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Free movers or immigrants? Attitudes towards 
immigration from the EU countries 

• Attitudes towards immigrants largely researched with reference to immigration coming from non-
Western countries, but intra-EU immigration recently appeared on the public  agenda (e.g. Polish 
plumber, recent debates in the UK) 

• Two main sets of theories: group threat and contact theory  

Graph 1. Attitudes towards immigration from other EU countries 

• Eurobarometer 82.3 (November 2014) from 28 EU member states 
• Only nationals aged 15+ 
• Multilevel logistic regression 
• Dependent variable: attitudes towards immigration from other EU countries (1 negative, 0 positive) 
Question: Please tell me whether the following statement evokes a positive or negative feeling for you: 
Immigration of people from other EU Member States (possible answers: very positive, fairly positive, fairly 
negative, very negative) 
• Independent variables: 
Individual level: 

I. Labour market status, subjective concerns about individual situation (personal job situation, 
financial situation of the household), subjective concerns about country situation (situation of the 
national economy, employment situation in the country), social class, education, strong national 
identification 

II. Transnationalism index  (visited another EU country, read a book, newspaper or magazine in a 
language other than mother tongue, socialised with people from another EU country, watched TV 
programmes in a language other than mother tongue, used the Internet in order to purchase a 
product or a service from another  EU country) 

Controls: gender, age, left-right scale, city dwelling 
Country level: 

I. GDP per capita (2013), unemployment (2013), EU born share (2013) 
II. KOF Social Globalization index (2012) including data on personal contact, information flows and 

cultural proximity 
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I. THREAT THEORY 
• There is competition over resources (jobs, but also access to services etc.), in particular among socially 

and economically vulnerable  
• Threat more pronounced in contexts with scarce resources: poor economic conditions, large size of the 

outgroup (Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958) 
• Immigration may also pose a threat to collective identity and homogeneity of the society 
• Threat can be real or perceived (Blalock 1967) 
II. CONTACT THEORY 
• Intergroup interaction reduces negative sentiments (Allport 1954) 
• Contact theory focuses on face-to-face contacts, their quality (positive/negative), quantity, facilitating 

context (or lack of it) 
• Social transnationalism may be a form of contact with ‘other’ 
• Research examining everyday cross-border practices also explores their attitudinal consequences (e.g. 

Kuhn 2011, Mau 2010)  
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Note: EB 82.3, N=25,070, weighted data 

M1 M2 M3 

Coef. SE Coef. SE Coef. SE 

Age when education completed -0.031 *** 0.003 -0.024 *** 0.003 -0.023 *** 0.003 

Unemployed (ref: at work) -0.024 0.051 0.067 0.054 0.068 0.054 

In education (ref: at work) -0.392 *** 0.080 -0.301 *** 0.083 -0.302 *** 0.083 

Not active (ref: at work)  -0.083 * 0.040 -0.078 0.042 -0.080 0.042 

Negative job/household situation (ref: 

positive) 

0.272 *** 0.031 0.317 *** 0.033 0.320 *** 0.033 

Negative econ/empl. situation (ref: 

positive) 

0.416 *** 0.038 0.610 *** 0.043 0.695 *** 0.062 

Working class (ref: middle/upper class) 0.029 0.032 0.099 ** 0.034 0.100 ** 0.034 

Only national identification (ref: 

national/European) 

0.731 *** 0.029 0.758 *** 0.031 0.759 *** 0.031 

Highly transnational (ref: low) -0.479 *** 0.042 -0.562 *** 0.047 -0.554 *** 0.047 

Medium transnational (ref: low) -0.218 *** 0.035 -0.283 *** 0.038 -0.281 *** 0.038 

Male 0.004 0.028 0.048 0.029 0.049 0.029 

Age  0.003 * 0.001 0.004 ** 0.001 0.004 *** 0.001 

Right on the political scale (ref: left and 

centre) 

0.235 *** 0.040 0.271 *** 0.042 0.274 *** 0.042 

Undefined on the political scale (ref: left 

and centre) 

0.107 ** 0.039 0.137 ** 0.042 0.139 ** 0.042 

City dwellers (ref: others) -0.002 0.032 0.037 0.034 0.036 0.034 

GDP per capita 2013 (centred) -0.035 0.022 -0.036 0.022 

Unemployment level 2013 (centred) -0.049 * 0.021 -0.080 ** 0.025 

EU born share 2013 (centred) 0.052 0.034 0.051 0.033 

KOF Social Globalization Index 2012 

(centred) 

0.020 0.017 0.026 0.016 

Highly transnational * KOF -0.022 *** 0.006 

Medium transnational * KOF -0.009 0.005 

Negative econ/empl. situation * 

Unemployment 

0.031 * 0.015 

Constant -0.464 *** 0.092 -0.912 *** 0.140 -1.018 *** 0.145 

Hypotheses 

C. Negative perception of EU immigration  expected among persons with strong national identifications  
D. Negative sentiments are expected to be more pronounced among these concerned about the economic 

situation in vulnerable contexts                                                                                                                          
HYPOTHESES (II) 
A. Larger volume of cross-border practices at the individual level is expected to negatively affect outgroup 

sentiments 
B. More pronounced social globalisation processes  are likely to reduce negative outgroup sentiments 

Theoretical framework 

HYPOTHESES (I) 
A. Negative feelings towards EU immigration more likely among more vulnerable groups (unemployed, 

persons negatively assessing their individual and country situation, lower educated) 
B. Negative assessment of EU immigration more likely where more economic competition (lower GDP, 

higher unemployment, larger EU migrant share) 
 

Descriptive results Multivariate analyses 

Table 1. Individual and multilevel logistic regression with dependent variable negative attitudes towards 
immigration from other EU countries (ref: positive) 
 

Note: EB 82.3, N=23,308 
* p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001 

I. THREAT THEORY 
• Analyses largely corroborate hypotheses deriving from group threat theory in case of immigration from 

other EU countries 
• Future research: focus on the effect of occupation/sector where the economic competition takes place 
II. SOCIAL TRANSNATIONALISM 
• Strong effect of transnationalism on an individual level 
• This effect is mediated by the country context  
• Future research: better theorisation of links between contact theory and social transnationalism 
• Bigger picture? Cross-border practices and legitimization of the European integration processes 

(Deutsch et al. 1957; Fligstein 2008)  
 

 

Conclusions 

 
 • Similarly to general attitudes towards immigration, attitudes towards migration from other EU Member 

States differ by country 
• Scandinavian and Northern European countries are most welcoming to fellow EU citizens 
• Some new Member States are most negative (Latvia, Czech Republic, Cyprus), but also Italy and the UK 
• No trends data available  

 
In order to understand the determinants of attitudes towards intra-European migration set of logistic 
regression models were run: 
• M1 with individual level variables 
• M2 with individual and country level variables 
• M3 with individual and country level variables and cross-level interactions 
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