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Europeans are more accepting of
immigrants today than 15 years ago
Evidence from eight waves
of the European Social Survey
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Tobias Stöhr (Kiel Institute for the World Economy)

 Survey data from 13 EU member states show that Europeans assess the
impact of immigration on their country and its economy and culture in a
more positive light than they did in 2002 – even in the aftermath of the
2015 refugee inflow. Hungary is a prominent exception.
 Public opinion varies little across these EU member states on the impact
of immigration. On average, people are rather agnostic about its overall
impact on their country, and its economy and culture.
 At the same time, public opinion within member states (at least in
Germany and Hungary) has become more polarized: many people hold
stronger views today than they did in 2002.
 Our findings imply that policy-makers have room to develop well-balanced
solutions for immigration and asylum policy.
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The responsibility for the contents of this publication rests with the authors, not the Institute or the Mercator
Dialogue on Asylum and Migration (MEDAM). Any comments should be sent directly to the authors.
2
European Social Survey Round 1-8 Data (2002-2016) NSD - Norwegian Centre for Research Data, Norway –
Data Archive and distributor of ESS data for ESS ERIC.
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On average Europeans have become more accepting of
migrants since 2002
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Respondents then tend to reply based on the kind of people they associated with the terms used in specific
survey questions, which can change over time with the visibility of different groups in their neighborhood or
through the media (Blinder, 2015). When asked in more detail about individual groups, e.g. with different reasons
for migration, the responses show that people’s attitudes to these differ (Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2015; Bansak et
al., 2016). Yet, the trends we found hold for immigration in general, for immigrants from richer and poorer
countries of origin as well as for origins within and outside of the EU.
4
Using alternative survey questions, such as the question whether one should admit many or only a few
immigrants from poorer countries outside Europe, underlines this pattern. On this specific question, differences in
opinion between countries are more pronounced, but the trends over time are very similar.
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Figure 1:
Average attitudes in EU member states included in all ESS waves (2002-2017)

Notes: The sample is restricted to those states that are EU members as of 2018 and have been surveyed in each
ESS wave to prevent EU averages from being skewed by the accession of new member states. Averages are
calculated using ESS weights to control for the probability of being sampled for the survey within an individual
country and the population size of the country. The averages are thus representative of the population distribution
within the country and the population of the EU countries covered here. The answer scale runs from 0 to 10, where
10 indicates the most positive assessment. Some EU countries are not covered in the graph because the question
has not been continuously asked in them.
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Polarization of attitudes towards immigration increases
within states
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The results shown here are based on OLS estimations. Ordered logit estimates are usually considered to
produce more reliable results for ordered categorical variables but they are more difficult to interpret for the
reader. Since these alternative estimations leave our OLS-results largely unaltered, we decided to include OLS
estimates, which are more intuitively interpretable.
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Figure 2:
Polarization within Hungary and Germany over time

Note: Survey responses adjusted for sampling probability. The answer 0 indicates “much worse”, 5 “neither worse
nor better” and 10 “much better”.
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Education as the dividing line in Europe?
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Figure 3:
Country-specific coefficients
3.1 Is immigration bad or good for a country’s economy?

3.2 Are you in favor of allowing many/few immigrants of
race/ethnic groups that are different from the majority?

3.4 Does immigration make the country a worse or better
place to live?

3.4 Is cultural life undermined or enriched by
immigration?

Note: In Figure 3.1, high values indicate a response of “good”. In Figure 3.2 high values indicate a response of “few”.
In Figure 3.3 high values indicate a response of “better place to live”. In Figure 3.4 high values indicate a response of
“enriched”. The model contains a constant term that is not plotted to improve readability.

The refugee crisis: A brief setback in Germany, a game
changer in Hungary
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Figure 4:
Specific immigration-related questions
4.1 Would you mind an immigrant with different
race/ethnicity than the group majority to marry a close
relative?

4.2 Should the government be generous in judging
applications for refugee status?

Note: The answer scale ranges from 0 (would not mind at all) to 10 (would mind a lot) in Figure 4.1. In Figure 4.2, it
extends over five categories from ‘Agree strongly’ to ‘Disagree strongly’. The baseline year on both questions is
2002-2003. This constant is not plotted to improve readability.

9

Policy Brief
2018/1 | OCTOBER 2018

Policy implications
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