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Abstract: This paper investigates the connection between national immigration 
policy and a society’s attitudes towards immigration. It argues that a country’s im-
migration policy framework plays an important role in the formation of attitudes 
towards immigration by shaping the local national context of the receiving country. 
It examines the infl uence of a country’s immigration policy framework by contrast-
ing two countries – Australia and Germany – that developed remarkably different 
immigration policies in response to large immigration movements during the post-
war period. We explore attitudes towards immigration on four dimensions: (1) the 
national economy, (2) the labour market, (3) the national culture, and (4) the level 
of immigrant infl ux. The analyses reveal three main fi ndings. First, people in Aus-
tralia tend to display more positive attitudes towards immigration than in Germany. 
Second, in both countries, attitudes towards immigration tend to be infl uenced in 
a similar way by an individual’s socio-economic background and feelings of na-
tional identity (in the form of nationalism and patriotism). Third, immigration policy 
represents a strong indicator of attitudes towards immigration. We found that the 
planned integrative immigration policy in Australia supports the formation of more 
positive attitudes towards immigration by infl uencing people’s perception on the 
economic and socio-cultural impacts of immigration.
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1 Introduction

With immigration increasing in size and complexity, there has been lively public 
debate about the impacts of immigration in western countries (Castles/Miller 2008). 
On the one hand, immigration is considered a welcome source of labour and cultural 
diversity, as a foundation for new ideas and a strategy for addressing contemporary 
demographic processes such as population decline, decreasing fertility levels and 
population ageing. On the other hand, immigration raises concerns about detrimen-
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tal effects on national welfare systems, increasing job competition and undermining 
national culture (Joppke 1999). These confl icting views vary within and across coun-
tries and result in diverse attitudes towards immigration among local populations.

Previous research has investigated differences in attitudes towards immigration 
from micro and macro perspectives. By using a micro approach, individual char-
acteristics have been found to exert a strong infl uence on attitudes towards im-
migration. Residing in an urban area, high educational attainment and being born 
in a foreign country have all shown to increase the tendency to hold positive atti-
tudes towards immigration. However, cross-country differences in the importance 
of these variables are less clear (Davidov/Meuleman 2012). From a macro perspec-
tive, studies have sought to explain attitudes towards immigration based on the 
national socio-economic conditions of countries by using aggregate economic and 
social variables (e.g. gross domestic product, the proportion of foreign-born mem-
bers of a country’s population, or the unemployment rate). While evidence for a link 
between economic conditions and the size of the immigrant population has been 
found (Mayda 2006; O’Rourke/Sinnott 2006), the majority of these studies has ei-
ther established no relationship (Brenner/Fertig 2006; Card et al. 2005; Sides/Citrin 
2007), or only weak effects (Meuleman et al. 2009; Rustenbach 2010) of these mac-
ro socio-economic variables on attitudes towards immigration. Thus, rather than 
observable socio-economic country characteristics, less easily measurable factors, 
such as countries’ migration histories have been argued to underpin cross-country 
differences in attitudes towards immigration (Brenner/Fertig 2006).

However, these factors have received little attention in prior work. The role of 
the national socio-political and institutional contexts within which attitudes towards 
immigration are formed are considered as important factors to better understand 
cross-national differences in these attitudes (Ceobanu/Escandell 2010).

Based on this argument, we explore the role of a country’s immigration policy 
framework as an indicator of cross-national differences in attitudes towards im-
migration. In other words, attitudes towards immigration are argued to refl ect a 
countries’ immigration policy. Bauer et al. (2001) suggest that an immigration policy 
focusing on skilled migrants does a better job at assimilating immigrants into the la-
bour market, which in turn results in more positive views on immigration. Schlueter 
et al. (2013) demonstrate that permissive immigrant integration policies improve 
attitudes towards immigrants by diminishing perceptions of immigration as a threat 
to the interests of the native population. 

To explore the relationship between immigration policy and attitudes towards 
immigration, we analyse differences in attitudes towards immigration in Australia 
and Germany using data from the 2003 International Social Survey Program (ISSP). 
The methodological approach of this paper differs from previous research. Rather 
than using a micro-level analysis to identify determinants of individual attitudes or 
a macro-level analysis to detect cross-country differences, we integrate both ana-
lytical approaches by examining the differences in attitudes towards immigration in 
two countries in a framework that considers the infl uence of national immigration 
policy. Australia and Germany offer a unique setting to explore the infl uence of im-
migration policy on attitudes toward immigration, as these countries represented 
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“opposite poles on the migration spectrum” (Castles 2008: 1) from the early 1970s 
until the onset of substantial immigration policy reforms in Germany in 2005. The 
timing of the ISSP survey in 2003 allows us to examine attitudinal differences be-
tween Germany and Australia at the end of the long-standing contrast in policy 
frameworks. This is important, as attitudes towards immigration are shaped over 
time (Card et al. 2005) through “legacies of past migrations and migration policies” 
(Godenau et al. 2012). As immigration is perceived to impact the social, cultural and 
economic environments of a country, we capture differences in attitudes towards 
immigration emerging from these different perspectives. The question we seek to 
address is: How are the contrasting immigration policy frameworks established in 
Australia and Germany related to cross-country differences in attitudes towards 
immigration?

2 Theoretical framework

Immigration policy is refl ected in attitudes towards immigration (Bauer et al. 2001; 
Schlueter et al. 2013). Controlling for the size of the migrant population, economic 
conditions and political-ideological circumstances, Schlueter et al. (2013) identifi ed 
immigration policy as a key contextual factor for understanding cross-country dif-
ferences in attitudes towards immigration. However, the relationship between immi-
gration policy and attitudes towards immigration is not straightforward. The causal 
direction of the link between policy and attitudes likely goes both ways. Bauer et al. 
(2001) point out that “policy and sentiments recursively infl uence each other and the 
direction of causality is hard to disentangle” (2001: 20). On the one hand, politicians 
and policymakers respond to what they think the general public perceives as the 
right direction of policy. On the other hand, immigration policy shapes attitudes to-
wards immigration by infl uencing people’s perceptions of the impact of immigration 
(Schlueter et al. 2013). These perceptions are formed based on the “belief” in the 
impact of immigration, rather than on real effects of immigration (Card et al. 2005; 
Gang et al. 2002). Hence, immigration policy is related to attitudes towards immigra-
tion, which are in turn infl uenced by the perceived consequences of immigration.

Immigration policy plays a role in the formation of attitudes towards immigration 
through the regulation and management of the infl ux of immigrants and their set-
tlement. Immigration policy channels the ethnic and skill composition of countries’ 
immigrant fl ows, designs the service and support for those who have settled, and 
manages the ethno-cultural changes of national populations resulting from immi-
gration (Jupp 2007). These different targets of immigration policy link more closely 
to specifi c perceptions of the local population on immigration and particular ties 
can be constituted. The manner in which immigration is regulated, i.e. through a 
designed immigration programme, is associated with people’s views on the size 
of the immigrant infl ow. At the same time, immigration policies based on econom-
ic considerations relate to how people perceive the impact of immigration on the 
economy or the labour market, while policies concerning the incorporation of im-
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migrants and their distinctive cultures into society infl uence the perception of the 
socio-cultural impact of immigration.

Hence, to examine the relationship between policy and attitudes towards immi-
gration, four dimensions of attitudes corresponding to the different perceptions on 
impacts of immigration are defi ned: (1) the national economy, (2) the labour market, 
(3) the national culture, and (4) the level of immigrant infl ux. This approach differs 
from previous studies, which have focussed on understanding attitudes towards 
one of these four dimensions (the level of immigrant infl ux). Meanwhile, attitudes 
towards the economic and cultural consequences of immigration for a country have 
only been examined as factors infl uencing attitudes towards the level of immigra-
tion (Malchow-Møller et al. 2009). In this paper, we explore the infl uence of im-
migration policy across these four dimensions to capture distinct associations be-
tween immigration policy and attitudes towards immigration.

2.1 Australia and Germany: Opposing immigration policies

Australia and Germany have displayed stark differences in their immigration poli-
cies since the 1970s, when opposite policy frameworks emerged from different re-
sponses to mass immigration movements following World War II (Castles 2008). 
Concerning the period in Germany prior to reunifi cation in 1990, the focus is on 
developments in West Germany. After the end of the German Democratic Republic, 
East Germany was incorporated into the Federal Republic of Germany with all its 
cultural, social, and political institutions. As a result, concerning attitudes towards 
immigrants, stereotypes held by West Germans were “adopted” by the East Ger-
man population (Meier-Braun 2002). Furthermore, Germany has begun to make sig-
nifi cant changes to its immigration policy since the ratifi cation of a new immigration 
act in 2005. However, our analysis focusses on policy developments preceding the 
ISSP survey in 2003.

Australia has been following an immigration policy of planned immigration that 
aims at increasing the country’s population and stimulating economic growth. Un-
der a multicultural principle, the country operates an immigration programme that 
focusses on skilled immigration. Integrative measures assist immigrants’ settle-
ment process while also supporting the practice of their cultural customs and tradi-
tions (Birrell 2009; Hugo 2004, 2009; Jupp 2007; Markus et al. 2009). The country 
has achieved considerable “capacity to formulate, develop, introduce and operate 
sound and effective policy” (Hugo 2004: 3).

In contrast to Australia, Germany did not establish an explicit immigration poli-
cy. Despite a signifi cant and growing immigrant population, German policymakers 
have failed to develop consistent migration and integration legislation. Throughout 
the second half of the 20th century, the central theme of Germany’s immigration 
policy has been the perception that Germany is not “a country of immigration” and 
immigration has been “uncontrolled” in the past (Zimmermann et al. 2007). Policy-
makers have been operating under a narrative portraying Germany as a culturally 
homogenous country uninterested in permanent immigrants (Joppke 1999; Meier-
Braun 2002; Meyers 2007; Suessmuth 2001; Zimmermann et al. 2007).
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2.2 Policy and attitudinal differences

In this study, we expect the opposing policy paradigms of Australia and Germany to 
result in differences in attitudes towards immigration between the countries’ popu-
lations. Operating under a multicultural principle, Australia’s planned immigration 
policy is thought to be associated with greater acceptance of immigration and its 
socio-cultural and economic consequences than in Germany, where, instead, policy 
focussed on the overall restriction and reduction of immigration. Hence, we expect 
more positive attitudes in Australia than in Germany towards immigrant infl ux and 
the impact of immigration on the economy, the labour market, and national culture.
With regard to the economic impacts of immigration, more positive attitudes are 
expected in Australia for two reasons. First, the immigration policy of Australia is 
economically driven. The government specifi cally defi nes its skilled immigration 
programme as “designed to target migrants who have skills or outstanding abili-
ties that will contribute to the Australian economy” (DIMA 2010). Thus, Australia’s 
immigration policy supports the perception that immigration benefi ts the national 
economy. Second, the country’s immigration policy mitigates the perceived threat 
of increased labour market competition due to immigration. Australia has increas-
ingly focussed on a skilled immigration programme based on labour force short-
ages. Governments have continuously involved unions and employers’ associations 
in the labour market evaluation process identifying these shortages. By including 
non-governmental organisations, Australian policymakers have mediated public 
opposition and eased fears about increased job competition resulting from immi-
gration (Jupp 2007).

In contrast, we expect less favourable sentiments towards the economic im-
pact of immigration in Germany. A comprehensive economy-oriented migration 
programme has not been instituted in Germany, despite advocacy for skilled im-
migration from the German employer lobby. The absence of such a programme 
is coupled with a different political response to the perceived threat of increased 
competition on the labour market through immigration. German policymakers, for 
example, stopped a large recruitment programme for foreign labour in 1973 due to 
an increase in unemployment, although there was still a demand for migrant work-
ers in specifi c sectors of the industry (Joppke 1999). In contrast to Australia, there 
has not been a consensus between major political parties on the economic benefi ts 
of immigration for the country.

In combination with the more favourable perceptions of the economic impacts 
of immigration in Australia, the country’s multicultural policy is also expected to 
be associated with more positive attitudes towards the cultural impact of immigra-
tion than in Germany. Under the multicultural paradigm, Australian policymakers 
eliminated national origin as a selection criterion for immigration, installed support 
systems for migrants to maintain their cultural ties, and implemented a liberal citi-
zenship law that allows migrants to naturalise within a relatively short period of time 
while keeping multiple citizenships. 

German immigration policy is thought to relate to less favourable attitudes to-
wards such cultural impacts, as policy has been developed based upon the view 



•    Philipp Ueffing, Francisco Rowe, Clara H. Mulder442

of Germany as a culturally homogenous country, defi ned by a shared language, 
tradition, and descent (Levy 2002). This is particularly evident in German citizenship 
law. While resettlers are granted citizenship if considered “ethnically German”, natu-
ralisation for immigrants without German descent is a long and diffi cult process. 
In fact, Germany did not depart from its ethnic concept of nationality until the late 
20th century. Naturalisation became easier for immigrants not considered “ethni-
cally German” and their German-born children after a reform of the citizenship law 
in 2000 (Zimmermann et al. 2007).

While the immigration policy framework provides some of the context within 
which attitudes towards immigration are formed, these behavioural responses de-
pend in part on individuals’ positions in various domains in life. Hence, after dis-
cussing alternative contextual factors that might infl uence attitudes towards im-
migration in Australia and Germany in section 2.3, section 2.4 will review personal 
characteristics that potentially infl uence attitudes towards immigration.

2.3 Other contextual factors

Besides immigration policy, other country-level structural conditions have been 
suggested to infl uence attitudes towards immigration and might explain differences 
between Australia and Germany. The size of migrant populations, fl uctuations in 
the level of immigration, economic conditions, media coverage and the national 
discourse on immigration and political-ideological traditions have been linked to 
the formation of attitudes towards immigration within countries (Ceobanu/Escan-
dell 2010). Overall, the presence of migrants is higher in Australia than in Germany. 
Around the time of the ISSP survey in 2005, both countries were home to some of 
the largest immigrant populations in the world, with 10.1 million migrants in Ger-
many and 4.1 million migrants in Australia (UNDESA 2006). This corresponds to 
12 percent of the German and 23 percent of the Australian population. Furthermore, 
the economic climates in the two countries were different at the turn of the century. 
In the decade preceding the survey, Australia experienced a period of strong eco-
nomic growth with an annual GDP growth rate of around 4 percent between 1995 
and 2004, while economic growth in Germany was much weaker (The World Bank 
2015). However, there is a lack of consistent evidence for the size of migrant popula-
tion and the state of the economy infl uencing attitudes towards immigration (Sides/
Citrin 2007).

2.4 The infl uence of individual characteristics

A set of individual, personal characteristics has been shown to infl uence attitudes 
towards immigration. Individual socio-economic background and feelings of nation-
al identity and belonging have consistently been found to impact the formation of 
such attitudes (Ceobanu/Escandell 2010).

Based on economic self-interest, people generally tend to oppose immigration 
when they perceive immigrants as competitors for resources (Card et al. 2005; 
Mayda 2006; O’Rourke/Sinnott 2006; Scheve/Slaughter 2001; Sides/Citrin 2007). 
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Since immigrants are predominantly considered to be less qualifi ed, lower skilled 
persons are more likely than higher skilled persons to perceive migrants as com-
petitors on the labour market in the context of developed countries. Hence, people 
in low-skill professions hold more negative attitudes concerning the labour market 
impact of immigration, and prefer lower numbers of immigrants (Mayda 2006; Sch-
eve/Slaughter 2001). 

Place of residence and migration history represent two key factors infl uenc-
ing personal attitudes towards immigration. Living in an urban area, and being an 
immigrant or descendant of immigrants are related to favourable attitudes (Bauer 
et al. 2001; Hainmueller/Hiscox 2007; Malchow-Møller et al. 2009; Mayda 2006; 
O’Rourke/Sinnott 2006). The exposure to the cultural heterogeneity of cities is sug-
gested to drive more positive attitudes (Hayes/Dowds 2006; Wilson 1991). Stronger 
pro-immigration sentiments among persons with a migration background has been 
linked to self-identifi cation with immigrants (Hayes/Dowds 2006).

Furthermore, increasing age has been correlated with negative sentiments on 
immigration (Bauer et al. 2001; Brenner/Fertig 2006; Mayda 2006; Scheve/Slaugh-
ter 2001). Older people tend to be more conservative and sceptical about change, 
and thus hold less positive attitudes towards immigration. Effects of gender are less 
clear. Mayda (2006), for example, demonstrated that females were more opposed 
to immigration, while Bauer et al. (2001) found males to have more negative senti-
ments towards immigration. At the same time, Brenner and Fertig (2006) did not 
fi nd any relationship between gender and attitudes towards immigration.

Feelings of national belonging and identity also infl uence attitudes towards im-
migration (Card et al. 2005; Davidov et al. 2008; Sides/Citrin 2007). Sides and Citrin 
(2007: 479) argue that “beliefs about the nation and its cultural make-up” are par-
ticularly important for the formation of attitudes towards immigration. Persons with 
strong feelings of national belonging have been commonly found to be less open 
to immigration (O’Rourke/Sinnott 2006; Sides/Citrin 2007). Recent work by Jeong 
(2013) investigated different types of national feelings and found that feelings of 
national superiority provoke negative attitudes towards immigration, while feelings 
of national pride led to more positive attitudes towards immigration.

While the relationship between personal characteristics and attitudes towards 
immigration is grounded, differences in the infl uence of personal characteristics on 
attitudes across countries are left largely unexplained (Brenner/Fertig 2006; Davidov 
et al. 2008; Sides/Citrin 2007). The contrasting policies in Australia and Germany 
are expected to relate to these personal characteristics. Specifi cally, the attitudinal 
difference between skill levels is expected to be less pronounced in Australia, as 
the Australian immigration policy has increasingly focused on skilled immigration. 
Highly skilled workers in Australia might be more likely than their German counter-
parts to perceive immigration as an increase in labour market competition. In con-
trast, German policy makers have largely disregarded skill-oriented immigration, 
and migrants have mainly arrived through family reunifi cation, immigration of ethnic 
Germans from the successor states of the former Soviet Union and asylum requests. 
Hence, Australia’s skills-based policy is thought to evoke a relatively strong percep-
tion of immigrants as competitors for jobs requiring higher qualifi cations.
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3 Data and measures

3.1 International Social Survey Programme Data

We use nationally representative survey data of the Australian and German popula-
tion aged 18 and older from the 2003 National Identity (NI) module, maintained by 
the International Social Survey Programme (ISSP). To enable cross-national compa-
rability, the ISSP works in collaboration with governments to develop standardised 
topic-specifi c questions that are integrated into national surveys. For the 2003 NI 
ISSP module, Australia and Germany incorporated a set of questions on national 
identity in the Australian Survey of Social Attitudes (AuSSA) and German General 
Social Survey (ALLBUS), respectively. Data collected using these questions offer in-
formation on attitudes towards immigration, national identity and belonging, as well 
as the socio-demographic characteristics of respondents. We focused the analysis 
on 2,130 individual records for Australia and 1,198 for Germany. These records com-
prise the cases for which information on relevant variables used in our analysis was 
available.

3.2 Measures of attitudes towards immigration

Using the ISSP data, we constructed four indicators of attitudes towards immigra-
tion for Australia and Germany. As discussed in Section 2, we use four alternative 
approaches to measure individuals’ attitudes towards immigration: people’s per-
ceptions of the impact of immigration on (1) the national economy, (2) the labour 
market, and (3) culture, and (4) people’s preferred level of immigration infl ux. Data 
on these four dimensions were collected in the ISSP module on a fi ve-point ordinal 
scale, representing the attitudes of the host population towards immigration. Meas-
urement comparability was assessed by comparing response distributions in Aus-
tralia and Germany and other English-speaking (Great Britain, USA) and German-
speaking (Austria, part of Swiss sample) countries available in the ISSP dataset. 
While cross-country differences in respondents’ understanding of survey questions 
have been found for some variables in ISSP modules due to language particularities 
(Harkness et al. 2004; Scholz et al. 2005), systematic differences between the two 
language groups were not apparent for the four measures of attitudes towards im-
migration, supporting measurement comparability. We then recoded the fi ve-point 
ordinal data to create four binary variables with one indicating positive attitudes to-
wards immigration (for infl ux: a preference for increasing levels) and zero otherwise 
(Table 1). The “neutral” category, coded as zero, accounted for about a quarter of 
responses across the four measures (Response distributions over the original fi ve 
categories are shown in appendix Table A2). The dichotomisation of the response 
categories was necessary for technical reasons (see Methodology section).
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4 Methodology

The methodological strategy involves a two-step approach. First, we seek to estab-
lish the extent of the difference in attitudes towards immigration between Australia 
and Germany by employing a Chi-square test of proportions. By using this test, we 
evaluate the null hypothesis of equality of proportions of positive attitudes towards 
immigration between Australia and Germany, concerning each of the dimensions 
in Table 1. The outcomes of this test are a Chi-square statistic and a p-value. These 
indicators are then used to evaluate the statistical signifi cance of the difference in 
attitudes towards immigration between the two countries. P-values below 1 percent 

Tab. 1: Construction of the four measures of attitudes towards immigration 
from ISSP data

Measures ISSP data questions and scheme codes Binary indicator (= ISSP data codes)

Economy Immigrants are generally good for 
[Country’s] economy:

1: Positive attitudes toward 
immigration (= 4 and 5)

1. Strongly disagree 0: Otherwise (=1, 2 and 3)
2. Disagree
3. Neutral
4. Agree
5. Strongly agree

Labour Market Immigrants take jobs away from people 
who were born in [Country]:

1: Positive attitudes toward 
immigration (= 1 and 2)

1. Strongly disagree 0: Otherwise (=3, 4 and 5)
2. Disagree
3. Neutral
4. Agree
5. Strongly agree

Culture Immigrants improve [Country nationality] 
society by bringing in new ideas and 
cultures:

1: Positive attitudes toward 
immigration (= 4 and 5)
0: Otherwise (=1, 2 and 3)

1. Strongly disagree
2. Disagree
3. Neutral
4. Agree
5. Strongly agree

Infl ux Do you think the number of immigrants to 
[Country] nowadays should be …

1: Positive attitudes toward 
immigration (= 1 and 2)

1. Increased a lot 0: Otherwise (=3, 4 and 5)
2. Increased
3. Remain the same
4. Reduced
5. Reduced a lot
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provide statistical evidence for rejecting the null hypothesis of equality, suggest-
ing that there are signifi cant differences in attitudes towards immigration between 
Australia and Germany. We performed Fisher’s exact tests, which are appropriate 
for small sample sizes (Fienberg 1980). The results provided by these tests were 
consistent with those from standard Chi-square tests.

Second, we seek to determine the key factors leading to the difference in at-
titudes towards immigration between Australia and Germany. To this end, we es-
timate probit regression models per country, the results of which are used to per-
form a Blinder-Oaxaca type decomposition analysis. We argue that cross-national 
differences in attitudes towards immigration can be the result of differences in two 
broader components: (1) population composition (composition effects) and (2) the 
perceived impacts of immigration (behavioural effects). Composition effects are 
related to how cross-national differences in the distribution of individual charac-
teristics impact the difference in attitudes towards immigration between countries. 
For instance, highly-skilled people are more likely to view immigration positively. 
Hence, countries with a larger share of highly-skilled persons can be expected to 
have more positive attitudes. Behavioural effects relate to how cross-national dif-
ferences in behavioural responses infl uence differences in attitudes towards immi-
gration between countries. Differences between Australia and Germany in behav-
ioural responses to immigration are argued to refl ect the effect of differences in the 
established immigration policy frameworks of the two countries. The long-standing 
existence of a coherent, multicultural policy framework regulating immigration set-
tlement and intake in Australia is expected to have contributed to the formation of 
positive attitudes towards immigration.

In the regression model, the probability of a person (i) displaying positive at-
titudes towards immigration is considered as a function of a set of individual deter-
minants (X) and associated parameters (β):

Pi = F(Xiβ) 

The difference between Australians (A) and Germans1 (G) in the average prob-
ability of having pro-immigration attitudes (PA – PG) can be decomposed into two 
components, representing composition and behavioural effects: 

Equation (2) provides estimates of the overall compositional and behavioural 
effects. The fi rst term on the right-hand side of equation (2) accounts for cross-
national differences in population composition (i.e. composition effects), while the 
second term accounts for cross-national differences in coeffi cients (i.e. behavioural 
effects). These terms can then be used to determine the relative contribution of 
each explanatory variable associated to the two sets of effects.

(1)

1 We refer to “Australians” and “Germans” to describe residents of these countries.

 (2)
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To implement the decomposition analysis, we applied binary probit regression 
models following the methodology of Yun (2008). Eight regression models were run, 
one per country for each of our four measures of attitudes towards immigration. 
Ideally, we would have preserved the original ordered categorical variable from the 
ISSP, and employed ordered probit or logit regression models rather than binary 
models to implement the decomposition analysis. However, as Madden (2010: 104) 
notes, while Oaxaca-Blinder type decompositions can be performed on ordered 
categorical variables to estimate the overall effects, it is not possible to estimate the 
individual contribution of each explanatory variable. Although we only report the 
results from binary regression models, we also conducted decomposition analyses 
using ordered regression models to estimate the overall compositional and behav-
ioural effects (following Bauer and Sinning (2008)). The results of these analyses 
were consistent with the results presented in this paper.

Eight sets of independent variables were included in the regression models. 
These variables were meant to capture the individual infl uences of age, age squared 
(to represent the non-linear effect of age), sex, migration background (at least one 
parent being foreign-born), area of residence (village, town, outer area of a major 
city, and inner area of a major city), educational attainment (university graduate 
versus other levels), occupation (elementary, manual, technical, professional, and 
managerial occupations), nationalism, and patriotism on the probability of display-
ing pro-immigration attitudes. Age, age squared, nationalism, and patriotism were 
added to the model as continuous variables, while the remaining variables were 
categorical. Nationalism and patriotism were constructed as indexes from a set of 
questions. They describe two distinct concepts of national identity. Nationalism is 
understood as an uncritical idealisation of the nation and a feeling of superiority 
over other nations. Patriotism is defi ned as a feeling of national pride which devel-
ops from a conscious evaluation of one’s own country, regardless of other nations 
(Blank/Schmidt 2003; Mummendey et al. 2001). Appendix A1 details the defi nitions 
of the independent variables and Table 2 shows their means and percentages. 

To evaluate the representativeness of the sample, we compared our data with 
offi cial census and national survey data on the population composition of Australia 
and Germany.2 Except for the variables of migration background and age, no seri-
ous under- or overrepresentations were found and the differences between Austral-
ia and Germany were consistent with those found in the population data. Compared 
to Germany, Australia showed higher shares of people with a university degree, 
living in major cities; and engaged in professional and managerial occupations. 
Both countries presented similar sex ratios; and although the sample share of the 
population with a migration background was underrepresented in both countries, 
the results were consistent with the fact that this share is larger in Australia than in 
Germany. Contrary to what could have been expected due to the generally younger 

2 Data for the evaluation of our sample were obtained from: Australian Bureau of Statistics 
(www.abs.gov.au), German Federal Statistical Offi ce (www.destatis.de), International Labour 
Organisation (www.ilo.org).
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age structure of the Australian population, the mean age of Australians (50) in the 
ISSP sample turned out to be higher than that of Germans (47). This is likely due to 
the ISSP survey targeting only the segment of the population aged 18 and older and 
sampling error (Scholz et al. 2005).

Tab. 2: Percentages and means of explanatory variables

Variable Australia Germany

Percentages
Sex
Male 46 51
Female 54 49

Migration background
No foreign-born parent 69 87
At least one foreign-born parent 31 13

Area of residence
Village 18 36
Town 18 32
Outer area of major city 36 12
Inner area of major city 28 20

University education
No university degree 78 86
University degree 22 14

Occupation (ISCO88)1

Elementary occupations 8 8
Qualifi ed occupations 46 55
Technicians and associate professionals 13 19
Professionals 20 11
Legislators, senior offi cials and managers 14 7

Means
Age 50.46 47.08
Nationalism (Range 1 to 5) 4.00 3.19
Patriotism (Range 1 to 4) 3.29 2.79

1 ISSP uses the 4-digit 1988 International Standard Classifi cation of Occupations (ISCO 
88) codes of the International Labour Organisation. We aggregate these to represent 
the four ISCO 88 skill level categories and the occupation category of legislators, senior 
offi cials and managers. Members of armed forces were excluded.

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from ISSP 2003
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5 Results

5.1 Differences in attitudinal responses between Australia and 
Germany

As expected, Australians show more positive attitudes towards immigration than 
Germans do (Table 3). Across our four dimensions, statistically signifi cant differ-
ences in attitudes towards immigration can be observed (p < 0.05). The largest dis-
parity between Australia and Germany is found in people’s attitudes towards the 
impact of immigration on the national economy. While 70.5 percent of the Austral-
ian sample saw immigration as having positive effects on the national economy, 
only 26.3 percent of Germans shared this view. Across the remaining three dimen-
sions, the difference in pro-immigration attitudes between Australia and Germany 
was around 20 percentage points. The gap in positive attitudes towards the impact 
of immigration on the national economy is especially consistent with the stark con-
trast between the Australian active immigration programme – organising skilled im-
migration based on labour market demands – and the German policy that primarily 
focused on reducing immigration.

Differences in attitudes towards immigration also appear to exist within each 
country. More than 70 percent of Australians considered the impact of immigration 
on the national economy and culture as positive. With respect to the labour market 
impact of immigration, positive attitudes are held by about half of the Australian 
population. The share of the population preferring increased levels of immigration 
was less than a quarter. In Germany, the largest proportion of pro-immigration sen-
timents was found in the dimension of culture (54.4 percent). Positive attitudes to-
wards the impact of immigration on the economy and on the labour market were 
held by 26.3 and 29.2 percent of the population, respectively. Only 4.5 percent of 
Germans preferred an increasing infl ux. The diverse preference patterns underline 
the multi-dimensional character of attitudes towards immigration. Australians ap-
pear to acknowledge the contribution of immigration to the economy and culture, 
while in the case of Germany, culture is the single dimension where a majority held 
pro-immigration attitudes. At the same time, regardless of the dimension of atti-
tudes towards immigration, Australians tend to be more positive than Germans.

5.2 Individual determinants of immigration attitudes

Table 4 shows the results of the eight regression models. While Nagelkerke’s R 
squared is below 0.2 for seven of the eight models, the log likelihood statistics indi-
cate that full model specifi cations (containing all the explanatory variables) provide 
a better fi t to the data than models with only an intercept across all models.

Consistent with previous research, the results suggest that people tend to be 
more positive towards immigration if they have a migration background them-
selves, live in inner-city areas, earned a university degree, work in higher-skilled 
jobs and hold less nationalist views. At the same time, gender does not seem to 
have an effect.
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Also in line with recent research, we do not fi nd evidence indicating that the per-
ception of increased labour market competition resulting from immigration leads to 
negative attitudes towards immigration (Hainmueller/Hiscox 2007; O’Connell 2011). 
Evidence for this argument would have been larger differences in the effects as-
sociated with skill level, occupation and education, particularly in the labour market 
dimension. However, we found only small differences between the two countries 
for occupational effects. It seems that immigration policy is not related to economic 
self-interest in such a way that a skilled immigration programme evokes a differ-
ent pattern of sentiments towards immigration across occupational categories be-
tween the two countries.

Our results on the effect of age differ from previous fi ndings. Whereas Bren-
ner, Fertig (2006) documented a linear negative effect of age on attitudes towards 
immigration, our results point to a non-linear infl uence. While the effect of age is 
positively associated with the probability of displaying positive attitudes towards 
immigration at young adult ages, it appears to lessen or to turn negative at older 
ages. This turning point occurs between the ages of 45 and 65 for the dimensions of 
labour impact and infl ux in Australia, and culture and infl ux in Germany, indicating 
that people at older ages tend to have less positive attitudes towards immigration.

Supporting recent fi ndings of Jeong (2013), our results show that people with 
strong patriotic sentiments tend to have more positive attitudes towards immigra-
tion. Although this effect is not signifi cant for Germany, the coeffi cient of patriotism 
is positive across all eight regression models. The positive infl uence of patriotism on 
attitudes towards immigration underlines the ambiguous relationship between feel-
ings of national belonging and identity and attitudes towards immigration shown by 
Jeong (2013). Devotion to a country appears to be associated with pro-immigration 
attitudes if it is in the form of patriotism, without the nationalist connotation of su-
periority over other nations or cultures.

While our results generally point to a similar pattern in the infl uence of individual 
characteristics on the probability of holding positive views towards immigration, 
they also reveal signifi cant differences between Germany and Australia in terms of 
the magnitude of effects. The major difference is observed in the effects of nation-
alism and patriotism, which are both stronger in Australia, indicating that notions 
of belonging and identity in the form of patriotic and nationalist dispositions play a 
more important role in attitude formation in Australia, although in opposite direc-
tions. Australia’s multicultural policy might encourage positive attitudes towards 
immigration among people with patriotic feelings, while strengthening negative 
sentiment among people with nationalist feelings. Another key difference is the ef-
fect of age. While the infl uence of age on attitudes towards immigration is stronger 
in Australia than in Germany for the economy and labour-market dimensions, it 
plays a larger role in Germany in the dimensions of culture and infl ux. Older people 
in Australia appear more concerned about the economic impact of immigration, 
while in Germany, age is a stronger factor regarding immigration numbers and for-
eign cultures. Furthermore, having a migration background has a stronger positive 
effect in Germany than it does in Australia.
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5 Explaining differences in immigration attitudes between Australia 
and Germany

Compared to Germans, Australians tend to hold more positive attitudes towards 
immigration across our four dimensions: national economy, labour market, culture 
and infl ux levels of immigration. Table 5 summarises the decomposition analysis 
of these attitudinal differences and displays the contribution of compositional and 
behavioural effects. A positive sign indicates a positive contribution of a particu-
lar factor to the difference in attitudes towards immigration between Australia and 
Germany. A negative sign points to an offsetting effect, that is, a contribution of a 
factor to reducing cross-national differences in the probability of holding positive 
attitudes towards immigration. 

In the fi rst row, Table 5 shows the total contribution of compositional effects 
(differentials in population composition) and behavioural effects (differentials in 
coeffi cients) to differences in attitudes, while the rows below contain the additive 
contributions of individual explanatory variables to these totals. The results indicate 
that behavioural effects represent the main source of the difference between Aus-
tralia and Germany in the probability of being more positive toward immigration, 
whereas compositional effects account for a modest share. This fi nding is robust. It 
is persistent across our four measures of attitudes towards immigration. However, 
there are some variations in the contribution of behavioural effects across these 
measures of attitudes towards immigration. While behavioural effects contribute 
89 percent to the difference in likelihood of having positive attitudes towards im-
migration from the perspective of national culture, they contribute over 118 percent 
when the perspective of preferred level of immigration infl ux is considered. This 
large share associated with the latter perspective indicates that, in the absence of 
counteracting compositional effects, the difference in shares of positive attitudes 
towards immigration between Australia and Germany would have been 18 percent 
larger. 

The dominant role of behavioural responses in explaining the differences in at-
titudes towards immigration between Australians and Germans points to the impor-
tance of the national contexts in which these attitudes emerge. Specifi cally, coupled 
with other country-specifi c factors, we argue that the comprehensive immigration 
programme of Australia has played an important role in infl uencing the formation 
of positive attitudes towards immigration by facilitating the planned infl ux and set-
tlement of foreigners as discussed in Section 2.1. In contrast, the lack of such a 
programme in Germany for most of the 20th century is thought to be related to less 
positive views on the impacts of immigration. This signifi cance of policy frame-
works in explaining cross-national differences in attitudes towards immigration is 
consistent with recent evidence on the relationship between permissive policies 
and more positive attitudes in the context of greater approval of homosexuality 
(Kuntz et al. 2015).

Behavioural effects associated with patriotism, age composition and the con-
stant term represent the main contributors to the difference in attitudes towards 
immigration between Australia and Germany. The effect associated with patriotism 
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appears to explain more than 35 percent of this difference in each of the four at-
titudinal dimensions. This percentage is particularly large (121 percent) if we con-
sider people’s attitudes towards immigration concerning its impacts on the national 
labour market. The large contribution of behavioural effects of patriotism on the 
difference in attitudes towards immigration between the two countries appears to 
refl ect that the positive association between being patriotic and having more fa-
vourable sentiments toward immigrants is stronger in Australia – as shown by the 
large and positive coeffi cient associated with patriotism in that country (Table 4). 
Australians seem to be more patriotic than Germans (see Table 2), and with Aus-
tralia’s commitment to immigration and multiculturalism, Australians with patriotic 
sentiments are more likely to support their country’s policy and show greater ac-
ceptance of people with different cultural backgrounds. 

Differences in behavioural effects associated with age also explain a signifi cant 
share of the difference in attitudes towards immigration between Australia and Ger-
many. They contribute between 6.6 percent and 74 percent of the difference of peo-
ple’s perceptions on the impacts of immigration on the national economy, labour 
market and culture. However, these effects appear to reduce the gap in the prob-
ability of being positive towards a greater infl ux of immigrants between Australians 
and Germans. This appears to be because Germans at young-adult ages tend to 
be more favourable towards an increase in immigration numbers than Australians, 
as is indicated by a larger positive coeffi cient of age on the probability of holding 
more positive views of greater immigration levels. The more positive attitudes to-
wards immigration among young Germans might refl ect the onset of changes to 
the country’s immigration policy framework at the beginning of the 21st century (see 
Suessmuth 2001). Specifi cally, the arguments for a change in policy – immigration 
as a remedy for future population decline, labour force shortages and population 
ageing – were more relevant to younger generations.

Behavioural effects associated to the regression constant represent another 
major contributor to the difference in attitudinal responses towards immigration 
between Australia and Germany. When the impacts on the national economy, cul-
ture and level of infl ux are considered, these effects appear to account for more 
than 50 percent of the difference. While the effects captured by the regression con-
stant may represent the infl uence of a series of measurement errors and contex-
tual factors not included in the regression models, they are also likely to represent 
structural differences in the perception of immigration between the Australian and 
German population, and hence to refl ect the role of the contrasting immigration 
policy frameworks in the two countries. It appears that Australia has created a more 
favourable setting for positive attitudes towards immigration to emerge.

Balancing the behavioural effects of patriotism, age and the regression constant, 
there was a major offsetting individual effect associated with nationalism. In the 
absence of this effect, differences in the likelihood of displaying positive attitudes 
towards immigration between Australians and Germans would have been larger. 
Behavioural effects associated with nationalism appear to have reduced these dif-
ferences by about 37 percent. The regression results suggest that these offsetting 
effects linked to nationalism refl ect the negative infl uence that holding a nationalist 
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disposition exerts on the probability of displaying more positive attitudes towards 
immigration, and their larger magnitude in Australia. That is, individuals with nation-
alist sentiments in Australia tend to be less positive towards immigration than their 
German counterparts. Hence, Germans with a nationalist disposition can be seen as 
less negative towards immigration, which diminishes the overall differences in the 
likelihood of displaying positive attitudes towards immigration. The stronger nega-
tive effect of nationalist sentiments on attitudes towards immigration in Australia 
might link to Australia’s policy. The country’s concepts of active recruitment and 
multiculturalism might foster more accentuated negative perceptions of immigra-
tion among people with nationalist beliefs.

6 Conclusion

In this paper, we have explored the relationship between immigration policy and 
attitudes towards immigration. We argue that a country’s immigration policy frame-
work plays an important role in shaping the national context in which attitudes to-
wards immigration are formed, and hence it is likely to be a major driver underpin-
ning cross-country differences in the perceived impact of immigration. To provide 
evidence for this argument, we investigated the factors underlying differences in 
attitudes towards immigration between Australia and Germany. To this end, we dis-
tinguished four dimensions of attitudes towards immigration that capture different 
but complementary perceptions of immigration. We thus defi ned four measures 
of attitudes towards immigration concerning the impact of immigration on (1) the 
national economy, (2) the labour market, (3) culture, and (4) the level of infl ux. We 
compared Australia and Germany because these countries established contrasting 
policy frameworks during the 1970s following a period of large-scale immigration 
in the post-war decades. Australia developed a proactive immigration programme, 
organising the intake and settlement of immigrants under a multicultural principle. 
This contrasts with the German policy framework, which focused on reducing the 
intake and stock of immigrants. 

Our analysis of attitudes towards immigration in Australia and Germany revealed 
three fi ndings. First, there are signifi cant differences in attitudinal responses to-
wards immigration between the two countries. People in Australia tend to be more 
positive towards immigration than people in Germany. This fi nding is consistent 
across the four dimensions in which we measured immigration, but Australians are 
markedly more positive about the impact immigration has on the national economy. 

Second, our fi ndings show a similar pattern of individual determinants of atti-
tudes towards immigration in Australia and Germany. In both countries, people tend 
to be more favourable towards immigration if they have a migration background 
themselves, live in inner-city areas, hold a university degree, work in higher-skilled 
jobs and are less disposed to nationalist sentiments; while gender does not appear 
to have a signifi cant infl uence. An unexpected fi nding was the effect of patriotism 
on infl uencing positive attitudes towards immigration. Most previous studies found 
that strong feelings of national identity are associated with less favourable attitudes 
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towards immigration. In our models, only nationalism showed a negative effect, 
while the effect of patriotism was found to be positive. Both effects were larger in 
magnitude in Australia. A permissive immigration policy might encourage positive 
attitudes towards immigration among people with patriotic feelings who sympa-
thise with their country’s actions. However, if attachment to a country is associated 
with nationalist feelings of cultural superiority and opposition to ethnic diversity, a 
permissive immigration policy might stimulate negative perceptions of immigration.

Third, our results show that, rather than cross-national differences in popula-
tion composition, differences in behavioural responses comprise the main factor 
explaining the more positive attitudes towards immigration found in Australia com-
pared to Germany. Together with cross-national differences in the effects of age 
and patriotic sentiments, structural differences in the perception of immigration in 
Australia and Germany represent the main behavioural responses that shape more 
positive attitudes towards immigration in Australia. The Australian multicultural and 
skill-targeted policy framework has operated to create a more favourable context 
for the formation of positive attitudes towards immigration by shaping people’s per-
ception on the economic and socio-cultural impacts of immigration.

It should be noted, however, that the causal direction of the link between poli-
cy and attitudes likely goes both ways. Politicians and policy-makers generally re-
spond to what they think the general public perceives as the right direction of policy. 
Furthermore, the study design (as an in-depth examination of the infl uence of im-
migration policy on different dimensions of attitudes towards immigration) did not 
allow a systematic testing of alternative explanations. It may be the case that other 
contextual factors infl uence the attitudinal differences between Australia and Ger-
many to some extent. At the same time, our fi ndings are in line with recent empirical 
research, strongly indicating that policy indeed shapes attitudes.

This link between policy and attitudes is of major concern regarding increas-
ing global competition for migrant talent (Shachar 2006). A proactive immigration 
policy that offers a legal framework for immigration pathways and also provides a 
substantial support system for the social and economic settlement process of im-
migrants is an important mechanism for increasing the societal acceptance of im-
migrants by positively infl uencing the perception of the local population about the 
impacts of immigration on the local economy and culture. Policy not only sets out 
the legal pathways for entering and settling in a country, but plays a role in shaping 
a tolerant and permissive environment for immigration – an important factor for mi-
grants when choosing a destination country (Paas/Halapuu 2011). At the same time, 
negative attitudes towards immigration, coupled with discrimination, low education 
and lack of self-confi dence represent key barriers to the social and economic inte-
gration of immigrants (Constant et al. 2009).

With the new immigration act of 2005, German policy-makers laid the foundation 
for major reforms towards a proactive immigration policy, targeting the admission of 
skilled migrants and improving the support for migrants’ settlement processes. Fu-
ture research could investigate whether attitudes towards immigration have changed 
as a reaction to this shift in policy. Such research could be based on data from the 
third round of the ISSP National Identity module, which was carried out in 2013.
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Appendix

Tab. A1: Defi nition of exploratory variables

Variable Defi nition

Sex Sex of respondent
Male Male
Female Female

Migration background Parents citizens of country at time of respondent’s birth
No foreign parent Neither parent citizen of another country at time of births
At least one foreign parent At least one parent citizen of another country at time of birth

Area of residence Self-assessed area of residence
Village AUS: Farm or small country town (<10,000); GER: Farm or village
Town AUS: Larger country town (>10,000) or large town (>25,000); GER: 

Small- or medium-sized city
Outer area major city AUS: Outer metropolitan area of major city (>100,000); GER: Fringe 

or suburbs of major city
Inner area major city AUS: Inner metropolitan area of major city (>100,000); GER: Major 

city

University education Highest educational level
No university degree No university degree completed
University degree University degree completed (Bachelor’s and above)

Occupation Occupation by ISCO88 classifi cations
Elementary occupations Elementary occupations  (ISCO 1)
Manual occupations Plant and machine operator and assemblers, Craft and related 

trades workers, Skilled agricultural and fi shery workers, Service 
workers and shop market sales workers, Clerks (ISCO 2)

Technical occupations Technicians and associate professionals  (ISCO 3)
Professional occupations Professionals (ISCO 4)
Managerial occupations Legislators, senior offi cials and managers

Age Age in years

Age squared Age squared

Nationalism Person’s belief that his/her country is better than others.
Constructed as index from three ISSP questions (Cronbach’s 
Alpha = 0.76), each measured on a fi ve point scale from “strongly 
disagree” to “strongly agree”. Coded in the way that higher value 
depicts stronger nationalist feelings. Questions:

• “Generally speaking, [Country] is a better country than 
most other countries”

• “I would rather be a citizen of [Country] than of any other 
country in the world”

• “The world would be a better place if people from other 
countries were more like [Country nationality]”
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Variable Defi nition

Patriotism Person’s pride in being a member of the own nation without notion 
of superiority over other countries.
Constructed as index from three ISSP questions (Cronbach’s Alpha 
= 0.72), each measured on a four point scale from “not proud at 
all” to “very proud”. Coded in the way that higher value depicts 
stronger patriotic feelings. Questions:
“How proud are you of [Country] in each of the following?”

• “[Country’s] economic achievements?
• Its scientifi c and technological achievements?
• Its achievements in sports?
• Its achievements in the arts and literature?

Tab. A1: Continuation

Source: ISSP 2003
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Tab. A2: Measures of attitudes towards immigration – Response distribution 
over original answer categories

Response Economy Labour Market Culture Infl ux
Category1 Australia Germany Australia Germany Australia Germany Australia Germany

1 0.01 0.09 0.06 0.13 0.01 0.06 0.18 0.46
2 0.07 0.26 0.19 0.30 0.07 0.14 0.21 0.26
3 0.21 0.38 0.25 0.27 0.17 0.25 0.38 0.23
4 0.60 0.26 0.42 0.22 0.58 0.49 0.17 0.04
5 0.10 0.01 0.08 0.08 0.17 0.07 0.06 0.01

1 Recoded so that categories 1 and 2 correspond to negative attitudes towards immigra-
tion, 3 to neutral, and 4 and 5 to positive attitudes towards immigration

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from ISSP 2003
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