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SUMMARY

This paper examines whether explanations commonly used to understand immigration attitudes in Western
Europe also apply across Europe as a whole. Using original MIDEM survey data from eight countries, it com-
pares how the same individual-level predictors shape support for restrictive immigration policies across differ-
ent political and historical contexts.

The findings show that Western models do not travel seamlessly to Central and Eastern Europe. In Western
Europe, immigration attitudes are strongly structured by left-right ideological self-placement and, in several
countries, authoritarian preferences. In Central and Eastern Europe, ideological self-placement is weak or in-
consistent and fails to explain immigration attitudes in some cases, indicating that left-right labels carry dif-
ferent meanings in post-communist contexts. By contrast, subjective deprivation, i.e., feelings of being socially
overlooked or insufficiently recognised, emerges as a robust predictor across most countries, independent of
objective socio-economic position.

For policy, this implies that ideological framing alone is insufficient to address public concerns about immigra-
tion, especially in Central and Eastern Europe. Policies that visibly address perceptions of exclusion, fairness,
and political neglect, and that adapt communication strategies to national contexts, are more likely to resonate

than one-size-fits-all approaches based on Western ideological assumptions.

1. INTRODUCTION

Research consistently shows that people rarely evaluate
immigration solely in terms of its personal impact (Meltzer
2021; Hainmueller/Hopkins 2014). Instead, immigration
attitudes are typically shaped by broader, society-lev-
el considerations (Weber et al. 2025). People often ask
whether immigration threatens cultural norms (Sniderman
et al. 2004), alters the country’s character (Kaufmann 2018),
impacts social welfare redistribution (Bell/Valenta 2024;
Ford et al. 2026), or whether political institutions are capa-
ble of managing migration effectively (Jeannet et al. 2023).

Much of our knowledge about factors shaping public at-
titudes to immigration is based on research conducted
in Western Europe and North America. In these contexts,
immigration is a long-standing and visible phenomenon,
political competition between parties is relatively sta-
ble, and ideological divisions are closely tied to policy
preferences. However, it remains an open question
whether these explanations operate uniformly across
Europe as a whole. Similar individual characteristics may
be associated with very different attitudes depending on
the national context, or they may function consistently
despite contextual differences. This raises a key ques-
tion for comparative research: do the factors that shape
immigration attitudes in Western contexts apply equally
across all European countries, or do they operate differ-
ently depending on national circumstances?

Building on this perspective, the paper compares im-
migration attitudes across eight European countries
to examine how individual-level predictors operate in
different contexts. The analysis is structured around
three key questions. First, do established predictors of
immigration attitudes, such as education and left-right
ideology, operate uniformly across Western and Central
and Eastern Europe, or do they function differently
depending on regional context? Second, how do subjective

economic assessments and perceptions of social position
shape immigration attitudes in countries with distinct eco-
nomic and political histories? Third, to what extent do trust
in institutions and national identity concerns structure im-
migration preferences across these diverse political and
historical settings?

The paper is structured as follows. The next section out-
lines the theoretical framework, discussing how public at-
titudes toward immigration are commonly explained and
why these explanations may operate differently across
European contexts. The subsequent section presents
the data and methodological approach, describing the
MIDEM survey, key variables, and the comparative coun-
try-by-country modelling strategy. The results section re-
ports the main findings, first comparing Western Europe-
an and Central and Eastern European countries and then
examining key predictors in greater detail. The paper con-
cludes by discussing the implications of these findings for
research and policy.

2. ESTABLISHED MODELS AND THEIR APPLICA-
BILITY TO CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE

A large body of research on public attitudes toward
immigration has been developed primarily in Western
European and North American contexts (Gonnot et al.
2020). These studies (e.g. Drazanova et al. 2024; Ceobanu/
Escandel 2010; Hainmueller/Hopkins 2014; Hainmueller/
Hiscox 2007) identify a relatively stable set of individual-lev-
el predictors that structure immigration attitudes and are
commonly associated with how people form immigration
judgments. Building on the comparative questions out-
lined above, this section reviews the dominant explanatory
frameworks developed in Western contexts and examines
their potential applicability to Central and Eastern Europe.



Education is one of the most robust predictors of im-
migration attitudes across many Western countries (Hain-
mueller/Hiscox 2007; Drazanova et al. 2024). This relation-
ship is thought to operate through multiple mecha-
nisms. Education reduces perceived labor market com-
petition (Gerber et al. 2017; Margalit 2019), increases ex-
posure to diversity and cosmopolitan values (Hainmueller/
Hiscox 2007), and may select for or reinforce underlying
value orientations that emphasize openness and tolerance
(Drazanova 2025).

Trust in political institutions also plays an important role
in views toward migration and refugees (Jeannet et al.
2023). Research suggests that when people trust govern-
ments and public institutions, they are more inclined to
believe that immigration is being managed competently
and in line with collective interests (Macdonald/Cornac-
chione 2023). Conversely, when trust is low, immigration
can become associated with political failure, loss of con-
trol, or elite detachment (Papademetriou 2016). Trust in
institutions and democratic governance thus shapes how
individuals interpret immigration-related information,
with lower institutional trust often linked to more scepti-
cal or hostile views toward migration and refugees.

Political orientation is another key factor shaping attitudes
toward immigration. Individuals who place themselves fur-
ther to the political right tend to express more restrictive
views toward immigration than those on the left (Thomsen/
Rafigi 2019). This pattern reflects broader ideological di-
vides over questions of authority, equality, and national
belonging. Right-leaning individuals often prioritize
concerns about cultural cohesion, border security, and the
preservation of established social hierarchies, while those
on the left are more likely to emphasize humanitarian ob-
ligations, diversity as a societal asset, and the structural
inequalities that shape migration patterns (Feldman/
Johnston 2014). These differing value frameworks lead to
fundamentally different assessments of what immigration
policies are desirable and just.

Tab. 1: Unveiling the dimensions of immigration attiutudes
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Feelings of attachment to one's country, region, or Europe
also shape how individuals respond to immigration.
Strong national identification tends to be associated with
more restrictive immigration attitudes, particularly when
national identity is conceived in ethnic or exclusionary
terms (Pehrson et al. 2009). By contrast, individuals who
express a stronger sense of European identity often hold
more favourable views toward immigration, reflecting the
cosmopolitan and supranational values that European
identification tends to embody (Curtis 2014). Importantly,
it is not attachment per se that drives restrictive attitudes,
but rather the way in which group boundaries are drawn
and whether outsiders are perceived as compatible with
the in-group (Pehrson et al. 2009).

The literature on economic drivers of anti-immigration
attitudes identifies two distinct evaluative logics: an
egotropic dimension, capturing how individuals as-
sess immigration’s effects on their personal economic
prospects, and a sociotropic dimension, reflecting judge-
ments about immigration’s consequences for the broader
economy at the societal or national level. A large body of
research in political behaviour shows that sociotropic con-
siderations tend to be more strongly related to political
attitudes than egotropic self-interest, particularly for
issues that are framed as collective or national in scope
(Kinder/Kiewiet 1981; Sears/Funk 1991). This pattern is
especially pronounced in the case of immigration, where
attitudes are shaped primarily by perceptions of immigra-
tion's consequences for the country rather than by individ-
uals’ personal economic situation (Citrin et al. 1997; Sides/
Citrin 2007; Hainmueller/Hopkins 2014).

Why Context May Matter: Western versus Central
and Eastern Europe

Together, the above mentioned factors and mechanisms
form what can be described as a Western micro-level
model of immigration attitudes. The model explains
why individuals differ in their immigration preferences

Immigration Attitudes

i £

&

Education Trust in Political Political National and Economic Drivers
Institutions Orientation European
Identity

Source: Own Elaboration.



based on cultural/identity factors, economic factors, and
political preferences. It focuses on personal charac-
teristics and perceptions rather than aggregate or coun-
try-level patterns, assuming the context of liberal de-
mocracies with significant immigration flows. Whether
these Western models apply to Central and Eastern Eu-
rope (CEE) remains an open and theoretically important
question. Much of the existing literature implicitly as-
sumes that individual-level predictors operate similarly
across democratic contexts, even when political histories,
party systems, and regime experiences differ substantial-
ly (Leykin/Gorodzeisky 2023).

While both Western Europe and Central and Eastern Eu-
rope are part of the European Union’s political and insti-
tutional space, they differ substantially in terms of politi-
cal history, patterns of political socialisation (Pop-Eleches/
Tucker 2014), and the role immigration plays in public
debate (Seiger et al. 2025). These differences give reason
to expect that the mechanisms shaping immigration atti-
tudes may not operate identically across contexts.

In Western Europe, ideological self-placement tends
to capture relatively stable and meaningful political ori-
entations. Left-right divisions are closely linked to views
on redistribution, social policy, and cultural diversity (Jost
2009). In post-communist societies of Central and Eastern
Europe, ideological self-placement on the left-right scale
often captures different political meanings, reflecting leg-
acies of state socialism, incomplete programmatic party
competition, and weaker links between ideology and policy
preferences (Wojcik et al. 2025). Left-right self-placement
does not reflect the same underlying ideological content
across Western Europe and Central and Eastern Europe;
identifying as right-wing in the latter does not necessarily
correspond to right-wing ideology in the former. As a result,
left-right self-placement may be less strongly connected to
specific issue positions, including immigration. Moreover,
authoritarian preferences may operate differently
in contexts where experiences with non-democratic
governance are recent and salient (Stenner 2005). Rather
than reflecting a stable psychological predisposition,
support for authoritarian alternatives may be shaped

by disillusionment with democratic performance, low in-
stitutional trust, or perceptions of political inefficacy. This
raises questions about whether authoritarian orientations
play the same structuring role for immigration attitudes in
post-communist contexts as they do in long-established
democracies. Finally, immigration itself occupies a
different place in public debate in many Central and
Eastern European countries. Lower levels of immigration,
limited direct contact with migrants, and strong elite-driv-
en narratives may reduce the relevance of ideological and
socio-economic divides that are central in Western Europe,
shifting the focus toward more diffuse perceptions of
threat and social recognition.

If these expectations hold, it would not mean that attitudes
in Central and Eastern Europe are less structured or
less meaningful. Rather, it would suggest that different un-
derlying mechanisms may be at work - mechanisms that
Western-derived models may not fully capture.

Subjective Deprivation as an Alternative Mechanism

Against this backdrop, subjective deprivation offers a
theoretically promising mechanism that may operate
across diverse contexts. Subjective deprivation refers
to people’s perceptions of being socially marginalised,
overlooked, or insufficiently represented in political and
societal decision-making (Gidron/Hall 2019). Rather than
capturing objective economic hardship, it reflects how
individuals evaluate their relative position in society and
whether they feel recognised and taken seriously by
political institutions. A growing literature suggests that
such perceptions play a key role in shaping political atti-
tudes and voting behavior (Mutz 2018).

Subjective deprivation is closely related to, but conceptual-
ly distinct from, welfare chauvinism, i.e. the view that social
benefits and public resources should be reserved primar-
ily for natives or long-term residents (Eick 2024). Welfare
chauvinism reflects a specific policy preference grounded
in perceptions that immigrants are undeserving recipi-
ents of collectively funded resources (Ford et al. 2026).
Subjective deprivation, by contrast, captures a broader

Tab. 2: Western vs. Central/Eastern Europe: Key differences in the drivers of immigration attitudes

Characteristic

Ideological Self-Placement
Authoritarion Preferences

Immigration in Public Debate

Model Applicability

Source: Own Elaboration

Western Europe

Stable, meaningful political
orientations

Stable psychological predisposition

Central to ideological/
socio-economic divides

Western micro-level model applies

Central Eastern Europe
Different political meanings

Shaped by disillusionment

Less relevant, focus on threat

Questionable, different mechanism



psychological orientation: the feeling of being overlooked,
undervalued, or excluded from political attention. The
two concepts connect in important ways. Individuals who
feel subjectively deprived may be particularly susceptible
to welfare chauvinistic attitudes because they perceive a
zero-sum competition for limited resources and recogni-
tion (Valentino et al. 2019). However, the extent to which
welfare chauvinism structures opposition to immigration is
strongly conditioned by welfare-state institutions (Van Der
Waal et al. 2013). Welfare chauvinism in Central and East-
ern Europe is driven primarily by ethnic hostility toward im-
migrants, subjective (not objective) economic perceptions,
low social trust, and far-right populism (Bell et al. 2023;
Grdesi¢ 2020), rather than by actual welfare competition or
the cultural capital factors that matter in Western Europe.
However, the empirical evidence is mixed on whether
CEE actually has higher levels of welfare chauvinism than
Western Europe, with some studies finding an East-West
gap and others not (Bell/Valenta 2024; Grdesi¢ 2020; Du-
man 2023). Subjective deprivation may therefore function
as an upstream mechanism that renders individuals more
receptive to welfare chauvinistic framings of immigration
(Heizmann et al. 2018).

Crucially, subjective deprivation can translate into
opposition to immigration even in the absence of direct
economic competition or high immigration levels, as
migrants become symbolic representatives of unfairness,
neglect, or misallocated attention (Cramer 2016). When
individuals feel excluded from political attention or
disconnected from decision-making processes, im-
migration can become a focal point for broader concerns
about social change, loss of status, or lack of voice (Gidron/
Hall 2019). This makes subjective deprivation particularly
relevant for contexts like Central and Eastern Europe,
where immigration levels are low but anti-immigration
sentiment can nonetheless be pronounced.

Subjective deprivation is also conceptually distinct from
other related measures. It differs from social status
self-placement, which captures how people perceive their
relative standing in the social hierarchy (Lindemann/Saar
2014). While social status self-placement reflects per-
ceived rank or position, subjective deprivation captures
evaluations of treatment and recognition. Individuals may
perceive themselves as occupying a relatively low or high
social status while still feeling politically overlooked or in-
sufficiently recognised, and vice versa. While economic
satisfaction captures material position, it does not capture
how people experience social change or political inclusion.
Perceptions of marginalisation, by contrast, speak directly
to how people locate themselves within society and how
they interpret developments such as immigration. Individ-
uals may therefore be economically satisfied yet feel so-
cially overlooked, or economically dissatisfied without
perceiving broader societal neglect. Including these mea-
sures alongside subjective deprivation enables a clearer
identification of the distinct mechanisms through which
economic perceptions, perceived social rank, and per-
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ceived social exclusion may have independent implications
for immigration attitudes.

Importantly, subjective deprivation is not specific to a par-
ticular political system or historical context. Feelings of be-
ing overlooked or excluded can emerge in both long-estab-
lished democracies and newer ones. This makes subjective
deprivation a useful lens for understanding immigration
attitudes across different European contexts, including
both Western and Central and Eastern Europe. Unlike
ideological self-placement or authoritarian preferenc-
es, subjective deprivation is less tightly bound to specific
political traditions or regime histories. It therefore has the
potential to function as a context-spanning micro-level
mechanism, shaping immigration attitudes in both West-
ern and Central-Eastern Europe.

Expectations

Building on this theoretical discussion, this paper advanc-
es three core expectations. First, established Western
predictors are expected to strongly structure immigration
attitudes in Western Europe but to perform less consistent-
ly in Central and Eastern Europe. Second, subjective
deprivation is expected to be a robust and stable predic-
tor of restrictive immigration attitudes across all countries,
independent of objective socio-economic position. Third,
identity and trust-related variables are expected to matter
in all contexts, but their political meaning and empirical rel-
evance are likely to vary depending on broader regime and
historical circumstances.

By systematically comparing country-specific models
across eight European countries, this study assesses
the extent to which Western micro-level theories of
immigration attitudes travel to Central and Eastern Europe
and where they fall short.

3. DATA AND APPROACH

This paper draws on data from an original MIDEM
representative survey collected in eight European
countries (Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Sweden, Poland,
Czechia, and Hungary) in 2025 (Vorlander et al. 2025). The
analysis focuses on individual attitudes towards immigra-
tion restrictiveness, measured on a 0-10 scale ranging
from preferences for making immigration easier (0) to
preferences for making it more restrictive (10). This out-
come measure is widely used in comparative public opin-
ion research and allows for meaningful comparison across
national contexts. While the dependent variable exhibits
moderate skewness, this distributional feature is common
for immigration attitude measures and does not affect the
substantive conclusions.

To assess whether standard micro-level explanations
of immigration attitudes travel across different political
and historical settings, the same full model is estimat-



ed separately for each country. This country-by-country
approach enables a direct comparison of how identical
individual-level predictors operate in Western Europe
and in Central and Eastern Europe, without imposing the
assumption that the same relationships hold uniformly
across contexts.

The set of explanatory variables reflects three broad
groups commonly discussed in the literature on immi-
gration attitudes. First, political orientation is captured
through respondents'’ left-right ideological self-placement,
preferences for authoritarian versus democratic forms of
governance, and satisfaction with how democracy works.

Second, the analysis includes both objective and subjective
indicators of socio-economic position. Objective measures
comprise educational attainment and household income.
Education is coded as a binary indicator distinguishing re-
spondents with higher education from those with low or
medium levels of education, while income is measured
using a three-category equivalised household income vari-
able (a measure of household income adjusted for house-
hold size and composition to allow for fair comparison).
Satisfaction with personal economic situation and satis-
faction with the economic situation of the country are also
included, as these measure the egotropic and sociotropic
economic attitudes of the respondents. Including both
measures allows the analysis to distinguish between
personal economic dissatisfaction and broader assess-
ments of collective economic performance, and to assess
whether opposition to immigration is driven by individual
economic grievances or by concerns about the perceived
economic consequences for society as a whole. Subjective
social status is measured by a continuous variable ranging
from 0 to 10, where 0 means “ the bottom of society” and
10 means “top of society”.

In addition to these indicators, subjective deprivation is
measured through respondents’ perceptions of being
socially ignored or under-recognised, creating an index
ranging from 0 to 10. The questions specifically asked are
“Economic situation of people like me gets too little atten-
tion”, “People like me receive too little recognition for the
work we do”, “Society cares too little about access to basic
services for people like me”, “People like me cannot ex-
press opinions freely in public” and “Society pays too little
attention to the values of people like me”. The resulting
index is a mean variable capturing individuals’ perceived
social position and allows for a distinction between ma-
terial resources and subjective experiences of exclusion.
Finally, a variable measuring respondents’ own self-place-
ment on the social status ladder is also included.

Third, the models incorporate indicators of identity and
trust. Identity is measured through respondents’ report-
ed connectedness to their region, their country, and Eu-
rope. Institutional trust is captured through a series of
trust questions regarding different institutions; trust in
national parliaments, the media, science, European insti-

tutions, the police, and the military. Together, these vari-
ables allow for an assessment of whether immigration
attitudes are embedded in broader orientations towards
political authority and collective belonging, and whether
these orientations operate similarly across different na-
tional contexts.

All models control for basic socio-demographic char-
acteristics such as gender (binary variable distinguish-
ing between males and females), age (continuous vari-
able corresponding to the age of the respondent), and
place of residence (distinguishing between the urban
cores, such as large cities and suburbs, from smaller set-
tlements (towns and villages). Models are estimated using
ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions. The focus of the
analysis is not on maximising explanatory power with-
in individual countries, but on identifying systematic
cross-national differences in the relevance and strength
of key predictors. By applying an identical modelling
strategy across eight diverse political contexts, the analysis
highlights which micro-level explanations of immigration
attitudes travel well across Europe and which are contin-
gent on broader institutional and historical settings.

4. RESULTS

This section presents results from country-specific re-
gression models estimating individual attitudes toward
immigration restrictiveness across eight European
countries: Germany, France, Italy, Spain, Sweden, Poland,
Czechia, and Hungary. Additionally, the analysis also lat-
er distinguishes between respondents who were social-
ized in either Western or Eastern Germany. All models
include the same set of socio-demographic, economic,
ideological, identity, and trust-related predictors, allow-
ing for a systematic comparison of how standard explan-
atory factors perform across different national contexts.
The results are presented separately for Western Europe
(Figure 1a-e) and Central and Eastern Europe (Figure 2a-c)
to highlight both commonalities and divergences in the
micro-level foundations of immigration attitudes. Positive
effects suggest more restrictive immigration attitudes.

Objective socio-economic characteristics show het-
erogeneous and context-dependent associations with
immigration attitudes. In both Western and Central and
Eastern Europe, income effects are generally modest
and in most cases statistically insignificant. This is con-
sistent with previous research where individual income
shows little independent effect on immigration attitudes
and ideological orientations and identity-based consid-
erations dominate over material self-interest (Sides/Ci-
trin 2007; Hainmueller/Hopkins 2014). Higher education
is not a significant predictor of immigration attitudes in
Spain and Sweden, while it is in all other countries, in-
cluding Central and Eastern Europe. This does not mean
education is irrelevant in these contexts, but rather that
its marginal effect disappears once ideological and at-
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Figure 1a: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Western Europe (Germany)
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Note: Country-specific regression coefficients with 95% confidence intervals. Positive coefficients mean more restrictive attitudes towards immigration.
Source: MIDEM survey / YouGov

Figure 1b: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Western Europe (Sweden)
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Figure 1c: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Western Europe (Spain)
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Note: Country-specific regression coefficients with 95% confidence intervals. Positive coefficients mean more restrictive attitudes towards immigration.
Source: MIDEM survey / YouGov

Figure 1d: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Western Europe (France)
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Figure 1e: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Western Europe (ltaly)
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Note: Country-specific regression coefficients with 95% confidence intervals. Positive coefficients mean more restrictive attitudes towards immigration.

Source: MIDEM survey / YouGov

titudinal structures are taken into account. This suggests
that the role of education in shaping immigration atti-
tudes is context-dependent, not universal as suggested
by earlier work (Drazanova 2025).

Including both egotropic and sociotropic economic
evaluations allows the analysis to distinguish between
personal economic dissatisfaction and broader assess-
ments of collective economic performance. Perceived
economic position, measured by satisfaction with the per-
sonal economic situation as well as by self-placement on
the social status ladder, also does not provide much ex-
planatory power across both Western and Central and
Eastern European countries. In all countries, these fac-
tors are insignificant in explaining attitudes towards immi-
gration. By contrast, sociotropic perceptions show a con-
text-dependent pattern: among some Western European
countries, specifically Germany, France, and Spain, higher
satisfaction with the country’s economic situation leads to
a significantly more open attitude towards immigration.
Among Central and Eastern European countries, this rela-
tionship is significant only in Czechia. This finding is consis-
tent with a large body of research mentioned earlier (see,
for example, Weber et al. 2025, Meltzer 2021), which shows
that attitudes toward immigration are primarily driven by
sociotropic concerns, such as perceived consequences for
the national economy, rather than egotropic self-interest
based on personal economic circumstances, in contexts
where this mechanism operates.

In Germany, France, Sweden, Italy, and to a slightly lesser
extent, Spain, left-right ideological self-placement is a ro-
bust and substantively large predictor, the most important
explanatory factor. Individuals who place themselves fur-
ther to the right in these countries are significantly more
likely to support restrictive immigration policies. In con-
trast, these same predictors are markedly weaker or incon-
sistent in Central and Eastern Europe. In Poland and Hun-
gary, left-right self-placement has a smaller substantial ef-
fect than in the West, and in Czechia, it does not significant-
ly explain individual differences in immigration attitudes.
Importantly, these results emerge despite identical model
specifications and control variables across countries, thus
pointing to genuine cross-national differences in ideology’s
effect rather than methodological artifacts. The meaning
and relevance of ideological self-placement appear to vary
across different political systems and historical trajecto-
ries. Ideological cues commonly used to describe immigra-
tion attitudes in Western democracies appear not to map
neatly onto the political belief structures of post-commu-
nist societies, just as recent literature predicted (Wojcik et
al. 2025).

In Germany (in a later analysis, in Figure 3, it is shown that
Western Germany entirely drives the effect) and France,
people who perceive themselves as higher on the social
status ladder are significantly more likely to support more
restrictive immigration. In none of the other countries un-
der analysis does self-placement on the social status lad-

1



Figure 2a: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Central and Eastern Europe (Czechia)
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Figure 2b: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Central and Eastern Europe (Hungary)
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Figure 2c: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Central and Eastern Europe (Poland)
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der have a significant effect. In institutionalized welfare
states with strong, though nationally distinct, norms of
contribution and civic integration, such as France and Ger-
many (Brubaker 2009), high-status individuals may thus
support restrictive immigration as a means of maintaining
social cohesion and institutional legitimacy rather than
out-group hostility (Brandt et al. 2020).

In contrast to the ideological self-positioning, egotropic
and sociotropic economic evaluations, and self-placement
on the social status ladder, subjective deprivation emerges
as one of the most stable and consistent predictors across
both Western and Central and Eastern Europe. Higher
perceived subjective deprivation is associated with more
restrictive immigration attitudes, with comparable effect
sizes across contexts, including in Poland, Czechia, and
Hungary. It appears to be one of the few micro-level
predictors that travels well across the West-East divide.
This pattern holds even when controlling for objective so-
cio-economic indicators such as education, income, and
satisfaction with one’s personal or national economic sit-
uation. In all eight countries, individuals who perceive that
“people like them” are ignored or under-recognised in
society are significantly more likely to support restrictive
immigration policies. The consistency of subjective
deprivation across countries suggests that perceived
social marginalisation constitutes a common psychological
mechanism shaping immigration attitudes across Europe,
independent of political traditions or regime histories.

Feelings of territorial belonging exhibit marked regional
variation in their association with immigration attitudes. In
Central and Eastern Europe, subnational attachment ap-
pears to play a more salient role than in Western Europe.
In Czechia and Poland, stronger feelings of connectedness
to one’s region are associated with significantly more re-
strictive attitudes toward immigration, whereas in most
Western European countries, regional attachment has no
statistically significant effect. Hungary constitutes a partial
exception within the region: while regional connectedness
does not shape immigration attitudes, stronger at-
tachment to the nation is associated with more restrictive
preferences. In this respect, Hungary resembles several
Western European countries, most notably Germany, Italy,
and Sweden, where country attachment is similarly linked
to more restrictive immigration attitudes. By contrast, and
consistent across most European countries, feelings of
closeness to Europe are associated with significantly more
positive attitudes toward immigration, highlighting the
distinctive role of supranational identification in fostering
more inclusive orientations (Sides/Citrin 2007; Citrin/Sides
2004; Curtis 2014).

Across countries, immigration attitudes are structured by
a consistent divide between trust in institutions associat-
ed with coercive authority and trust in representative,
supranational, and epistemic institutions. In Poland and
Hungary, higher trust in the military is associated with
more restrictive immigration attitudes, while greater trust
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in the European Parliament is associated with significantly
more open attitudes. A similar pattern emerges in Czechia,
France, Germany, Italy, and Sweden, where trust in law-en-
forcement and security institutions, particularly the police
and the military, is positively related to restrictive prefer-
ences, whereas trust in supranational political institutions
is associated with greater openness to immigration. In
several Western European countries, including Sweden,
Spain, Italy, and Germany, trust in science and the me-
dia is also linked to more positive immigration attitudes,
underscoring the role of epistemic and informational trust
in shaping public support for immigration. Overall, these
findings point to a broader cleavage in which restrictive
immigration attitudes are aligned with trust in institutions
of order and enforcement (possibly emphasizing the same
values), while openness to immigration is associated with
trust in representative, supranational, and knowledge-pro-

ducing institutions. This pattern is consistent with research
emphasizing the role of authoritarian predispositions, elite
cueing, and trust in expert governance in structuring immi-
gration attitudes across European democracies (Stenner
2005; Druckman et al. 2013; McLaren 2012).

Finally, preferences for authoritarian forms of governance
are positively associated with restrictive attitudes in all
Western European cases but Sweden. In Germany (driven
by West Germany), France, Italy, and Spain, individuals who
consider, under certain circumstances, an authoritarian re-
gime preferable to democracy are significantly more likely
to support restrictive immigration policies. While support
for authoritarian governance is also positively associated
with restrictive attitudes in Poland and Czechia, the esti-
mated effects are smaller than in most of Western Europe.
In Hungary, there is no significant effect of authoritarian

Tab. 3: Key predictors of immigration attitudes in Western and Central/Eastern Europe

Western Europe

Central Eastern Europe

(8@ Income Modest, often insignificant Modest, often insignificant
% Education Significant in most countries Significant in most countries
o® . 8 - I I

9 Personal Economic Satisfaction No significant effect No significant effect

Bo

National Economic Satisfaction

;BEQ Left-Right Ideology
pg\q Social Satus

N,

® & &

5D Trust in Representive Institutions
& . . - S

nQ Trust in Epistemic Institution
Authoritarian Preferences

] Satisfaction with Democracy

Subjective Deprivation

Regional Belonging

National Belonging

Supranational Belonging

Trust in Coercive Institution

Source: European Social Survey 2002-2022
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preferences on immigration attitudes, but people who are
more satisfied with democracy are significantly more re-
strictive. Notably, also in Sweden, higher satisfaction with
democracy is associated with significantly more restrictive
attitudes toward immigration. By contrast, satisfaction
with democracy is not significantly related to immigration
attitudes in Czechia, Poland, Italy, or France. In Germany
and Spain, however, higher democratic satisfaction is as-
sociated with significantly more open attitudes toward
immigration. Taken together, these results do not point to
a uniform cross-national pattern but rather suggest that
the attitudinal meaning of democratic satisfaction varies
across political contexts. In some cases, satisfaction with
democracy appears to reflect approval of existing immigra-
tion regimes and policy trajectories, whether restrictive or
permissive, while in others it is decoupled from immigra-
tion preferences altogether.

5. WHY WESTERN MODELS DO NOT TRAVEL TO
CENTRAL AND EASTERN EUROPE?

Overall, the results from the previous section indicate
that micro-level theories of immigration attitudes de-
veloped in Western Europe do not travel seamlessly to
Central and Eastern Europe. While subjective deprivation
operates as a common driver across contexts, ideological
orientation, institutional trust, and political identity are
embedded in distinct political cultures that shape how
individuals interpret immigration-related issues. These
findings highlight the importance of contextualising indi-
vidual-level explanations and caution against assuming a
universal model of immigration attitudes across Europe.

In Western European countries, ideological self-placement
and authoritarian regime preferences emerge as central
organizing principles of immigration attitudes. These
variables reflect long-standing ideological cleavages,
relatively stable party systems, and well-institutionalised
links between political ideology and policy preferences. In
such contexts, left-right self-placement functions as a
meaningful heuristic that structures attitudes toward im-
migration alongside broader views on redistribution, social
order, and cultural liberalism. By contrast, in Central and
Eastern Europe, these same predictors are substantially
weaker or inconsistent. Left-right self-placement explains
markedly less variation in immigration attitudes in Poland
and Hungary and is not statistically meaningful in Czechia.
This pattern suggests that ideological labels in post-com-
munist societies do not map as clearly onto concrete policy
positions as they do in Western democracies. Rather than
reflecting coherent belief systems, left-right self-place-
ment in these contexts often captures fragmented political
identities shaped by historical legacies of regime change,
weaker programmatic competition, and more volatile par-
ty systems.
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A more nuanced divergence emerges with respect
to preferences for authoritarian forms of governance. In
most Western European countries, Germany (driven by
West Germany), France, Italy, and Spain, support for au-
thoritarian governance under certain circumstances is
significantly associated with more restrictive immigration
attitudes, indicating that authoritarian predispositions
function as a meaningful organizing principle of immi-
gration preferences in these contexts. Sweden constitutes
a notable exception, where authoritarian preferences
are not significantly related to immigration attitudes. In
Central and Eastern Europe, the association between au-
thoritarian preferences and immigration attitudes is
weaker and less consistent. While support for authoritar-
ian governance is positively related to restrictive attitudes
in Poland and Czechia, the estimated effects are smaller
than in most Western European cases, and no significant
association is observed in Hungary. This pattern suggests
that in post-communist contexts, expressed support
for authoritarian governance may not reflect a stable au-
thoritarian worldview but rather context-specific dissatis-
faction with democratic performance or elite rule, limiting
its capacity to structure immigration attitudes uniformly.
As a result, authoritarian regime preferences translate into
opposition to immigration more consistently in long-estab-
lished democracies than in Central and Eastern Europe.

At the same time, the results demonstrate that not all
individual-level mechanisms are context-specific. Subjec-
tive deprivation emerges as a robust and substantively
meaningful predictor across both Western and Central
and Eastern Europe. Individuals who perceive themselves
as socially marginalised or under-recognised are more
likely to support restrictive immigration policies regard-
less of national context, even after accounting for educa-
tion, income, and economic satisfaction. This finding sug-
gests that perceived social marginalisation constitutes a
cross-context mechanism through which immigration be-
comes politically salient, including in societies with limited
direct experience of immigration.

As a subanalysis, given its particular historical situation,
Germany was also divided into two different parts - West-
ern and Eastern - based on whether the respondent grew
up in the Western or Eastern part of Germany. Interesting-
ly, concerning left-right self-positioning, Eastern Germany
copies more the Western model - the substantial effect of
the variable is comparable to the one in Western Germany
(Figure 3a-b) and other Western European countries. A
possible explanation is that ideological self-placement
has converged across Eastern and Western Germany
through shared party systems and political discourse.
For the rest of the factors affecting immigration atti-
tudes, Western Germany aligns with the Western Eu-
ropean model, while Eastern Germany more closely
follows the Central and Eastern European pattern. This
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Figure 3: Determinants of Immigration Attitudes in Western and Eastern Germany
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likely reflects the persistence of post-communist legacies
in the East, including lower immigration exposure, distinct
political socialisation, and stronger perceptions of relative
deprivation, which may diminish the structuring role of
education and institutional trust while amplifying the rel-
evance of subjective marginalisation (Pickel/Pickel 2020;
Pop-Eleches/Tucker 2014).

6. CONCLUSION

This paper examined whether established Western mi-
cro-level models of immigration attitudes apply uniform-
ly across Europe, focusing on eight countries spanning
Western and Central and Eastern Europe. By estimating
identical country-specific models, the analysis enabled
a systematic comparison of how commonly used pre-
dictors of immigration attitudes perform across distinct
political and historical contexts.

The findings demonstrate that Western micro-level mod-
els do not travel seamlessly to Central and Eastern Europe,
but also that cross-national differences cannot be reduced
to a simple West-East divide. In Western European coun-
tries, immigration attitudes are strongly structured by
left-right ideological self-placement and, in most cases, by
preferences for authoritarian forms of governance. These
predictors reflect relatively stable ideological cleavages, in-
stitutionalised party competition, and long-standing links
between political identities and policy positions. In Central
and Eastern Europe, by contrast, these same predictors
are weaker, more inconsistent, or context-dependent.
Left-right ideology explains little variation in immigration
attitudes in Poland and Hungary and has no statistically
meaningful association in Czechia, suggesting that ideolog-
ical categories developed in Western democracies do not
map neatly onto the belief structures through which immi-
gration is understood in post-communist societies.

At the same time, the analysis reveals important hetero-
geneity within both regions. Preferences for authoritar-
ian governance are positively associated with restrictive
immigration attitudes in Poland and Czechia, albeit more
weakly than in most Western European cases, while no
such association is observed in Hungary. Moreover, sat-
isfaction with democracy does not exhibit a uniform re-
lationship with immigration attitudes: higher democratic
satisfaction is associated with more restrictive preferences
in Hungary and, notably, Sweden, but with more open atti-
tudes in Germany and Spain, and is unrelated to immigra-
tion attitudes in several other countries. These patterns in-
dicate that key political orientations, such as authoritarian
preferences or democratic satisfaction, do not carry a fixed
substantive meaning across contexts. Instead, their attitu-
dinal implications depend on how democracy, authority,
and immigration are politically framed within specific na-
tional settings.
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Importantly, the findings do not imply that individu-
al-level explanations are irrelevant in Central and East-
ern Europe. Rather, they indicate that the mechanisms
shaping immigration attitudes differ across contexts.
Subjective deprivation emerges as one of the most ro-
bust and consistent predictors across almost all coun-
tries examined. Individuals who perceive themselves as
socially marginalised, overlooked, or under-recognised
are more likely to support restrictive immigration poli-
cies regardless of national context, immigration levels,
or objective socio-economic position. This suggests that
perceived social exclusion constitutes a cross-context
psychological mechanism that helps explain why immi-
gration becomes politically salient even in societies with
limited direct experience of immigration.

More broadly, the results highlight that immigration
attitudes cannot be fully understood without accounting
for the political and historical environments in which indi-
vidual beliefs are embedded. Micro-level predictors do not
operate in isolation: their meaning and political relevance
are shaped by regime experience, party systems, institu-
tional trust, and dominant public narratives. Assuming a
single, universal model of immigration attitudes risks ob-
scuring important cross-national differences and may lead
to misleading conclusions in comparative research.

7. WHAT THIS MEANS FOR RESEARCH AND POLICY

A central takeaway from the findings of this paper is that
attitudestoward immigrationin Europe cannot be explained
through a single, uniform ideological logic. The reasons why
people support or oppose immigration are differentiated
and deeply context-dependent. In particular, ideological
self-placement does not carry the same meaning across
countries. Being ,left” does not universally translate into
pro-immigration attitudes, nor does being ,right” imply the
same set of concerns in all political contexts. This challenges
the assumption, common in both academic research and
public debate, that immigration attitudes map neatly onto
a left-right spectrum across Europe.

Implications for research

These findings caution against the uncritical application of
Western-derived models to Central and Eastern Europe.
While much of the comparative literature implicitly
assumes that individual-level predictors operate similarly
across democratic contexts, this study shows that key ex-
planatory variables are deeply embedded in specific politi-
cal cultures and historical trajectories. Future research
should therefore place greater emphasis on contextualis-
ing micro-level explanations. Rather than treating ideology,
authoritarianism, or institutional trust as universally com-
parable constructs, scholars should pay closer attention to
how these concepts are interpreted and politicised in dif-
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ferent settings. Comparative research benefits not from
assuming uniformity, but from systematically identify-
ing where and why explanatory models diverge.

Implications for policy

For policy, the results suggest that strategies designed to
address public concerns about immigration cannot rely
solely on ideological framing or partisan cues, particular-
ly in Central and Eastern Europe. The findings presented
here suggest that ideological cues can substitute for na-
tional-interest reasoning in Western Europe (Abou-Chadi/
Hix 2021), where left-right placementis more clearly linked
to coherent policy positions on cultural diversity and re-
distribution. In Central and Eastern Europe, however, this
substitution does not hold: ideological self-placement ap-
pears disconnected from immigration preferences, and
other factors, particularly subjective deprivation and dif-
fuse threat perceptions, play a more prominent role.

The consistent role of subjective deprivation across
most contexts points toward a different set of policy pri-
orities. This finding aligns with recognition- and inequal-
ity-based accounts of political behaviour, which empha-
sise that feelings of being overlooked, disrespected, or
left behind can drive opposition to immigration even in
the absence of direct economic competition (Bustikova/
Kitschelt 2009). When citizens perceive that their con-
cerns are ignored while attention and resources are
directed elsewhere, including toward newcomers, immi-
gration becomes a symbol of misallocated solidarity and
political neglect.

This suggests several concrete policy directions:

Invest in visible engagement with marginalised
communities. Policies that demonstrably address
the concerns of citizens who feel politically neglected
through local investment, participatory governance,
or targeted service provision may reduce the symbolic
resonance of anti-immigration narratives. This is partic-
ularly relevant in economically disadvantaged regions or
areas with limited political representation.

Improve perceptions of fairness and procedural jus-
tice. Public opposition to immigration often reflects a
sense that the system is unfair, meaning that some groups
receive benefits they have not earned while others are
overlooked. Policies that enhance transparency in how de-
cisions are made, who receives support, and how resourc-
es are allocated can help address these perceptions.

Enhance recognition and social inclusion. Beyond
material redistribution, people seek recognition and
respect. Political communication that acknowledges
citizens' concerns as legitimate may be more effective
than technocratic or ideological messaging. This does not
mean validating hostility toward immigrants, but rather
engaging constructively with the underlying feelings of
exclusion that fuel such attitudes.
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Tailor communication strategies to the context. In
Western Europe, ideological framing may still be effec-
tive: appeals to solidarity, human rights, or cosmopol-
itan values can resonate with left-leaning audiences.
In Central and Eastern Europe, where ideological cues
carry less weight, communication strategies may need
to focus more on national interest, fairness, and the
concrete benefits of managed migration rather than ab-
stract ideological principles.

Address the symbolic dimension of immigration
debates. In contexts where immigration levels are low and
direct contact with migrants is limited, public attitudes are
often shaped more by elite narratives and media framing
than by lived experience. Policymakers and civil society ac-
tors should pay attention to how immigration is framed in
public discourse and work to counter misleading or inflam-
matory narratives with accurate, accessible information.

These recommendations are especially relevant in coun-
tries where immigration is debated primarily through
symbolic narratives rather than everyday experience. In
such contexts, addressing the root causes of subjective
deprivation, such as feelings of neglect, exclusion, and
unfairness, may be more effective in shaping public atti-
tudes than policies that focus narrowly on economic indi-
cators or ideological messaging.
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