dimensions of Conservation and 

Self-Transcendence based on the associated questions from the survey in the same way as 

Davidov et al. (2008). Just as with the scale of immigrant attitude, I used factor analysis to fit the 

data to two measurement models, one for conservation and one for self-transcendence (also 

shown in Figure 1 as ovals). Again, I chose this method rather than a simple summative scale 

because I believed some values to potentially be more important to the overall concepts than 

others, and where a summative scale can only treat them all equally, CFA can treat them more 

appropriately.  

 Once again, I began with a PCFA to determine how many latent factors would be 

necessary. In doing so, I found that two factors had values higher than the cutoff of 1, 3.69 and 

1.38. As a result, I determined that two latent variables would be necessary to fit the data, which 

is as I expected, allowed me to create a latent measurement variable of conservation and self-
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transcendence. Once I had created the two measurement scales, I wanted to modify the model to 

better fit the data. Again, by allowing the errors of certain items in the scales to covary, I was 

able to measurably improve the fit of the measurement scales to the data. I also needed to ensure 

that the items which errors were covaried were theoretically similar enough to justify this 

procedure. Two sets of similar questions’ errors were covaried, both of which were indicators for 

the conservation scale. The first two questions dealt with safety (“It is important to live in secure 

surroundings” and “It is important for the government to protect against threats”). The second 

pair of questions dealt with strict behavior (“It is important to follow the rules” and “It is 

important to always behave properly”). Having added these covariances, I felt confident in the 

overall fit of the models. Because I did not want to over fit the data, and any further 

modifications would have only yielded small improvements, I added these scales to the main 

model and proceeded to the next step in the process.  

Multiple Group Analysis 

 To determine if the measurement scale was measuring the same thing for both groups of 

respondents, I used an approach called multiple group analysis (Acock, 2013). This approach has 

been used before in cross-country analyses for the ESS (Davidov, et al., 2015). However, in 

those analyses, the authors attempt to establish an equivalence test for direct comparisons. For 

this project, I believe that direct comparisons are not useful, as these are different processes 

between East and West that are leading to the formation of attitudes. For reasons previously 

discussed in the background, I believe there to be sufficient differences between social contexts 

of Eastern Europe and Western Europe that would lead to potential formation of significantly 

different understandings of immigration. If the two groups do view this concept in the same way, 

then measurement invariance would be established, meaning that there is no variation in how the 
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model is measuring the concept. To do this, I fit the measurement model using a stepwise 

approach which would put various constraints on the variables’ relationships.  

 First, I fit a model that would not put any constraints on the model, but rather just 

constrains an equivalent form on the relationships of the variables, but for nothing to be equal. 

As expected, this model fits well enough to establish that for both groups, the model has the 

same form, although this assumption is weak and not especially convincing evidence of the 

measurement to be the same. With this as the reference model, I fit additional models that placed 

constraints on the relationship of the variables. The next model constrained the loadings of the 

variables to be the same, which, if this fit well, would strongly suggest that the latent concept is 

measured in the same way for both groups. The fit of the model proved to be worse, however. I 

decided therefore to fit the model with other constraints, those being restricting the error 

variances to be equal and the error variance and covariance of the latent variable to be equal, but 

each specification made the model fit the data increasingly worse. In addition, I used likelihood-

ratio tests between the same form model and each additionally more restrictive model. However, 

a significant result from each test showed that the model which included the constraint fit the 

data significantly worse than a model that does not (Acock, 2013).  

This, taken together with the poor fit of the more restrictive models means that 

measurement invariance could not be established, and that the latent variable was indeed 

measuring different concepts for Easterners and Westerners. Now that the measurement model 

had been constructed and the need to split the sample for two separate models established, I 

constructed the full model, which would provide different results for the two samples.  

The MIMIC Model 
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 A MIMIC, or Multiple Indicators, Multiple Causes Model, is a type of structural model 

that allows for each independent (exogenous) variable to contribute to the development of the 

latent variable. For latent concepts, which can often be nebulous, general concepts that are 

difficult by nature to precisely define, it follows that there would be a myriad of indicators that 

would be involved in affecting such a concept. This model is especially appropriate, as it allows 

for the latent variable to have a non-zero error variance, which means that it can be estimated 

along with the other error variances which is a stronger assumption to make than assuming that 

there is no error, and that every possible indicator is accounted for in the variables included 

(Acock, 2013).  

{Figure 1. Here} 

 Pictured above is a path diagram which represents the relationship of the variables in the 

full model representing everything discussed so far.  

 What this diagram represents is the full model, including the structural component and 

the measurement scale. As I mentioned earlier, the sample population has been split between 

Eastern and Western respondents, and as such, there are two models. These two models are 

identical, with the exception that what is being estimated are Eastern European attitudes towards 

immigrants in one model, and Western European attitudes towards immigrants in another model. 

Now that the model has been constructed, I move on to discussing general trends that can be seen 

in the results of this model.  

Results:  

 As I discussed earlier, establishing the single underlying latent variable of immigrant 

attitudes across East and West was crucial in this project. Despite the previous literature on this 

topic pointing to various cultural or economic reasons that develop people’s attitudes towards 
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immigrants, this research has shown that there is a more broad, latent attitude overall, that affects 

the way people react to immigrants and their feelings towards them. Having established this, I 

will now move on to the results of both samples using this model. First, I will discuss the results 

of Table 2 below, which presents the results of the structural component of the full model. The 

results are separated into two groups, the Eastern and Western samples. It should be noted that I 

will not be making direct comparisons as these models are showing the results of two separate 

models, but rather I will be commenting on general trends across both samples.  

{Table 3. Here} 

Eastern Sample 

Looking at results from the Eastern sample, interesting patterns emerge in Table 3. 

Negative coefficients indicate an anti-immigrant attitude, whereas those which are positive 

indicate a more pro-immigrant attitude. We see here that the strongest positive effect by far 

comes from the scale of self-transcendence. This means that those who score higher on the scale 

that aligns with the dimension of self-transcendence will also score higher on a scale of 

immigrant attitudes.  

Other, less strong positive effects can be seen as well. All religious categories, except for 

Protestants, are generally pro-immigrant. We also see a significant leap in attitudes when 

comparing Lower Secondary education to Upper Secondary/Tertiary. As discussed in the 

previous literature, higher education is consistently positively associated with more positive 

attitudes towards immigrants (Tong, Nie, and Piotrowski, 2022), consistent with previously 

established findings. 
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As for the negative effects, as expected, the strongest effect comes from the scale of 

conservation. Those who score higher on this scale will score lower on the scale of immigrant 

attitudes. In this case, we see that those who highly adhere to conservationist values tend to have 

much more anti-immigrant attitudes than those who adhere more to self-transcendent values. In 

fact, the degree to which one adheres to conservationist values almost perfectly mirrors the 

degree to which one would adhere to self-transcendent values, which is in keeping with 

Schwartz’s original theory of value dimensions (where certain value dimensions are opposites of 

one another).  

Interestingly, most of the other indicators have negative effects on developing one’s 

attitudes towards immigrants. Among the negative effects is being Protestant, compared to the 

reference category of “No Religion”, and contrasted against all other religious categories, which 

are all positive. This is interesting, as Protestants make up the smallest group by far in the overall 

Religion variable. In this sample of Easterners, Protestants make up only 4,000 individuals, 

which is also far fewer than the over 30,000 in the Western sample. This finding was at first 

unexpected but could be explained by virtue of how many individuals there are in the sample. 

Because they make up such a small minority in the East, it may be that those adherents would 

see immigrants of different cultural backgrounds as a threat.6 Doing this, the results were 

effectively no different than when the reference was no religion.  

Moving on to the measurement component for the attitudes towards immigrants scale, the 

endogenous variables are presented in Table 4 below. Each indicator of one’s attitudes towards 

immigrants are both significant and substantial with the coefficient of the first item fixed at 1. 

 
6 This pattern remains relatively unchanged after conducting a sensitivity check of switching the reference category 

to another large group, Roman Catholic. 
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So, for example, if an individual is one standard deviation higher on Immigrant Attitude, in other 

words, if they are more pro-immigrant, then they will respond .89 standard deviations higher on 

the question asking about immigrants’ effect on living quality. Essentially, the more pro-

immigrant a person’s latent attitudes are, the higher they will respond on the questions asking 

their opinions about them. Interestingly, the question that indicates the most positive attitude 

towards immigrants is the question about their impact on the economy.  

{Table 4. Here} 

The endogenous variables for both the conservationist and self-transcendent scales are 

provided in Table 5. Again, we can see which items for both scales tend to have a greater impact 

on the overall scale which is a feature of using this type of scale over a simple summative one. 

From Table 5 we can see that for the self-transcendent scale, the question that indicates the 

highest adherence to the dimension of self-transcendence is the question asking the respondent 

the extent to which they agree with the statement on the importance of helping people and caring 

for others’ well-being. In other words, if a person adheres more to self-transcendence, they will 

respond 1.157 standard deviations higher on this question. Similarly, for the conservation scale, 

the question which indicates the highest adherence to that dimension is the one which asks the 

respondent the extent to which they agree with the statement on the importance of following 

traditions and customs. In this case, if a person is more conservationist in nature, they will 

respond 1.136 standard deviations higher on this question. Overall, for both scales, all items are 

statistically significant and substantial.  

{Table 5. Here} 
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Finally, the fit statistics for the Eastern sample are provided below the coefficients. All 

are relatively within good ranges of acceptability except for the Chi Square. The Chi Square is a 

comparison measure between this model and one without any degrees of freedom, which comes 

from how many variables and information is being estimated here (Acock, 2013). A significant 

Chi Square is an indication of bad fit, which applies in this case. However, it could be that the 

result is an artefact of a large number (a known problem for Chi Square statistics).  

Additional measures of model fit suggest a good overall fit. The Root Mean Squared 

Error of Approximation (RMSEA) which calculates the complexity of the model calculating 

error for each degree of freedom. Because this is a more complex model, RMSEA is a better 

indicator of goodness-of-fit. A good fit for the RMSEA is .05 or less, and here it is .03, so well 

within the range of acceptability. (Acock, 2013). Another measure of model fit included here is 

the Comparative Fit Index (CFI) a statistic based on a comparison to the baseline model. A good 

range for this .95 or above, and here it is extremely close at .94. So, by this standard, the model I 

have here is 94% better than one in which the variables are all completely unrelated. (Acock, 

2013). The Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) is also not affected by sample size, and similarly has an 

accepted value of .95-.97 (Cangur and Ercan, 2015). Again, here the fit is acceptable at .94, 

which is close to the acceptable range of fit. Finally, the Schwartz-Bayesian Information 

Criterion (SBIC), which helps for model selection (Kass and Raftery, 1993). For this, the lower 

the value, the better the model, and here it is 15,336, an acceptably low value for a sample of this 

size. Therefore, by all of these measures of goodness of fit for the model, I can have confidence 

in the model’s outcomes.  

Western Sample 
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Moving on to the Western sample, Table 3 shows what factors are related to immigrant 

attitudes among Western Europeans. Again, the strongest positive effect comes from the self-

transcendence scale. As with the Eastern sample, the higher a person scores on the self-

transcendent scale, the more pro-immigrant they are expected to be. In fact, the degree to which 

this is true of Westerners is almost the same degree to which it is true of Easterners, as the value 

of these coefficients are quite similar.  

Of the positive effects from the other variables included, we see rather similar patterns as 

with the Eastern sample. Once again, nearly all religious categories have positive effects on 

immigrant attitudes, however in this case the exception is with Eastern Orthodoxy. Another 

exception is with sex, as being male has a positive effect, whereas in the Eastern sample, it has a 

negative effect with marginal significance. Other trends remain similar across both samples, such 

as with education. Although the effects of education overall are more positive in the Western 

sample than in the East, the trend of continued higher education affecting immigrant attitudes to 

be more positive remains the same.  

As for the negative effects, most of the variables seem to have such an effect on 

immigrant attitude formation. Once again, among the notable negative effects are from the 

conservationist scale, with an incredibly similar value to the effect it has in the Eastern sample. 

We also see the inverse relationship the scales of conservation and self-transcendence have with 

one another just as with the Eastern sample.  

For the other negative effects, we see a similar pattern here as well. In the religious 

category, only Eastern Orthodox has an anti-immigrant effect, similar to how only Protestants 

had an anti-immigrant effect in the Eastern sample. In Western Europe, Eastern Orthodoxy is 

rather rare, and not many individuals adhere to this religion. In this sample, they make up only 
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9,000 individuals compared to over 21,000 in the Eastern sample. A similar explanation to the 

finding in the Eastern sample could be behind this finding. Being a minority themselves, it could 

be that immigrants could be perceived as a threat to their own struggle to maintain their cultural 

identity in a quickly secularizing West.7   

 Now turning to the measurement component of the model, the endogenous variables are 

presented in Table 6 below. Again, we see that the question indicating the highest level of 

immigrant acceptance is the question on the economy at .92 standard deviations. However, 

similarly high is the question about living quality, with roughly the same value at .92 standard 

deviations. For the Western sample, questions on economy and living quality are almost equally 

indicative of a person’s underlying attitude towards immigrants, questions about where the 

immigrant is from are less so. This is true as well for the Eastern sample. For the fit statistics, 

again we see that the Chi Square is significant, but when considering the other fit statistics, I can 

have confidence in this model as well.  

{Table 6. Here} 

 The endogenous variables for the conservation and self-transcendence scales are provided 

in Table 7 below. From this we can again see which questions contribute the most to the 

composition of the scales. All items are statistically significant and substantial in their 

magnitude. For self-transcendence, the question which shows the highest adherence to that 

dimension is again the question dealing with helping people and caring for others’ well-being, 

just as it was for the Eastern sample. For the conservation scale, the question with the highest 

 
7 Again, with a sensitivity check of switching the reference category to Roman Catholic instead of no religion, the 

effects remained effectively the same. Other effects in the Western sample include strong negative effects of being 

on the right-wing side of the political scale, being an unskilled worker, as well as slightly stronger effects of living 

in the countryside, none of which are all too surprising.    
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value is also the same as it is for the Eastern sample, the question emphasizing the importance of 

following customs and traditions.  

Year Sensitivity Check  

In addition to these results, I conducted a sensitivity check to see if the year the survey 

was conducted had any effect on immigrant attitudes, specifically the years following the Syrian 

refugee crisis which culminated in Europe in 2015. Including the two rounds of surveys 

(conducted in 2016 and 2018) in the model provided tentatively interesting results. While the 

Western sample showed low but positive results associated with attitudes towards immigrants, 

the Eastern sample showed rather negative results associated with these attitudes. While these are 

interesting results and show one of the only ways that the two samples diverge, there are still not 

enough data to draw any strong conclusions from since only two years immediately following 

the migrant surge into Europe are currently available.  

Discussion:  

One of the main takeaways from these results is that the measurement invariance 

establishes that two metrics of immigration attitudes exist between the two samples. This means 

that respondents across these two regions understand immigration somewhat differently and 

react accordingly. In fact, because the exogenous variables behave so similarly across both 

samples, and do so in expected ways, I can have further confidence in these measures.  

Another main takeaway here is that the strongest effects for both samples come from 

adding the scales of human values. Although there are interesting patterns from the other 

variables, these two scales seem to be the strongest drivers of attitude formation, a fact which 

holds true for both samples. Furthermore, not only is this true across both samples, but this 
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pattern is incredibly similar across both samples. Both scales mirror each other in rather similar 

ways across both samples with the magnitude of their effects being nearly the same (1.38 to -

1.53 in the West and 1.59 to -1.49 in the East). The importance of these two measures in contrast 

to the other indicators is not completely unexpected, as previous literature has shown. What is 

unique, however, is the degree to which the East and West samples are so similar in their 

patterns and how both value scales mimic each other across both samples.  

 Regarding the other exogenous variables, again we see rather similar patterns overall 

between the two samples. In nearly every category we see quite similar trends. In areas where 

they diverge, such as with the religious categories, reasons for such differences can be explained 

by demographic differences across the two regions of the East and West. Although there may be 

differences in the magnitude of the patterns we see, the patterns are quite similar nonetheless, for 

both the values scales and the rest of the exogenous variables.  

As discussed earlier regarding the pattern of Eastern respondents being more anti-

immigrant and Western respondents being more pro-immigrant after the Syrian refugee crisis, 

the inclusion of a year variable could be important in future research to see if this divergence 

between East and West holds, or if it was simply a momentary divergence between the two 

samples. With more data following 2015, a more well-established trend could be significant, 

especially since this is one of the few ways the two samples differ. However, as the pattern 

shows so far, there was a significant divergence between the two regions during these years. 

Reasons for such a divergence could come from unexpected sources. Overall, Western Europe 

receives far more immigrants than Eastern Europe does.  In fact, for Eastern Europe, net-out 

migration has slowed economic improvements as highly skilled Eastern Europeans left in large 

numbers after the collapse of the Soviet Union and later Yugoslavia (Ilahi, Ilyina, and 
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Zakharova, 2016). Because of the wanning population in the East compared to that of the West, 

waves of migrants from outside of Europe could lead to more acute negative attitudes. 

Importantly, Intergroup Contact Theory has historically been used to understand how contact 

with out-groups can improve inter-group relations. However, not all types of out-group contact 

can have positive effects. Furthermore, close-knit contact such as building long-lasting 

interpersonal relationships between members of different groups is associated with increased 

positive attitudes. Conversely, lower quality, more superficial contacts with different group 

members is actually associated with increased negative attitudes (Bentsen, 2021). Such a 

relationship could explain the divergence in attitudes following the Syrian refugee crisis, as 70% 

of the refugees settled in Germany and Sweden alone (unhcr.org, 2021) and in Western Europe 

generally, whereas Eastern Europe saw far fewer refugees enter the borders, and those who did 

merely used these countries as access points to the West.  

Conclusion: 

The findings of this study contribute to the overall literature on this topic, most directly, 

in two areas. In the first area, the findings have contributed to a better understanding of the 

differences between Eastern and Western Europe. The results from this analysis show support for 

the existence of a different conceptualization of immigration and its effect on the home country 

between the Eastern and Western countries of Europe. I found that two separate, but similar 

concepts exist for Eastern and Western European samples. Furthermore, I found that the 

differences between the East and the West were not in differences of human values or drivers of 

attitudes, but rather that respondents from these two samples have a somewhat different metric 

and concept of immigration. The result of this is that the differences between East and West, 

which previous work has mainly focused on, may be somewhat overstated, and that from these 
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results we can see that these two regions are more similar in both the societal drivers of attitudes 

and what human values are most important than had previously been considered. In other words, 

the only true difference seems to be in an understanding of immigration and all it entails, instead 

of an inherent difference in values.  

The second way in which this study contributes is in a better understanding of 

immigration attitudes overall. Previous research has attempted to explain where attitudes about 

immigrants originate, pointing to economic or cultural reasons. However, because of conflicting 

findings about the source of attitudes, some have begun to combine them and look more to an 

overall general view of immigrants that, for various causes, can be more negative or positive. 

Because of this, I set out to demonstrate how immigrant attitudes can be modeled in a way that 

takes multiple aspects of immigration into account. In doing so, I established the existence of a 

latent concept of attitudes towards immigrants which is comprised of both cultural and economic 

factors. As a result, the existence of such a latent concept better explains how respondents feel 

towards immigration in a way that is more holistic. As research in this area progresses more 

towards a holistic approach towards understanding attitudes towards immigration, these findings 

add more confidence that such an approach is correct.  

Limitations: 

One limiting factor of the current study is the questionnaire, and the order in which the 

questions are asked. Especially with the three questions about origin of the immigrants that 

should be allowed into the country, the order in which they appear, may be priming more 

negative results in the responses, based on how they are worded. However, for the current 

project, this may not be a major issue of concern, as the error variances are included to account 

for such an effect.  
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Furthermore, within the questions asking respondents about their perceptions of 

immigrants, words such as “tradition” and “culture” are used without specifically defining what 

this means. While some work that has been done using this same dataset has shown correlations 

between valuing cultural homogeneity and favoring tighter immigration policy, it is possible that 

such words carry differing meanings for respondents of different backgrounds even within a 

country (Card, et al., 2016). Without specific definitions of what these concepts mean to the 

respondents, nebulous words such as “culture” can even be interpreted by some as one’s culture 

excluding all others. While this is a potential limitation of this research, such conceptual 

incoherence in the meaning of such words is nothing new in the field of Sociology (Smith, 

2016). However, there has been a growing trend to use such words with more consistency, and 

future researchers would benefit from this type of conceptual consistency.  

A limitation of the data itself is that we are not able to capture the demographics of the 

immigrants who are moving to these areas. While the focus of this paper is to understand how 

residents of these European nations perceive immigration in their country and their feelings 

about immigrants, it would be helpful to know more precisely information about the immigrants 

who are arriving in these countries and compare the reality of these immigrants to how the 

respondents are perceiving them. A useful addition of future research would be to better 

understand how the realities of immigration may differ from how residents of countries perceive 

reality, and to see these differences cross-nationally.  

Two Europe(s)?    

To sum, resulting from this study, we know more about immigration attitudes and East-

West differences than we did before. From these findings, I can see that there is a latent concept 

of immigrant attitudes that is somewhat different between the two major regions of Europe. Not 
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only are the various causes that work together to develop a person’s attitude working differently, 

but the measurable indicators of this attitude are different between the two groups as well. 

Implications for future research include the need for considering differing factors, both historic, 

cultural, and economic differences when analyzing data across wide regions, and how this might 

affect the development of attitudes that are not directly measured. Attitudes at the macro level 

like this are complicated and difficult to fully explain without an over-arching framework with 

which to approach them. This is why I believe it to be important to take multiple factors into 

account, instead of just relying on perspective to explain an incredibly complex social 

phenomenon such as attitudes towards others.  

As I stated at the beginning, despite previous work that focuses on differences between 

the two regions, in culture, economic status, and in values, I have found that such drivers are less 

important, and in fact, such drivers are largely universal between the “two Europe(s)”. This is not 

to say that differences do not exist, and that such differences are not so important. Such 

differences are multifaceted and reflect a variety of social factors, which I argue are not what 

cause differences in attitudes.  Most importantly, future research should account for the fact that 

these two regions may not be as different as they are conventionally thought to be, and that 

situating them in the typical East-West dichotomy could be obscuring a more nuanced 

understanding of how values and attitudes develop across the nations of Europe.   
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