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Abstract 

Support for Europe is largely argued to be based on the self-interest of 
individuals as well as being influenced by their national identity. Relatively little 
is known, however, about the attitudes of immigrants regarding Europe, 
although they form a growing part of the European population and are strongly 
affected by European policies. In this article, attitudes of immigrants towards 
European unification are analysed to determine how far they differ from the 
native population and between immigrants from different regions. The main 
theories on attitudes towards Europe would predict overall more positive 
attitudes. First, self-interest should lead migrants to evaluate Europe more 
favourably, as certain groups in particular have gained from it in the past mainly 
in terms of enhanced mobility and legal rights as immigrants, and can 
realistically expect to gain more in the future. Secondly, being an immigrant as 
opposed to a native citizen can be expected to have an impact on national 
identities, with the supranational level likely to be more attractive to people with 
multiple national affiliations. Findings confirm this, and highlight that migration 
status, region of origin and citizenship status are important predictors of 
attitudes. Furthermore, explanatory factors related to economic interests, which 
have been shown to be of major importance for natives, matter less for 
immigrants. It would appear that issues related to mobility and a less exclusively 
defined national identity may be of more importance for immigrants' attitudes 
than socio-economic position. 

 

Despite many delays and difficulties, European integration has been progressing, 
and the enlargement of the European Union is likely to continue. It has often 
been claimed that the European project is largely an aspiration of political elites, 
and that unification and enlargement are not always supported by the 
population (Vetik, 2003). Indeed it cannot be denied that there is quite 
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widespread Euroscepticism among certain groups of the population (Weßels, 
2007), which most recently and prominently found its expression in Ireland's 
rejection of the Lisbon Treaty in the first referendum (Quinlan, 2009). Often this 
is due to people's fear about losing out economically and in terms of political 
influence (Anderson and Reichert, 1996; Eichenberg and Dalton, 2007). Also the 
European Union aspires to be more than an economic and political cooperation, 
and the European identity at times competes with national and regional 
identities, fuelling fears that cultural differences will be levelled as a result 
(Carey, 2002). Who, then, supports Europe, and why? 

 

Political attitudes are argued to be primarily the outcome of rational processes 
based on self-interest and ideational processes that are linked to emotional and 
affective attachments of people (Easton, 1975). Attitudes to Europe similarly are 
generally claimed to be the result of individuals' calculations of cost and benefits. 
Most of the debate focuses on economic factors both on the level of states and in 
terms of individual redistributive concerns (Anderson and Reichert, 1996; 
Eichenberg and Dalton, 2007; Gabel, 1998; for transition countries see Tucker et 
al., 2002). More recently, self-interest has been argued to be of importance not 
only in terms of economic benefits, but also in relation to social well-being (De 
Vries and Van Kersbergen, 2007). This builds on other work which shows that 
individuals who feel that their national identity is threatened by Europeanisation 
are less supportive of Europe (Franklin et al., 1994), with communal identity 
being an even more important predictor of opinions than economic calculus 
(Hooghe and Marks, 2005). 

 

While much research has been concerned with people's attitudes regarding the 
EU, one interesting question has been neglected so far, namely how immigrants 
think about Europe. Migrants from other EU countries as well as third countries 
make up a sizeable and increasing proportion of the population in Europe (Münz 
et al., 2007; Stalker, 2003). Free movement of people is one of the core features 
of European unification, and has facilitated the migration of many (Favell, 2008). 
Several European initiatives have indeed focused on enhancing and supporting 
intra-Union mobility, partly with the explicit aim of increasing support for 
Europe (Recchi, 2008). Indeed, Nina Rother and Tina Nebe (2006) found in the 
European Internal Movers Social Survey that citizens from other European states 
living in France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy and Spain were significantly more 
supportive of the EU and felt more European than the rest of the population. 
Issues related to mobility and rights as European citizens can be expected to 
inform at least partly the political interests of immigrants with regards to 
support for further European unification, although this issue has received little 
attention so far. 

 

In the past, the position of immigrants moving from one EU-15 country to 
another has been vastly improved due to gaining largely the same rights and 
entitlements as the native population (Day and Shaw, 2002). At the time of data 



collection for the survey used here, enlargement of the EU was ongoing, and 
benefited migrants from new EU member states, although they had some 
restrictions regarding labour market access placed on them by most of the EU-15 
countries (Recchi, 2008). For countries at the borders of Europe, enlargement is 
likely to play a larger role in migrants' interests than further unification of the 
already existing states. Inclusion of their country in the free movement area 
would facilitate their contacts to the origin country, and depending on their 
status within the country, lead to improved legal and political rights. 

 

Second, individuals who have migrated are less likely to feel threatened in their 
national identity by Europe, but might actually identify more with a European 
identity (Recchi, 2008). This is, first, due to their own uprooting and the 
experience of migration (Rumbaut, 2005), but also to the likely self-selection of 
migrants. Less parochial individuals are more likely to decide to migrate than 
people with strong local ties and sense of belonging (Mincer, 1978). 
Consequently it can be expected that, in addition to the above reasons, 
immigrants in general will be quite positive about the EU and support its 
institutions and policies because they are less focused on the national level and 
perceive less threat to their identity from European unification. 

 

In the following, I summarise the main theoretical explanations for variations in 
support for European integration, namely self-interest and national identity, and 
examine how these explanations may apply differently for immigrants. I then 
discuss the data used and the methodological approach, before reporting the 
findings. This research note aims to contribute to the growing literature on 
attitudes towards the European Union by focusing on immigrants rather than the 
general population. Certain groups of immigrants have most certainly benefited 
from European integration, yet their attitudes have not so far been analysed 
sufficiently to determine if this finds an expression in more support for the 
European project. I argue that the no borders regime of the EU may be perceived 
as a threat by native populations, but creates opportunities for migrants, 
facilitates their mobility and improves the status of certain groups once settled in 
a host country, which is likely to be reflected in their attitudes. 

 

The Cost and Benefit of European Integration for Immigrants 

Different theories have been brought forward to explain variations in 
individuals' support for European integration. Probably the most prominent one 
claims that economic calculations of cost and benefit shape individuals' political 
attitudes, including those towards Europe. Individuals who are more likely to 
benefit from membership of the EU are generally more positive towards it 
(Anderson and Reichert, 1996; Eichenberg and Dalton, 2007; Gabel, 1998). In 
individual terms this is primarily in relation to the level of human capital they 
possess, as trade liberalisation usually favours those with higher education and 
skill level, whereas low-skilled workers are more likely to experience more 



competition as well as suffer if welfare states come under increased pressure 
(Anderson and Reichert, 1996; Gabel, 1998; Gabel and Palmer, 1995; Huber and 
Stephens, 2001; Tsoukalis, 1993; for transition countries see Tucker et al., 2002). 

 

With regard to immigrants, another level of self-interest may enter into this. 
Certain groups of migrants have gained from European integration in terms of 
freedom of movement within the Union, and increased rights in their host 
countries. EU-15 migrants can live and work in any of the other European 
member states and have equal rights to citizens of these states with some minor 
exceptions (Day and Shaw, 2002). Individuals from the accession states have had 
some restrictions placed upon them by most EU-15 countries in terms of access 
to their labour markets which are gradually being removed (Recchi, 2008). 
Further European unification may also hold benefits for migrants from other 
countries, as the EU is attempting to achieve a common framework on migration 
from third countries (European Commission, 2007). Individuals who have gained 
from increased mobility and improved legal status due to European unification 
as well as those who may have more to gain in the future can be expected to be 
more in favour of unification. 

 

Since immigrants' rights are not only determined by their origin country, but 
also by citizenship status, support for Europe is likely to differ between migrants 
who are citizens of the host country and those who are not. For migrants within 
the EU-15 territory, citizenship does not afford significantly more rights than 
they already enjoy as intra-EU migrants, with some exceptions such as voting in 
national elections (Day and Shaw, 2002). Other groups, however, have more to 
gain when acquiring citizenship, even though many countries now afford rights 
similar to those of citizens to their long-term residents (Castles and Davidson, 
2000). At the time of the survey, being a citizen still made a difference for 
migrants from accession states, although this could already be envisaged to 
change in the near future. Therefore holding citizenship of the country of 
residence should be linked to less support for Europe. 

 

 

National Identity and Migration 

Concerns about conflicts between national and European identity are common, 
and it is sometimes feared that increased European integration will lead to a loss 
of regional or national particularities (Carey, 2002). While economic 
explanations have long dominated academic and public discourse about attitudes 
to Europe, identity theory has become a well-established and well-researched 
addition more recently. It would indeed seem to be the case that individuals who 
have a strong and exclusively defined national identity and who are rather 
hostile to other cultures can perceive Europe as a threat (Franklin et al., 1994; 
McLaren, 2002; 2007). Individuals with a European or dual identity, on the other 



hand, are more positive about the EU in general (Fligstein, 2008). Catherine De 
Vries and Kees Van Kersbergen (2007) bring together the economic self-interest 
perspective with the idea of national identity, arguing that both economic and 
social well-being are important for attitude formation, and that people will be 
less supportive if they feel that either of these are threatened. 

 

Among migrants, national identity and pride in the nation can be expected to 
take a different shape than among natives. Migrants have to negotiate their sense 
of belonging between their ethnic group membership and the national identity of 
their host country (Hutnik, 1991; Modood et al., 1997; Rumbaut, 2005), and can 
therefore be expected to support a less exclusive notion of nationalism. Indeed, it 
has been found that minority groups tend to consider their ethnic identity as 
their primary one (Modood et al., 1997; Phalet and Swyngedouw, 2002). While 
this does not necessarily mean that ethnic identity excludes national self-
identification (Zimmermann et al., 2007), minorities do tend to report less 
national pride than the dominant group in a country (Dowley and Silver, 2000). 
The data used here do not allow an investigation of national identity, but using 
ISSP data, Frank Jones and Philip Smith (2001) find that having grown up or 
having lived abroad is linked to favouring a voluntaristic notion of national 
identity over an ascribed form, whereas citizenship is found to have the opposite 
effect. Similarly, individuals who travel, speak another European language and 
who interact with other Europeans are more likely to have a European identity 
(Fligstein, 2008). Furthermore, Rother and Nebe (2006) find that ‘stayers’ are 
generally more attached to the country of origin than ‘movers’. 

 

Above it was argued that citizenship is primarily important in terms of the rights 
it affords immigrants, but it also has a symbolic dimension (Bloemraad, 2000), so 
that individuals with citizenship may feel more included and identify more with 
the nation. Also, immigrants who feel closer to the nation state in which they 
reside are more likely to make the choice to apply for citizenship. Therefore it is 
possible that citizenship has an effect on attitudes about Europe that goes 
beyond the utilitarian interests discussed above, and that citizens of a particular 
country are less supportive than non-citizens of Europe because they identify 
more strongly with the nation (Jones and Smith, 2001). Citizens of the country of 
residence can therefore be expected to hold less favourable attitudes than non-
citizens. It is also less likely that individuals who are strongly rooted in their 
local area will choose to migrate in the first place (Mincer, 1978), provided that 
they have the choice to do so, so there may be an effect of self-selection. 

 

The Impact of Self-Interest and National Identity on Migrants 

As Neil Fligstein (2008) notes, issues of identity and self-interest are difficult to 
disentangle both theoretically and empirically. Theories of self-interest and 
national identity would lead us to expect largely the same outcomes, and it is 
therefore not the aim here to test these theories against each other, but rather 



establish how they work together to explain how migrants feel about Europe. 
First, migrants should be more supportive of unification than non-migrants 
because of their immediate self-interest in terms of enjoying enhanced rights. 
The same outcome can be anticipated as a result of their less exclusive 
attachment to national identity. There are likely to be differences between 
migrants depending on their region of origin, with certain groups having gained 
more and having more to gain than others. 

 

H1. Immigrants are more favourable towards further European unification than 
natives. 

 

Second, this difference is expected to be larger for migrants who do not hold 
citizenship of their country of residence than those who do. Citizens of the 
residence country have little more to gain in terms of individual rights, whereas 
non-citizens in many cases do. Furthermore, citizenship has a symbolic 
dimension, and citizens may feel more attached to the nation state in which they 
reside than non-citizens. 

 

H2. Holding citizenship of the country of residence has a negative effect on 
support for further unification. 

 

People in lower socio-economic positions tend to support European unification 
less because they perceive their position to be threatened (Anderson and 
Reichert, 1996; Gabel, 1998; Gabel and Palmer, 1995; Huber and Stephens, 2001; 
Tsoukalis, 1993). For immigrants, however, this effect may be moderated by the 
fact that, as mobile individuals, they actually benefit from unification regardless 
of their skill level, so that those from lower socio-economic groups may show 
relatively more support than their native peers, who primarily perceive the 
negative aspects such as increased labour competition. 

 

H3. Socio-economic position has a weaker effect on the attitudes of immigrants 
than those of natives. 

 

Lower socio-economic groups also tend to be more parochial and have a more 
exclusive definition of national identity, which in turn is linked to less support 
for Europe (Franklin et al., 1994; McLaren, 2002; 2007). For immigrants, 
however, this argument is likely to hold to a lesser extent, as they have 
experienced mobility regardless of socio-economic background, and hence 
lower-skilled migrants may not be more locally oriented than the higher skilled 
compared to their native peers. Hence a weaker effect of occupational group, 
education and income is expected for immigrants than native-born respondents. 



 

 

Data and Method 

The European Social Survey is used for the analysis of immigrants' attitudes to 
European unification here as it is the only cross-national data set that includes 
detailed information on immigrants' countries of origin as well as their parents' 
country of birth. The data are extracted from the second and third round of the 
ESS, and were collected between 2003 and 2006. The ESS is particularly useful 
for a cross-national study because it not only covers a wide range of countries, 
but also because it is designed to allow comparative designs by taking measures 
to ensure that the questions are understood in the same way across different 
countries and languages. 

 

Definition of Immigrants and Natives 

In the analysis, only natives and first-generation migrants were included, 
whereby the latter were defined as a person born abroad whose parents were 
also born outside his or her country of residence. If country of origin information 
was missing, the respondent was excluded. Natives were defined as individuals 
who themselves and whose parents were born in the host country and who hold 
citizenship. 

 

Measuring Attitudes toward European Unification 

Respondents were asked whether they thought that unification had gone too far 
already or whether they would like it to go further on a scale from 0 to 10. 
Higher values indicate preference for further unification. As only rounds 2 and 3 
of the ESS included this variable, the amount of valid cases for migrants is 2,719 
and for natives 37,757. Missing values on the dependent variable were excluded. 

 

Human Capital and Socio-economic Position 

It is important to account for human capital characteristics of individuals 
surveyed, as these have been shown to have an important impact on attitudes 
(see for example Anderson and Reichert, 1996; Eichenberg and Dalton, 2007; 
Gabel, 1998). Education was measured in years of education, whereas income 
was measured in twelve steps that were adjusted in each country for 
comparability. Missing cases were replaced with the group means, with the 
group being defined by the combination of origin and host country, and if those 
were unavailable, the host country means. Occupation was coded as legislators, 
senior officials, managers and professionals as the highest category; technicians, 
associated professionals and clerks as the next lower category; service workers, 
skilled agricultural and fishery and crafts as a third category; and all others as 
the fourth category. 



 

Origin and Destination Countries 

Only data from individuals who are resident in the EU-15 countries were used. 
Migrants were divided into four categories: those who migrated within the EU-
15; those from the ten countries that joined in 2004; those from candidate 
countries Bulgaria and Romania, which have since then joined the EU, plus 
Turkey, Croatia, Macedonia and possible candidates Albania, Kosovo, Serbia, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina and Montenegro (European Commission, 2009). All 
other migrants belong to the fourth category of third country migrants. 
Citizenship status was assessed by respondents' indication of whether they hold 
citizenship or not. At the time of the survey, being a citizen still made a difference 
for migrants from accession member states, although this could already be 
envisaged to change in the near future. 

 

Modelling 

MLwiN 2.02 was used to specify a hierarchical linear model with two levels. 
Individuals are specified as level one (n= 40,476) and country of residence as 
level two (n= 15). Random intercepts were specified for the higher level. All 
models have been estimated using full maximum likelihood estimation 
implemented as IGLS in MLN. Age, gender and main source of income are used as 
control variables from Model II onwards. Table 1 summarises the independent 
variables for natives and immigrants broken down by different origin regions. 

 

 



 

Analysis and Findings 

As expected in Hypothesis 1, findings in Model I (Table 2) show that immigrants 
are more in favour of further unification than natives. The difference to natives is 
most pronounced for immigrants from candidate countries, but also highly 
significant for all other immigrant groups. For comparison, it is larger for all 
groups than, for example, the difference between an unskilled worker and a 
professional among the native population, and even substantially larger for some 
groups. Between-group differences are not significant for EU-15, EU-10 and third 
country migrants, but candidate migrants are significantly more favourable than 
all other immigrant groups. These coefficients change very little when control 
variables are introduced in Model II. Demographic variables show few surprises, 
with individuals depending on state transfers being less favourable towards 
Europe, and the same holds for women and older people. Higher socio-economic 
status measured as income, education and occupational group is linked to more 
positive attitudes. 

 



 

 

 In Model III citizenship is included to assess its impact. As predicted in 
Hypothesis 2, migrants who hold citizenship of their country of residence are 
less in favour of further unification than non-citizens. However, migrants who 
are citizens are still more favourable than natives overall. The citizenship effect 
is roughly comparable in size to the difference between a professional and a low-
skilled worker among natives for all immigrant groups, with the exception of EU-
15 migrants, where the effect is smaller, and not significant. For new EU member 
state migrants, the negative citizenship effect remains below conventional 
significance levels, which is most likely due to the small number (n= 66) of non-



citizens in this category. The citizenship effect is strongest and highly significant 
for candidate state migrants, but also quite pronounced for third country 
migrants. Figure 1 illustrates these differences based on results in Model III. 

Figure 1. Native vs. Immigrant Attitudes 

 

 

Model IV estimates the differential impact of human capital and occupational 
groups on immigrants' attitudes. Hypothesis 3 is supported, with socio-economic 
status playing a weaker role for the attitudes of immigrants compared to natives, 
as the negative interaction effects for income (non-significant), education and 
occupational status show. Figure 2 illustrates these differences along 
occupational group for natives versus EU-15 migrants based on Model IV. 
Professionals and clerks tend to be more favourable towards European 
unification than service workers and tradesmen, and this also holds for 
immigrants, but these differences are significantly smaller for migrants than for 
natives. A professional migrant is still comparatively more supportive than a 
professional native, but the difference between them is smaller than that, for 
example, between a native compared to an immigrant tradesman or unskilled 
worker. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Generally, higher education leads to more support for Europe, but for migrants 
this link is significantly weaker, which is illustrated by the different slopes for 
the education effect for immigrants and natives depicted in Figure 3. For 
immigrants, education hardly matters, whereas it has quite an important effect 
on natives' attitudes. Equally, higher income is associated with more positive 
attitudes, but again this effect is weaker for immigrants (non-significant). As 
there is a large overlap between income, education and occupational group, 
these interaction effects are stronger, and the income effect significant, if 
separate models are estimated that are not reported here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 3. Education Interaction 

 

 

Discussion and Conclusion 

While the issue of European integration has become more contentious (Hooghe 
and Marks, 2006; Kriesi, 2007), there are still some groups that are measurably 
more supportive. Findings here show that individuals who live in a different 
country from the one in which they were born form one of these groups. This 
seems to be the case across different origin regions, although some differences 
were observed, with immigrants from candidate countries being the most 
supportive. As Hanspeter Kriesi (2007) argues, there is a ‘new cultural cleavage’ 
between the losers and winners of globalisation that is linked to Euroscepticism, 
which seems supported by the findings here, if immigrants are considered as 
‘winners’ of globalisation and European integration. In fact, differences based on 
migration and citizenship status are quite large when compared to those 
between ‘losers’ and ‘winners’ defined, for example, in terms of occupational 
groups. Two key reasons for opposition to European unification, economic 
competition and cultural threat are absent or weaker in the case of immigrants, 
who benefit economically from free movement and are less likely to find a 
multicultural Europe threatening. 

 



Findings suggest that a cost–benefit analysis is taking place that is related to 
what has already been achieved by the EU in the past and what may still be 
achieved: all migrants want more unification as compared to natives, even if 
further unification will not enhance the situation of all groups equally. The major 
gains from European unification have already been made for migrants from 
within EU territory. They may favour unification because it would further 
simplify their interactions with institutions in the future, whereas migrants from 
third countries may hope for an improvement of their status as a result of the 
integration of European migration policy. The most interesting outcome perhaps 
is the remarkably positive attitudes of migrants from countries that are at the 
borders of Europe. It would appear that candidate state immigrants had 
enlargement of the EU on their minds when they replied to the question that was 
intended to measure attitudes to unification, as further integration of the current 
members would not enhance the status of this group, whereas enlargement 
would benefit individuals from these countries greatly in terms of ease of 
movement within the Union, contact with their origin countries and enhanced 
legal and political rights in the residence countries. This suggests that future 
benefits seem to be a particularly strong motivator for support for Europe. 

 

National attachment and identity also provide a possible explanation for the 
more positive attitudes of migrants, however. The cost–benefit framework may 
be better suited to explain the differences between migrants from different 
origin regions, but the overall more positive attitudes could equally be, at least 
partly, the outcome of a less exclusive national attachment of this group and a 
readiness to identify with the supranational level as a direct outcome of their 
own migration experience. The results regarding citizenship can similarly be 
attributed to both frameworks: first, migrants who hold citizenship of their host 
countries have less to gain on the individual level from unification or 
enlargement; and second, they may also feel more attached to their host country 
and hence prefer the national over the European level. 

 

Findings not only show that being a migrant and citizenship status are important 
in determining attitudes, but also that the effect of generally strong predictors 
such as occupational status, income and education is weaker for migrants than it 
is for the native population. As it cannot be determined here whether the 
positive effect of being a migrant is mostly due to a weaker national 
identification or particular interests both in terms of past and future benefits of 
European unification, this finding can mean two things: first, the argument about 
the lower skilled being threatened by European unification is less valid for 
immigrants, who have profited from mobility regardless of occupational status; 
and second, that while higher socio-economic status is generally linked to less 
exclusive national attitudes for natives (Jones and Smith, 2001), this difference 
may not be relevant for migrants. The lower skilled may be proportionally less 
parochial than their native peers as a result of their experience of mobility, 
explaining the smaller differences along occupational and socio-economic status 
among immigrants. 



 

This study is limited in so far as it could only assess attitudes towards 
unification, and not other aspects such as the enlargement of the EU or support 
for its policies, which would provide a clearer picture of the interests different 
migrant groups have. The main issue, however, is that national identity could not 
be considered in the model as a mediating factor for the more favourable 
attitudes of migrants in comparison to natives so it is not possible to disentangle 
the impact it may have on attitudes from the role particular interests play. 
Further research may be able to pick up on these limitations to explore in more 
detail how the migrant population of Europe feels about particular European 
issues. Another related area that might merit exploration is how far mobility 
influences natives' attitudes, as people who have lived abroad for significant 
periods of their lives, such as return migrants or individuals taking advantage of 
work and study exchange programmes, might display similar patterns to 
immigrants as a result of this experience. 
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