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Abstract
In this study, we focus on European immigration attitudes in the perspective of deservingness perceptions
and political orientation. Our data are conducted from the European Social Survey (2016) database, which
contains 21 European countries and 39,400 participants. We used the multilevel method to study the
relationship between immigration attitudes and deservingness perceptions. The results demonstrate that the
more negative deservingness perceptions are, the more negative immigration attitudes more likely become.
Moreover, country-level political orientation moderate the relationship between immigration attitudes and
deservingness perceptions. Deservingness perceptions have a greater role in explaining immigration
attitudes on countries with political left-context, which gives us a new perspective to understand the public
debates about immigration.
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Introduction

Kymlicka (2015, p. 4) has shown that welfare states are based on an “ethic of social membership,” which
means that social agreements promise to take care of citizens’ welfare to a certain extent, but those
agreements do not promise to account for the humanitarian responsibility of outsiders, except under the
conditions stipulated by international human rights law (IHRL). The deservingness of citizens and
immigrants has been studied for decades in many perspectives (e.g., Crepaz, 2022; Diermeier and
Niehues, 2022; Eger and Breznau, 2017; Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Reeskens and Van der Meer, 2019;
Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2012), and the literature has shown that immigrants are undoubtedly
among the most undeserving groups in European societies (Van Oorschot, 2005, 2006; Heuer and
Zimmermann, 2020).

Deservingness is a crucial issue when it comes to immigration, as public attitudes toward immigrants
often depend on whether they are seen as deserving of support (Ratzmann and Sahraoui, 2021).
Perceptions of deservingness influence how policies are implemented at the local level. For example,
social service providers may prioritize or deprioritize certain groups based on their perceived deserv-
ingness (Noble and Ottmann, 2021; Knotz et al., 2022). Perceptions of deservingness may also affect
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immigrants’ social integration and acceptance within the host community (Theiss, 2023). The concept of
deservingness raises important moral and ethical questions about who should receive support and why.
This led to broader debates about justice and equity in society (Reeskens andVan derMeer, 2019). In this
sense, understanding these perceptions can help researchers and policymakers designmore effective and
equitable migration policies.

Citizens have given the welfare state the task of producing welfare services, and welfare states use
social policy to determine how, what, to whom, and to what extent welfare services are produced. In
elections, citizens vote for politicians with whom they share similar views on social issues. It has been
observed that Europeans have diverse attitudes against immigration in terms of political orientation
(Goodhart, 2004; Alonso and Fonseca, 2012; Bohman and Hjerm, 2016). Moreover, political parties and
political ideologies from the political left versus the political right have taken on the role of influencing the
social rights of immigrants from opposing perspectives (e.g., Givens and Luedtke, 2005; Eger and Breznau,
2017; Attewell, 2021; Deimantas, 2021; Eick and Larsen, 2022; Chueri, 2023). Inmany European countries,
right-wing governments have contributed to a deterioration in the provision of social services to
immigrants (Edwards et al., 2021; Fazzi and Nothdurfter, 2021; Turtiainen and Kokkonen, 2021). Among
right-wing citizens, deservingness has been found to applymore often to natives (e.g., Alonso and Fonseca,
2012; Attewell, 2021; Deimantas, 2021).On the other hand, the traditional left-wing support for the welfare
state seems to be, at least, partially crumbling, and left-wing governments can be as strict on immigration
policy as right-wing governments (Givens and Luedtke, 2005; Schmitt and Teney, 2019).

The present study addresses the question of how perceptions of deservingness affect Europeans’
attitudes toward immigration and, in particular, whether this relationship, at the individual level, is
conditional on the political orientation at the country level. We hypothesize that the country-level
political orientation is an important factor in explaining the division among Europeans: While many
policies are decided at the European Union (EU) level, social policies remain largely national. Economic
conditions vary considerably between European countries, and this variation influences political
attitudes. Of course, social patterns are not so simple because there is always the gray area of different
opinions on different situations, and there is a tendency for the majority of people not to identify overtly
with political extremism. To the best of our knowledge, only a few studies have explored how a country’s
political orientation influences the relationship between the attitudes toward deservingness and immi-
gration. To answer our research question, we have used data from the eighth round of the European
Social Survey (ESS), 2016, covering 21 European countries and 39,400 respondents. We have conducted
our analyses using multilevel linear regression (linear mixed methods) to determine our linear model.

Literature review

Immigration and deservingness

Immigration is a prominent topic in public discussion and research. Studies examine various aspects, of
immigration, such as the legitimacy of the welfare state (e.g., Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Cappelen and
Peters, 2018), political parties (Cochrane, 2011; Eger and Bohman, 2016; Edo et al., 2019; Carvalho and
Ruedin, 2020), public opinion (e.g., Meuleman et al., 2009; Deimantas, 2021), and media salience (e.g.,
Givens and Luedtke, 2005; Atwell Seate and Mastro, 2016Kondor et al., 2022). Despite more positive
attitudes toward immigration, immigrants are the most undeserving group (Van Oorschot, 2005, 2006;
Heuer and Zimmermann, 2020). Further, there are gaps in deservingness perceptions between immi-
grants and natives (Reeskens and Van der Meer, 2019; Magni, 2020). People relying on social protection
and having low socioeconomic status aremore likely to exclude other groups from social protection (Van
Oorschot, 2000; Meuleman et al., 2020), but those people support measures for themselves (Meuleman
et al., 2020). Also, generally, the elderly are viewed as the most deserving group (Van Oorschot, 2006;
Heuer and Zimmermann, 2020; Meuleman et al., 2020).

Individual level better predicts perceptions of immigrants’ deservingness than contextual factors
(Mau and Burkhardt, 2009). People with lower education levels (Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Reeskens
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and van Oorschot, 2012; Brady and Finnigan, 2014; Eger and Breznau, 2017; Diermeier et al., 2021;
Gugushvili et al., 2021; Bell et al., 2023), financial insecurity (Brady and Finnigan, 2014; Gugushvili et al.,
2021), low-income level (Brady and Finnigan, 2014), less satisfaction with their situation (Bell et al.,
2023), older age (Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; De Coninck and Matthijs, 2020; Bell et al., 2023), and male
gender (Eger and Breznau, 2017; De Coninck andMatthijs, 2020; Diermeier et al., 2021; Bell et al., 2023)
tend to view immigrants as less deserving. Unemployment has a dual effect: The unemployed can be both
more and less solidarity-driven toward immigrants (Reeskens and van Oorschot, 2012; Brady and
Finnigan, 2014). According to the self-interest theory, individuals’ attitudes toward immigration are
influenced by their personal economic interests. In this sense, a vulnerable socioeconomic status leads to
the opposition of immigration (Green, 2007; Deimantas, 2021; Cooper and Burchardt, 2022; Seewann,
2022; Ziller, 2022), especially if the welfare state has exclusive immigration policies (Nagayoshi and
Hjerm, 2015). Education and perceptions of immigrants’ working skills influence attitudes; lower-
educated individuals who view immigrants’ skills as weak may view them as a threat, leading to stronger
negative (Pardos-Prado and Xena, 2019).

Country-level factors like unemployment rate, unemployment benefits, social expenditures, and
poverty risk influence restrictive views on immigrants’ social rights (Martín-Artiles and Meardi, 2014).
However, social expenditures do not affect anti-deservingness views (Van Oorschot, 2005). Gross
domestic product (GDP) growth can lead to stricter immigration policies (Givens and Luedtke, 2005)
or support for the welfare state rather than immigrant deservingness (Mau and Burkhardt, 2009).
Southern and eastern European welfare states support stricter social protection for immigrants (Green,
2007;Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Van derWaal et al., 2013; Bell et al., 2023), while northern Europe views
immigrants as a burden on the welfare state (Goerres et al., 2020). Nonetheless, more comprehensive
welfare states foster greater solidarity toward immigrants (Crepaz and Damron, 2009; Martín-Artiles
and Meardi, 2014; Römer, 2017), even with increased immigration (Schmitt and Teney, 2019).

The present study is focused on the association between deservingness perceptions and immigration
attitudes. Moral judgments determine who is seen as deserving of benefits and support. Immigrants
perceived as hardworking, law-abiding, and contributing to society are generally viewed as more
deserving, while those seen as not contributing or as a burden may face negative attitudes (Ratzmann
and Sahraoui, 2021). Economic contributions, such as paying taxes and filling labor shortages, can
positively influence attitudes. Conversely, if immigrants are seen as job competitors or resource strainers,
attitudes can become negative (Knotz et al., 2022). Reciprocity also matters; immigrants who give back to
the community are viewed as more deserving. Cultural or ethnic similarity can also lead to more positive
attitudes (Ravn et al., 2020). These perceptions shape public opinion and policy decisions on immigration.

The impact of political orientation

Political ideology significantly influences attitudes toward immigration and deservingness. Individuals
with right-wing political views are more likely to attribute poverty to personal failings (Kallio and
Niemelä, 2014) and demand conditionality for social protection (Van Oorschot, 2006). Conversely,
those individuals with political left are, generally, more supportive of income redistribution, regardless of
socioeconomic status (Wulfgramm and Starke, 2017), and they favor need-based redistribution
(Reeskens and Van Oorschot, 2013). Right-wing individuals tend to oppose immigration and view
immigrants as undeserving (Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Alonso and Fonseca, 2012; Thomsen and Rafiqi,
2019; Attewell, 2021; Deimantas, 2021). This negative attitude toward immigration has intensified in the
twenty-first century (Semyonov et al., 2006; Alonso and Fonseca, 2012; Breznau, 2018).

The political left is not monolithic in its views on immigration. While left-wing political groups are
generally more supportive of immigrants, this support can lead to exclusive attitudes within left-wing
parties (Eger and Breznau, 2017; Koning, 2017). This division is often referred to as progressive’s
dilemma, where individuals struggle to support both liberal social welfare and liberal immigration
policies simultaneously (Goodhart, 2004). For instance, people may support redistribution, but they do
not extend this support to immigrants’ access to social welfare (Murard, 2022). Evidence suggests that
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liberal immigration attitudes do not always align with liberal social welfare attitudes (i.e., promoting
redistribution generally), thus creating a challenge for left-wing parties (Eger and Kulin, 2022).
Supporters of social democratic parties (SDPs) in Europe often do not advocate strongly for immigra-
tion, indicating that linking redistribution with immigration may not be beneficial for SDPs (Lefkofridi
and Rhein, 2022, 269).

The political orientation at the country level also shapes perceptions of deservingness and immigra-
tion. In more conservative countries, there is a stronger emphasis on individual responsibility and a
skeptical view of welfare recipients and immigrants (Kreitzer et al., 2022). In contrast, liberal countries
emphasize social equality and support for marginalized groups, leading to more positive perceptions of
deservingness for immigrants and welfare recipients. Countries with inclusive economic policies and
multicultural values aremore likely to foster positive perceptions of deservingness among diverse groups,
including immigrants (Watkins-Hayes and Kovalsky, 2016).

The present study examineswhether public opinions ondeservingness and immigration are conditional
on a country’s political orientation,which canbe classified along a political spectrum ranging from leftwing
to right wing. The political orientation of a country is often reflected in its policies on social issues such as
deservingness. For example, a country with a left-wing orientationmight prioritize social welfare programs
and progressive taxation, while a right-wing country might focus on free-market policies and reduced
government intervention (cf. Kreitzer et al., 2022). Political orientation also encompasses the cultural and
social values that are promoted and upheld within the country. This includes attitudes toward issues like
immigration, human rights, and national identity (cf. Attewell, 2021).

Data and methodology

In the present study, we aim to investigate how perceptions of deservingness would affect Europeans’
attitudes toward immigration and, in particular, whether this relationship at the individual level is
conditional on political orientation at the country level. To answer the research question, we chose the
data from Round 8 of ESS (2016).

The entire database was gathered in 2016 and includes 23 countries (44,387 respondents). The survey
contains strict random probability sampling, a minimum target response rate of 70%, and rigorous
translation protocols and was conducted by face-to-face interviews. For the present study, we used data
from21 countries (N= 39,400): Austria, Belgium, Czechia, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany,Hungary,
Ireland, Iceland, Italy, Lithuania, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,
Slovenia, and the United Kingdom. We chose the data from the year 2016, based on the nature of its
questions about deservingness, the types of which are not included in the more recent questionnaires.

The main analysis was performed by using a multilevel linear regression (linear mixedmethods), and
all analyses were made in the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 27 program (SPSS® 27 for
Windows, n.d.). We have recoded variables using the SPSS 27 program (SPSS® 27 for Windows, n.d.)
before the descriptive analyses and the main analyses; hence, certain extra categories (e.g., “Refusal,”
“Don’t know,” and “No answer”) were dropped and appeared as themissing values (in SPSS, this is called
“System-missing” when recoding, that is, NULL values in databases). Figure 1 is constructed in R
software (R Core Team, 2022; see R codes in Table A2).

The dependent variable, immigration attitudes, includes the following three questions based on their
identical scales: (1) “Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy that people come
to live here from other countries?” (Question B41), (2) “Would you say that [country]’s cultural life is
generally undermined or enriched by people coming to live here from other countries?” (Question B42),
and (3) “Is [country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other
countries?” (Question B43). The scales of these three variables go from 0 to 10.We changed the direction
of the scales from positive to negative since we studied negative immigration attitudes. The value of
Cronbach’s alpha for the dependent variable was 0.873. The sum variable is created by a mean of three
variables; hence, the scale is comparable with the original scales.
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The main explanatory variable measures deservingness perceptions. Because we used Round 8 of the
ESS, the variable was operationalized by creating a sum variable using the four following questions:
(1) “To what extent do you agree or disagree that social benefits and services in [country] make people
lazy?” (Question E13), (2) “To what extent do you agree or disagree that social benefits and services in
[country] make people less willing to care for one another?” (Question E14), (3) “How much do you
agree or disagree with each of the following statements about people in [country]. Most unemployed
people do not really try to find a job” (Question E16), and (4) “Howmuch do you agree or disagree with
each of the following statements about people in [country]. Many people manage to obtain benefits and
services to which they are not entitled” (Question E18). The original scales of the variables go from 1 to
5, negative to positive. We changed the direction of the scales from positive to negative. The value of
Cronbach’s alpha for the sum variable was 0.743. The sum variable is created by amean of four variables;
hence, the scale is comparable with the original scales.

The individual-level control variables based on previous immigration attitude research are gender,
age, age squared, citizenship, born in country, mother born in country, education years, feeling about
household’s income, and labor market status (employed).

Figure 1. Interaction.
Figure illustrates the interaction relationship by tow-stepmethod. X-axis defines countrymean of political orientation, and Y-axis defines the
individual-level linear regression coefficient between immigration attitudes and deservingness perceptions for each country.
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Political orientation is themain country-level variable, which is aggregated from individual-level data
to the mean for each country. Each respondent’s value represents the distance of the individual-level
value from the countymean. The original scale ranges from 0 (left) to 10 (right). Formultilevel modeling,
we standardized the within-country variance of this variable to estimate the country-level effect,
following the guidelines of Heck et al. (2014, pp. 65–66, 69–72). GDP and the Gini index are treated
as country-level control variables. GDP has been standardized using Z-scores in our main analyses
because of its very different scales compared to other variables, and therefore, the mean of GDP is 0 and
the standard deviation is 1 after standardizing. The descriptive analyses of GDP have been conducted
with the original scale.

Descriptive information on all variables is given in Table 1. The distribution of some variables is quite
normalized. Based on the skewness test, the age variable is very close to zero; hence, it is quite normally
distributed, but a little bit right-skewed; that is, there are a fewmore middle-aged and older respondents.
The variables of deservingness perceptions, political orientation, gender, and paid work are normally
distributed, but their skewness value is still above 1, having a slightly left-skewed distribution. All other
variables are not normally distributed. The variables of citizenship, born in country, and mother born in
country have a left-skewed distribution; hence, there are more respondents with citizenship and native
background. In addition, there are more respondents having an education period of around 13 years;
hence, the variable has a right-skewed distribution. There are also more respondents feeling more
positive about their household income based on the tests. Based on the Kurtosis test, all variables have
their peak either above or below the peak of the normal distribution. More details about the frequency
distributions and the categories of the variables are shown in Table A1.

The share ofmissing values of the dependent variable was 0.67 percent, and the independent variables
varied between 0.02 and 12.11 percent (see Table A2). Most of the missing data are in the variable of
political orientation (12.11 percent). Iceland and Switzerland are missing fromGDP.We did not impute
missing values. According to the missing completely at random (MCAR) test of Little (1988), the data
were not observed to be MCAR (chi-square = 2234.497, Degree of Freedom = 134, Sig. = .000). We
recognized that this decision caused an absence of cases in linear regression analyses, but it subsequently
made the data more simple to study.

Results

The results of multilevel linear regression analysis with the estimates of fixed and random effects are
presented in Table 2.Model 0 gives us the basis for the followingmodels.We can observe that the average
level of immigration attitudes in 21 European countries is 4.824. The variance that lies between countries
is 13.3%, which suggests that 13.3% of immigration attitudes can be explained at the country level. Model
1 introduces our individual-level control variables with deservingness perceptions. All variables, except
labor market status, are statistically significant. Women, younger individuals, and natives have more
likelihood ofmore negative immigration attitudes. The respondents who have fewer education years and
feel uncomfortable about the present income situation have more likelihood of more negative immi-
gration attitudes. And, lastly, the respondents who have more negative deservingness perceptions have
more likelihood of more negative immigration attitudes.

Model 2 introduces all individual- and country-level variables, except labor market status because it
was statistically insignificant. All variables, except GDP and Gini index, are statistically significant. The
interpretation of individual-level variables remains the same as in the previous model. Country-level
political orientation is statistically significant, and the estimation is negative, meaning that themore right
the political orientation is, the more likely the more negative immigration attitudes could be.

In Model 3, we have excluded the insignificant country-level variables, GDP and Gini index, and
included a country-level intercept for deservingness perceptions, meaning that we allow deservingness
perceptions to vary randomly. We can observe that when deservingness perceptions vary randomly
between countries, the intra-class correlation becomes higher; that is, immigration attitudes can strongly
be explained at the country level.
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Table 1. Descriptives of variables. Unweighted frequencies.

N Mean Median Mode Min Max Range SD Skewness Kurtosis

Dependent variable

Immigration attitudes 39,135 4.82 4.67 5 0 10 10 2.231 .319 �.220

Individual level

Deservingness perceptions 39,233 3.17 3.25 3 1 5 4 .816 �.091 �.415

Political orientation 34,629 5.12 5.00 5 0 10 10 2.192 �.071 .087

Gender 39,391 .52 1.00 1 0 1 1 .499 �.095 �1.991

Age 39,272 49.43 50.00 51 15 100 85 18.571 .030 �.906

Citizen 39,379 .95 1.00 1 0 1 1 .220 �4.092 14.745

Born in country 39,386 .90 1.00 1 0 1 1 .296 �2.716 5.379

Mother born in country 39,313 .87 1.00 1 0 1 1 .336 �2.208 2.876

Education in years 38,990 13.01 13.00 12 0 54 54 3.915 .287 1.712

Feeling about income 39,016 1.84 2.00 2 1 4 3 .804 .694 .080

Paid work 39,289 .52 1.00 1 0 1 1 .500 �.087 �1.993

GDP* 36,995 31,913.63 33,400.00 38,400 11,100 64,100 14,815.836 .360 �.693

Gini index* 39,400 29.38 29.40 29.50 24.10 37.00 3.457 .444 �.615

Political orientation (GM)* 34,629 �.007 .052 �.51 �5.54 5.90 11.43 2.159 .108 .142

*Country-level variable.
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Table 2. Linear mixed models with fixed and random effects. Estimates and standard errors in parentheses

M0 M1 M2 M3 M4

Fixed effects

Intercept 4.824 (0.214) *** �0.725 (0.320) * 3.311 (1.907) �0.333 (0.407) �0.299 (0.401)

Individual level

Gender 0.056 (0.021) ** 0.071 (0.022) *** 0.068 (0.021) *** 0.067 (0.021) **

Age �0.057 (0.006) *** �0.062 (0.006) *** �0.059 (0.006) *** �0.059 (0.006) ***

Age squared 0.817 (0.084) *** 0.876 (0.075) *** 0.829 (0.074) *** 0.830 (0.074) ***

Citizen of country 0.454 (0.061) *** 0.468 (0.066) *** 0.453 (0.064) *** 0.499 (0.064) ***

Born in country 0.330 (0.054) *** 0.261 (0.056) *** 0.265 (0.055) *** 0.269 (0.055) ***

Mother born in country 0.569 (0.044) *** 0.522 (0.046) *** 0.530 (0.044) *** 0.536 (0.044) ***

Education, total years �0.104 (0.003) *** �0.097 (0.003) *** �0.094 (0.003) *** �0.093 (0.003) ***

Feeling, household income 0.349 (0.015) *** 0.354 (0.015) *** 0.341 (0.015) *** 0.340 (0.015) ***

Paid work �0.025 (0.027)

Deservingness 0.694 (0.013) *** 0.642 (0.014) *** 0.560 (0.075) *** 0.546 (0.073) ***

Country level

GDP (Z-scores) �0.200 (0.133)

Gini index �0.138 (0.064)

Political orientation (GM) �0.170 (0.005) *** �0.160 (0.005) *** �0.308 (0.019) ***

Interactions

Deservingness * Political orientation (GM) 0.046 (0.006) ***

Random effects

Individual-level variance (residual) 4.602 (0.034) *** 3.765 (0.028) *** 3.536 (0.029) *** 3.477 (0.028) *** 3.471 (0.028) ***

(continued)
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Table 2. Continued

M0 M1 M2 M3 M4

Between country variance (intercept) 0.708 (0.262) ** 0.542 (0.200) ** 0.438 (0.184) * 1.635 (0.632) * 1.561 (0.605) *

Variance that lies between groups = Intra-class correlation (ICC)1 0.133 = 13.3% 0.126 = 12.6% 0.110 = 11.0% 0.320 = 32.0% 0.310 = 31.0%

Proportion of explained variance between groups2 0.566 = 56.6% 0.618 = 61.8% 0.302 = 30.2% 0.312 = 31.2%

–2LL 158155.510 145840.127 125419.147 126925.683 126869.795

Deservingness 0.078 (0.031) * 0.074 (0.030) *

1ICC: intercept / (intercept + residual).
2Proportion of explained variance between groups: M0 intercept / (M0 intercept + MX intercept)Weighted models using a weight (ESS).
*** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05.
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Our last model, Model 4, introduces an interaction between deservingness perceptions and country-
level political orientation, which is statistically significant. Further, we performed a robustness analysis to
check country fixed effects. Results are shown in Table A4 (see Appendix 4). Based on the robustness
analysis, the results do not change with country fixed effects included in the individual-level analysis.

We visualized the interaction in Model 4 by using a two-step approach (e.g., Bryan and Jenkins,
2015a, 2015b), where the x-axis consists of country means of political orientation and the y-axis consists
of the standardized β-coefficient from the individual-level regression model between immigration
attitudes and deservingness perceptions (Figure 1).

Figure 1 shows a scatter plot with a regression line illustrating the interaction between country-level
political orientation (x-axis) and the standardized β-coefficient from an individual-level regression
model (y-axis). Lower values on the x-axis indicate a more left-leaning orientation, in a country, while
higher values suggest a more right-leaning orientation. A higher β-coefficient indicates a stronger
positive relationship between deservingness perceptions and attitudes toward immigration. Each point
represents a country, showing where it falls in terms of its political orientation and the strength of the
relationship between deservingness perceptions and immigration attitudes. For example, Germany
shows a higher β-coefficient compared to countries like Hungary, suggesting a stronger relationship
between negative deservingness perceptions and unfavorable immigration attitudes in Germany.

However, the interaction seems to be nonlinear. For instance, countries like Norway and Sweden,
which are positioned in the political center in this description, also exhibit a strong association between
deservingness perceptions and immigration attitudes. Hence, we continued the descriptive analysis by
clustering the countries into three groups based on variables such as regression coefficient, countrymean
of political orientation, immigration attitudes, and deservingness perceptions, using Euclidean distance
and the complete method. In Figure 2, the left-side dendrogram shows the clusters for countries, and the
top-side dendrogram shows the cluster for variables.

In the heat map (Figure 2), Group A has a low coefficient and a more right-wing political orientation,
with more negative perceptions of deservingness and immigration attitudes compared to other groups.
Group B has a medium–high coefficient and a centrist political orientation, with more positive
perceptions of deservingness and immigration attitudes than other groups. Group C has a medium–

high coefficient and left-wing political orientation, with moderate deservingness perceptions and
positive attitude toward immigration. However, there are some exceptions, especially in Group C. For
instance, Portugal’s coefficient does not align with other countries in Group C, but it does share political
orientation, deservingness perceptions, and immigration attitudes more closely with Group C than with
Groups A and B. Also, Ireland’s coefficient does not fit with the other countries in Group C.

Discussion

The purpose of this study was to examine the attitudinal basis of the relationship between immigration
and deservingness and whether this relationship is shaped by the country-level political orientation. We
contribute to the existing body of knowledge on immigration attitudes with the following remarks,
particularly from the perspective of deservingness perceptions.

Firstly, we found that attitudes toward immigration are generally positive in Europe, which is in line
with the results of previous studies (Meuleman et al., 2009; Gugushvili et al., 2021; Cooper and
Burchardt, 2022). We contribute to the existing body of knowledge on immigration attitudes with the
following two remarks, which are particularly from the perspective of deservingness perceptions.
Additionally, younger age, native background, feeling uncomfortable about the present household
income, and/or having fewer years of education could lead to more negative immigration attitudes.
This suggests that native respondents, who are younger, have an uncertain financial situation, and have
fewer education years, may feel negative about immigration in terms of self-interest (i.e., vulnerable
socioeconomic status; e.g., Green, 2007; Deimantas, 2021; Cooper and Burchardt, 2022; Seewann, 2022;
Ziller, 2022).
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Secondly, we demonstrate that deservingness perceptions and immigration attitudes are associated
with European countries. Negative deservingness perceptions are more likely to lead to negative
immigration attitudes. Combining the association of deservingness perceptions and immigration
attitudes with other predictive factors, this study initially suggests that self-interest may lead to negative
immigration attitudes. Europeans with lower socioeconomic status are more likely to think that
immigration can lead to abuse and overuse of the welfare state (Crepaz and Damron, 2009Martín-
Artiles and Meardi, 2014; Römer, 2017; Goerres et al., 2020). Furthermore, natives seem to view
immigration as a threat to their social insurance and benefits (cf. Huber and Oberdabernig, 2015;
Magni, 2020).

Thirdly, we found that the more politically right leaning a nation is, the more likely it is to have
negative attitudes toward immigration and deservingness. In this sense, country-level political orienta-
tion reflects a country’s policy on social issues, such as deservingness, and on social values, such as human
rights and immigration. A right-wing country might focus on free-market policies and reduced govern-
ment intervention (cf. Kreitzer et al., 2022) andmore strict policy on immigration issue (cf. Attewell, 2021).
The result is consistent with previous studies (Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Alonso abd Fonseca, 2012;
Wulfgramm and Starke, 2017; Thomsen and Rafiqi, 2019; Attewell, 2021; Deimantas, 2021).

Fourthly, our main finding is that the individual-level relationship between immigration attitudes
and deservingness perceptions is conditional on the country-level political orientation. The relationship
is stronger in countries with a left-leaning political orientation, compared to those countries with a right-
leaning orientation. Countries with left-leaning political orientation tend to have positive immigration

Figure 2. Heat map, scaled data.
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attitudes and moderate deservingness perceptions. Conversely, countries with right-wing political
orientation have negative deservingness perceptions and immigration attitudes. Between these extremes
are the centrist political countries with more positive deservingness perceptions and immigration
attitudes compared to other groups.

It is evident that the country-level political orientation affects individuals’ opinions, creating a kind of
collective factor; that is, attitudes are formed within social and cultural environments and relationships,
as posited by classic sociological theories (Bratman, 1999; Anderson, 2006; Bicchieri, 2006). In this
context, the political environment is a justified reason for the varying importance of attitudes across
different countries. Conversely, the collective nature of attitudes is not fully supported among
researchers (e.g., Weber, 1978; Ajzen and Fishbein, 1980). It is possible that a complex mechanism of
influence underlies the political context, which this research does not fully uncover. Thus, it is clear that
other societal characteristics also play a crucial role in shaping public attitudes.

Further, we wish to highlight a few limitations in the present study. Firstly, we recognize the use of
multilevel regression analyses instead of confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) or latent cluster analysis
(LCA), which have been used to study latent phenomena (Sabbagh and Vanhuysse, 2006; van Oorschot
and Meuleman, 2012; Roosma et al., 2013; Eger and Breznau, 2017). Ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression analyses, as used in the present study, have been used in numerous previous studies about
public opinion at the societal level (Crepaz and Damron, 2009; Van der Waal et al., 2013; Schumacher
and Van Kersbergen, 2016; Burgoon and Rooduijn, 2021), and therefore, this provides a space in which
to study attitudes using regression analyses. Secondly, one can argue that, in the present study, we have
not taken into account essential factors such as liberal–conservative scale, other ideological patterns (e.g.,
egalitarianism, authoritarianism), and the origin of immigrants and their working skills, which have been
used to explain immigration attitudes (Facchini and Mayda, 2009; Mau and Burkhardt, 2009; Edo et al.,
2019; Kolbe and Kayran, 2019; Pardos-Prado and Xena, 2019; De Coninck and Matthijs, 2020). We
acknowledge this limitation and argue that we had to delimit our layout to some point by avoiding
research that would be too extensive. Moreover, some researchers have made suggestions on how future
studies should examine the deservingness of immigrants (e.g., Eger and Breznau, 2017; Nielsen et al.,
2020; Carmel and Sojka, 2021; Saar et al., 2022). For instance, many deservingness researchers have
recommended to use specific target groups to study deservingness and immigrants’ deservingness (van
Oorschot and Roosma, 2017; Laenen, 2020; Meuleman et al., 2020).We have not taken these suggestions
into account because of the limitations of the ESS dataset.

Conclusions

Based on this study, we argue that the attitudes toward immigration and deservingness are related to
political orientation. Generally, Europeans’ attitudes are quite positive and neutral toward deservingness
and immigration. However, our study shows that it is still important to examine how immigration and
deservingness are perceived in European welfare states, and what effect this has in terms of opposing or
supporting immigration, from the perspective of division. Continuing the interpretation of Dražanová
(2022), future research should aim to study more conditional processes of attitudes about the deserv-
ingness of immigration in order to find more complex mechanisms behind attitudes.

The public debate on immigration, from the point of view of deservingness, reveals what might be
behind immigration attitudes, particularly in countries with a left-wing political orientation. It is possible
that individuals who have a positive attitude toward deservingness consider immigration into their
country of origin as a positive action that can enrich society, rather than burden their country’s economy.
Conversely, those individuals who have a negative (or reluctant) attitude toward deservingness often
consider social security to be too broad and social security dependency to be caused by individual factors.
Consequently, those individuals are less likely to view immigration positively, seeing it as a potential
burden on society.
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In Europe, the rise to power of anti-immigration political parties has not slowed down during the
2020s, as has been observed in Austria, France, Germany, and Northern Europe. Moreover, anti-
immigration parties have also been showing from the left side of politics, as has happened in Germany.
While voters may not necessarily agree on party politics, parties are nevertheless voted on for certain
reasons. For this reason, the views and voting behavior of individuals should not be forgotten, and rather
should be more and better understood, in order to get to grips with what is happening within states or in
general. Finally, the questions arise: If anti-immigration parties start to emerge from both sides, what will
happen to immigrants’ social rights and earnings in the future?
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Table A1. Frequency distributions of individual-level variables. Unweighted.

Variable Categories N Percent

Immigration attitudes 0 = Most positive attitudes 710 1.8%

1a 1,460 3.7%

2 3,476 8.9%

3 5,574 14.3%

4 6,868 17.6%

5 7,674 19.7%

6 4,957 12.6%

7 3,286 8.4%

8 2,256 5.7%

9 1,417 3.6%

10 = Most negative attitudes 1,457 3.7%

Deservingness perceptions 1 = Most positive perceptions 580 1.4%

2 3,829 9.8%

3 11,834 30.2%

4 9,476 24.1%

5 = Most negative perceptions 2,488 6.4%

Political orientation 0 = Left 1,260 3.6%

1 705 2.0%

2 1,946 5.6%

3 3,504 10.1%

4 3,505 10.1%

5 11,165 32.1%

6 3,760 10.9%

7 3,881 11.2%

8 2,850 8.2%

9 804 2.3%

10 = Right 1,249 3.6%

Gender 0 = Male 18,763 47.6%

1 = Female 20,625 52.4%

Age Under 35 years old 9,872 25.1%

35–60 years old 16,480 41.8%

Above 60 years old 13,048 33.1%

Citizen 0 = No 2,000 5.1%

1 = Yes 37,379 94.9%
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Table A1. Continued

Variable Categories N Percent

Born in country 0 = No 3,835 9.7%

1 = Yes 35,551 90.3%

Mother born in country 0 = No 5,088 12.9%

1 = Yes 34,225 87.1%

Education, total years 0–6 years 1,559 4.0%

7–10 years 7,567 19.2%

11–15 years 19,800 50.5%

16–20 years 8,924 22.6%

More than 20 years 1,451 3.7%

Feeling about household’s income 1 = Living comfortably on present income 13,214 33.9%

2 = Coping on present income 18,430 47.2%

3 = Difficult on present income 5,688 14.6%

4 = Very difficult on present income 1,684 4.3%

Paid work 0 = No 18,790 47.8%

1 = Yes 20,499 52.2%

Table A2. Missing data. Unweighted.

N

Missing data

N %

Dependent variable

Immigration attitudes 39,135 265 0.67

Individual level

Deservingness perceptions 39,233 167 0.42

Political orientation 34,629 4771 12.11

Gender 39,391 9 0.02

Age 39,272 128 0.32

Citizenship 39,379 21 0.05

Born in country 39,386 14 0.04

Mother born in country 39,313 87 0.22

Education in years 38,990 410 1.04

Feeling about income 39,016 384 0.97

Paid work 39,289 111 0.28

GDP 36,995 2,405 6.10

Gini index 39,400 0 0.00
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Table A3. R code. Figure 1. Interaction figure, two-step method

# Plotting interaction figure using ggplot()-comand from ggplot2-package:
ggplot(data1, aes(polmean, regrStan)) + # Defining the dataset and the variables

geom_point() + # Choosing scatter plot
geom_text(aes(label = Maa), family = “serif,” vjust = �1, hjust = 0.5) + # Naming countries
geom_smooth(method = “lm,” se = FALSE) + # Defining the regression line; “se = FALSE” removes Confidence Interval area
geom_textbox(aes(x = 5.6, y = 0.2, label- = “y = �0.1192x + 0.8085; R-Square = 0.163,” halign = 0.5, family = “serif”)) + #

Adding the textbox for the regression line and modifying its parameters
xlab(“Country mean”) + # Defining the name of X-axis
ylab(“Standardized B”) + # Defining the name of Y-axis
ggtitle(“Figure 1. Interaction”) + # Defining the title
theme(plot.caption.position = “plot,” plot.caption = element_text(hjust = 0), plot.margin = margin(20,30,30,20),

text = element_text(family = “serif”)) +
labs(caption = “Figure illustrates the interaction relationship by tow-step method. X-axis defines country mean of political

orientation, and Y-axis defines the individual-level \nlinear regression coefficient between immigration attitudes and
deservingness perceptions for each country.”) # Adding the caption for the figure

Table A4. Robustness analyses. Country fixed effects

FE: Y im = αi + βXim + ¢i + eiim

Table: Fixed effects regression. Models 1 (standard) and 2 XTREGwith robust estimates. Models 3 (standard) and 4 MIXED
with robust estimates

(1) (2) (3) (4)

main

Gender �0.060** –0.060 –0.034 –0.034

(0.020) (0.034) (0.021) (0.042)

Age of respondent,~d �0.007 –0.007 0.003 0.003

(0.006) (0.009) (0.007) (0.011)

Age squared 0.182* 0.182 0.044 0.044

(0.082) (0.116) (0.087) (0.147)

Citizen of country 0.209*** 0.209 0.173** 0.173

(0.060) (0.168) (0.064) (0.199)

Born in country 0.416*** 0.416** 0.590*** 0.590***

(0.053) (0.121) (0.056) (0.161)

Mother born in cou~y 0.432*** 0.432*** 0.392*** 0.392**

(0.044) (0.081) (0.046) (0.135)

Years of full-time~m �0.019*** –0.019*** –0.021*** –0.021***

(0.001) (0.005) (0.001) (0.006)

Feeling about hous~e 0.480*** 0.480*** 0.633*** 0.633***

(0.014) (0.041) (0.014) (0.070)

TyÃ¶ssÃ¤ –0.063* –0.063 0.028 0.028

(0.026) (0.035) (0.027) (0.070)

(continued)
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Table A4. Continued

FE: Y im = αi + βXim + ¢i + eiim

Table: Fixed effects regression. Models 1 (standard) and 2 XTREG with robust estimates. Models 3 (standard) and 4 MIXED
with robust estimates

(1) (2) (3) (4)

Deservingness 0.593*** 0.593*** 0.621*** 0.621***

(0.013) (0.086) (0.013) (0.096)

Constant 0.481 0.481 0.455 0.455

(0.261) (0.558) (0.275) (0.713)

lnsig_e

Constant 0.725*** 0.725***

(0.004) (0.026)

Observations 38399 38399 38399 38399

ll �80059.866 –80059.866 –82309.324 –82309.324

rho 0.128 0.128

Standard errors in parentheses.
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001.
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