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Abstract
Migration is an ever-increasing phenomenon that is unfailingly the topic of public discourse. Recently, empirical interest
has expanded to include the study of attitudes towards immigration. However, the focus usually lies on the opinion of
natives, that is, persons without a migration background. This is unfortunate, because in many countries the proportion of
people with a migration background is quite high, and many of them hold the citizenship of the receiving country. I expect
individuals with a migration background to have more favourable attitudes towards immigration than the general popu-
lation because they can identify more strongly with other immigrants due to their own migration history. Furthermore,
I expect this difference to decrease with each subsequent migrant generation, with earlier generations holding more posi-
tive attitudes than later generations. For the analyses, I pooled data from the 2008–2016 rounds of the American General
Social Survey. The subsample used included 7,362 respondents, 2,811 of whom had a migration background. Moreover,
the data set allowed the differentiation of three generations of migrants. The results support the theoretical expectations.
Persons with a migration background had more favourable attitudes towards immigration compared to those without a
migration background. However, a closer look revealed that this is the case only for first-generation immigrants. The atti-
tudes of second- and third-generation immigrants differed from each other on the 5% level, but the attitudes of neither
group differed from that of the general population when the migrants’ regional origins were controlled for.
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1. Introduction

Due to the conflicts and economic struggles in theMiddle
East, Africa and Latin America and the subsequent migra-
tion waves to Europe and the US, the topic of immigra-
tion has become increasingly important in recent years.
Besides discussing the actual migration, the issue of im-
migration attitudes and opinions in the receiving coun-
tries is often covered by the media. Here, the focus usu-
ally lies on showcasing the opinions of natives.

Reports on the immigration attitudes of persons with
amigration background can rarely be found, even though
in many countries (like the US) the share of people with
a migration background in the population is quite high.
For instance, 24% of the US population were either born
outside the US or have at least one parent who was
(Trevelyan et al., 2016). Furthermore, those with a mi-
gration background are not just an important part of the
society, they comprise a significant group of voters who
can have an impact on election outcomes and legislation.
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In countries in which citizenship is granted to all those
born within the country (i.e., second and later genera-
tions), such as the US, this is especially relevant because
the share of voters with a migration background is likely
to be comparatively high.

In the following I will examine whether and to
what extent attitudes towards immigration are differ-
ent between natives and individuals with a migration
background in the US context. By using data from the
American General Social Survey (GSS; Smith, Davern,
Freese, & Hout, 2018) it will be possible to test whether
the opinion on immigration differs between personswith
and without a migration background, and if it is relevant
whether people have a first-, second- or third-generation
migration background. Before the analyses can be exe-
cuted, some theoretical background on the existing lit-
erature and theories will be given and concrete expecta-
tions on the results will be framed.

2. Literature

Most research on immigration attitudes focuses on the
majority population, that is, natives who do not have
a migration background. Besides that, there is a less
known line of research in the US exploringminorities and
immigrants’ attitudes towards this issue. Research com-
bining these two positions, and therefore allowing a com-
parison of the attitudes of those with and without a mi-
gration background, is however scarce. This is especially
true for research on differences among migrant gener-
ations. Therefore, in order to give an overview, stud-
ies analysing the attitudes of minorities and migrants
towards immigration as well as research on the major-
ity population, which somewhat includes migrants’ atti-
tudes towards immigration, are evaluated in the follow-
ing. Additionally, first insight on generational differences
will be discussed, before highlighting the scientific contri-
butions of this article.

Research has so far shown that immigrants’ attitudes
towards other minorities varied with the groups that
were considered, with more positive attitudes being dis-
played towards each other by those sharing the same re-
ligion and having more contact (Hindriks, Verkuyten, &
Coenders, 2014). Since this study’s sample only included
respondents with a migration background, it is unclear
to what extent the respondents differed in their opin-
ion from the native majority of the population. An ear-
lier study by Berry and Kalin (1995), in contrast, was able
to reveal such differences in Canada between those be-
longing to a majority and those belonging to a minority.
They showed that minority members, in comparison to
the French-Canadian majority, felt more comfortable in
interacting with other ethnicities. Further, those belong-
ing to a minority had significantly more favourable at-
titudes towards a diverse and multicultural nation and
were more tolerant towards other ethnicities. However,
no question on the attitude towards immigration per se
was asked in the survey.

Additionally, there have been studies specifically ex-
ploring minorities’ attitudes towards immigration. This
is especially true for the US. Whereas Hood, Morris,
and Shirkey (1997) focused on self-identified Hispanics,
Diamond (1998) wasmore interested in the attitudes of
African Americans. The latter identified an overall trend
across 14 different studies using African-American her-
itage as a control variable: In comparison to white US
citizens, African Americans were less likely to be against
immigration. Due to their sample being restricted to
Hispanics, Hood et al. (1997) were not able to make
similar comparisons. However, being able to make such
comparisons with the attitudes of the majority of the
population is an important aspect in trying to under-
stand and explain the attitudes of subgroups towards
immigration. Onlywhen this comparison is possible, can
conclusions be drawn about the differences and similar-
ities of the groups concerning their attitudes towards
immigration.

Likewise, when looking at immigrants’ rather than
minorities’ attitudes towards immigration, this problem
persists. Many researchers were exclusively interested
in the attitudes of people with migration backgrounds
and hence chose data sets which did not include respon-
dents without migration backgrounds or with migration
backgrounds removed by several generations, as it is
the case for most US citizens. Studies focusing on im-
migrants’ attitudes while allowing the comparison with
the majority are scarce. One approach in this direction
was done by Binder, Polinard, and Wrinkle (1997) who
compared Mexican-American and Anglo-American atti-
tudes towards various immigration policies. They found
that Anglo Americans showed significantly stronger sup-
port for more restrictive immigration policies. In a de-
scriptive comparison of the attitudes towards allowing
more legal immigrants into the US, few differences were
found between the two groups. A more recent compari-
son between the majority population, described as per-
sons born to two US-born parents, and persons born to
at least one foreign-born parent, came to similar con-
clusions (Buckler, Swatt, & Salinas, 2009). Those who
belonged to the majority of the population were more
likely to support stricter immigration policies and border
protection efforts. Again, however, there was no multi-
variate analyses comparing the immigration attitudes. In
Europe, even less research has been conducted on this
issue. As part of their research on immigrants’ attitudes
towards immigration, Just and Anderson (2015) made a
brief comparison between foreign- and native-born re-
spondents in 18 European countries. They found that
foreign-born respondents showed significantlymore pos-
itive attitudes towards immigration compared to native-
born respondents.

Another way to approach the topic is to look at ex-
isting studies trying to explain attitudes towards immi-
gration in general rather than immigrants’ attitudes and
their difference to the general population specifically.
Many researchers investigating the influence of per-
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sonal characteristics and traits on immigration attitudes
included inter alia variables on the respondents’ her-
itage or migration background (Bridges &Mateut, 2014;
Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007; Mayda, 2006; O’Rourke
& Sinnott, 2006). Since most of these researchers did
not discuss the effects of these variables directly, infor-
mation must be gleaned by a close inspection of their
models and tables. For instance, in their assessment of
attitudes towards immigration of migrants of a differ-
ent and of the same race, Bridges and Mateut (2014)
showed that those classified as foreign were signifi-
cantly less likely to be opposed to immigration. Similarly,
Hainmueller and Hiscox’s (2007) as well as O’Rourke
and Sinnott’s (2006) results indicated that those who
were born in the country of data collection were signif-
icantly less likely to take a pro-immigration stance com-
pared to those born elsewhere. The same was true for
those whose parents were born in the interview coun-
try as reflected in the significantly higher probability
of these persons to endorse a substantial reduction in
the number of immigrants in comparison to those with
parents born abroad (O’Rourke & Sinnott, 2006). Also,
having parents with a foreign citizenship significantly in-
creased respondents’ likelihood to be pro-immigration
(Mayda, 2006).

Overall, it appears that in studies focusing on the
comparison of immigrants’ and non-immigrants’ atti-
tudes towards immigration as well as in studies focus-
ing on the majority population, those with some form
of migration background had significantly more positive
attitudes towards immigration policies and immigration
than those without a migration background (Bridges &
Mateut, 2014; Buckler et al., 2009; Hainmueller & Hiscox,
2007; Just & Anderson, 2015; Mayda, 2006; O’Rourke &
Sinnott, 2006).

While similar conclusions can be drawn from the pre-
sented studies, it should be noted that each of them op-
erationalized the concept “migration background” differ-
ently. While some researchers controlled for migration
backgrounds by simply excluding all participants who
were born outside the country of interest (Mayda, 2006),
others opted to include variables assessing the birth
place of the respondents or their ancestors (e.g., Bridges
& Mateut, 2014; Buckler et al., 2009; Hainmueller &
Hiscox, 2007; Mayda, 2006; O’Rourke & Sinnott, 2006).
The simplest form was to include the respondent’s birth-
place (Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007). This made it possi-
ble to compare first-generation migrants with the rest
of the population. An alternative was the inclusion of
the birthplace of the respondent’s parents (Buckler et
al., 2009; Mayda, 2006) as well as a single variable cov-
ering both birthplace aspects simultaneously (Bridges &
Mateut, 2014). Neither of them allowed a comparison
between different generations of migrants. A compari-
son of multiple generations of migrants with each other
as well as with persons without a migration background
requires separate variables for the different generations’
birth places to be included into the analyses.

Only one of the above-mentioned studies allowed
such comparisons: O’Rourke and Sinnott’s (2006) results
suggest that those who are native born to native-born
parents were most likely to report anti-immigrant at-
titudes, followed by those who could be described as
second-generation migrants. Respondents with a first-
generation migration background reported the most
positive attitude towards immigration. In addition to
O’Rourke and Sinnott’s (2006) study, other studies util-
ising migrant-exclusive data sets can be employed to
further explore the differences between the genera-
tions. Among Latino immigrants, for example, Rouse,
Wilkinson, and Garand (2010) found that those be-
longing to the second generation as well as those
belonging to later generations were significantly less
likely to report a pro-immigration attitude and had less
favourable attitudes towards allowing more legal immi-
grants into the US, compared to first-generation Latino
immigrants. On the other hand, in his descriptive analy-
ses of Latino attitudes, Suro (2005) showed that whereas
first-generation Latinos weremore likely to think that im-
migrants strengthen the country, there were only few
differences in the generations’ opinions about whether
the amount of legal immigration from Latin America
should be reduced or increased. Similarly, when com-
paring first- and second-generation Mexican Americans
with Mexican Americans whose families have been in
the country for more generations, Polinard, Wrinkle, and
de la Garza (1984) found no significant differences in
their attitudes towards the rate of immigration as well as
other aspects of immigration. The sample for this study,
however, was not nationally representative, rather it was
comprised ofMexicanAmericans fromTexas,with a large
share of the respondents living along the Mexican bor-
der. The high concentration of immigrants in this area
might have increased respondents perceived competi-
tion for resources (Hood et al., 1997). As suggested in a
large body of literature on intergroup conflict, this per-
ceived threat can be used as an explanation for nega-
tive attitudes towards outgroupmembers (Blalock, 1967;
Campbell, 1967; Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006), such
as new or potential immigrants (Meuleman, Davidov,
& Billiet, 2009; Quillian, 1995). Hence, the conclusion
drawn from studies conducted in specific regions of the
US might not be transferable to generational differences
within the population of the entire country. In summary,
the currently existing literature does not draw a clear pic-
ture as to whether later generations of migrants have
less favourable attitudes towards immigration in com-
parison to those whose families immigrated more re-
cently. Studies with broader, nationally representative
samples, including respondents with various migration
backgrounds and from different origins would be neces-
sary to focus on these questions in detail.

Notwithstanding these findings, it is apparent that
there is very limited research on the comparison of mi-
grants’ and non-migrants’ attitudes towards immigra-
tion. First insights concerning this effect had to be gath-
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ered from studies that either did not focus on attitudes
towards immigration or did only include migration as-
pects as control variables into their analyses. The goal
of this study is to bring the comparison of migrants’ and
non-migrants’ attitudes towards immigration into focus.
In addition, this article will continue the line of work on
the attitudes of the different migrant generations. Here,
an approach similar to that utilised by O’Rourke and
Sinnott (2006) will be followed. In contrast to their work
and similar studies on immigrant specific data sets, how-
ever, the following study actively differentiates three
generations of migrants from the rest of the population.
By examining and comparing the attitudes of the differ-
ent generations, a closer look at the assimilation of at-
titudes towards immigrants and the differences among
generations as well as between them and the general
population will be possible.

3. Theory

Reviewing the literature, I find two theories providing
an underlying rationale as to why attitudes towards im-
migration may differ between a country’s native citizens
and their counterparts with a migration background: the
concept of social distance and the contact theory.

First, social distance is seen as a subjective measure
describing the “degrees of understanding and intimacy”
(Park, 1924, p. 339) between persons as well as between
social groups. It is often measured as the willingness to
engage with persons from specific social groups at var-
ious levels of intimacy (Bogardus, 1925, 1967; Hindriks
et al., 2014). The higher the willingness to engage, the
lower the social distance. Within social groups the will-
ingness to engage is usually high; hence, the perceived
social distance is low. However, as social distance to-
wards a group increases, the uncertainty that comeswith
the engagement increases as well due to the decrease
in knowledge that individuals have about the other per-
son and his or her group (Hill, 1984; Maddux, Scheiber,
& Bass, 1982). This uncertainty leads to more difficult
interactions as well as to the reinforcement and ampli-
fication of existing prejudices (Hill, 1984; Maddux et al.,
1982). Hence, people generally have a more positive atti-
tude towards those individuals whom they perceive less
social distance towards, in other words, persons who are
similar to themselves, and they prefer interacting and en-
gaging with them rather than with more socially distant
others (Hill, 1984).

It is likely that persons with a migration background
show a greater understanding for new immigrants and
immigration in general, because they experienced the
same themselves or have ancestors who experienced
immigration. Therefore, these individuals are expected
to perceive a smaller social distance between them-
selves and new or potential immigrants. The social dis-
tance between those without a migration background
and new immigrants on the other hand is expected to
be larger. Hence, those with a migration background are

expected to have a more positive attitude towards im-
migration than those without a migration background
(Hypothesis 1).

But not all migrant generations are expected to
perceive the same social distance to new or poten-
tial immigrants. Those who migrated themselves most
likely feel that they belong to the same social group
(Constantinou & Harvey, 1985; Masuda, Hasegawa, &
Matsumoto, 1973; Masuda, Matsumoto, & Meredith,
1970) and possibly perceive the lowest social distance.
This group of individuals can relate best to the po-
tential immigrants because they experienced the same
situation themselves. In comparison, second- or third-
generation migrants did not have the experience them-
selves and therefore possibly perceive a larger social
distance. Especially third-generation migrants, who do
not even hear tales of migration recounted by their par-
ents, is expected to show less understanding towards
new migrants. Therefore, of the three generations ex-
amined here, they are expected to perceive the largest
social distance towards immigrants. In conclusion, in-
dividuals with a first-generation migration background
are expected to have more positive attitudes towards
immigrants than individuals with a second- or third-
generation background (Hypothesis 2). Moreover, indi-
viduals with a second-generation migration background
are expected to havemore positive attitudes towards im-
migration than third-generation migrants (Hypothesis 3).
In other words, the attitudes towards immigration be-
come less positive with the increasing time span since
the own family’s migration experience.

Second, the contact theory should also be taken into
consideration when trying to explain differences in im-
migration attitudes of those with and without a migra-
tion background. It assumes that interaction between
two people or two social groups is necessary in order to
dissolve group barriers existing between them (Allport,
1954). Through contact, people start seeing each other
as individuals with unique characteristics rather than as
simple representatives of a uniform group (Brewer &
Miller, 1984). This individualisation also leads to a de-
crease in discrimination and stereotypes as well as to
more positive attitudes towards each other and each
other’s groups (Brewer &Miller, 1984). However, contact
alone is not sufficient to develop a positive attitude to-
wards a group (Amir, 1969). Rather, certain characteris-
tics of the contact situation influence the potential posi-
tive change (Brewer & Miller, 1984). The main situation
characteristics assumed to increase the positive attitude
are a similar social status of the persons involved, a col-
lective goal or cooperative interdependence, the possi-
bility to refute existing stereotypes, direct personal con-
tact, as well as the presence of egalitarian norms (Allport,
1954; Brewer & Miller, 1984; Cook, 1978).

Existing research supports the assumptions made
by the contact theory (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) and
has shown that people who live in mixed neighbour-
hoods as well as people who have immigrants in their
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social network have more positive attitudes towards
immigration (Hayes & Dowds, 2006; Jolly & DiGiusto,
2014; Quillian, 1995). Since many families with migra-
tion backgrounds live in ethnically diverse neighbour-
hoods (Musterd, 2005; Semyonov & Glikman, 2009),
and generally migrants tend to have other migrants in
their direct social network (Lubbers, Molina, & McCarty,
2007), it can be expected that people with a migration
background have more regular contact with new immi-
grants. Individuals without a migration background, on
the other hand, tend to live in neighbourhoods predom-
inantly inhabited by natives (Musterd, 2005; Semyonov
& Glikman, 2009) and to have fewer inter-ethnic friend-
ships and contacts with immigrants (Lancee & Hartung,
2012; Martinović, 2013). This is especially relevant be-
cause contact with immigrants in the neighbourhood
and within one’s direct social network probably meets
the requirements for a positive attitude change. For
that reason, the contact theory supports the earlier pre-
sented notion that those with a migration background
are likely to have a more positive attitude towards immi-
gration than those without (Hypothesis 1).

One can also assume that not all generations of mi-
grants will have the same amount of contact with new
immigrants. While first-generation migrants might have
difficulties getting in contact with non-migrants because
of language barriers, second-generation migrants, even
though raised in the neighbourhoods their parents live
in, should have relatively more contact to natives be-
cause they have lived their entire lives in the host coun-
try and have grown up learning the native language.
Existing research supports this assumption, showing that
second-generation migrants tend to have more native
friends than first-generation migrants (Martinović, 2013)
and are more likely to live in less segregated neigh-
bourhoods (Denton & Massey, 1988; Freeman, 2000).
Because of their relatively increased contact with na-
tives, they probably have less contact with new immi-
grants. This could be especially true for third-generation
migrants. Therefore, the contact theory supports the
idea that later generations of migrants will have less pos-
itive attitudes towards immigration than earlier genera-
tions (Hypothesis 2 and Hypothesis 3). Hence, the con-
tact theory endorses the expectations held for the results
by the social distance concept, not only when it comes to
the effect of a migration background in general, but also
with respect to the effects of the different generations.
Table 1 summarizes the hypotheses.

4. Data and Variables

The analyses presented in this article utilise pooled data
from the 2008 to 2016 biennial rounds of the GSS, col-
lectedmostly via personal interviews by the independent
research organisation NORC at the University of Chicago
(Smith et al., 2018). The data set, a nationally representa-
tive sample of 11,446 respondents, was chosen as it con-
tains information on the respondents’ attitude towards
immigration and all information necessary to identify
three different generations of migrants. However, since
35% of respondents did not answer the attitude ques-
tion, the following analyses will all use the subsample of
7,362 respondents between the ages of 18 and 88 who
provided an answer to this question. While the respon-
dents participating in the 2010 round were slightly more
likely to answer the question, there are no systematic
differences in the socio-demographic characteristics be-
tween those who answered the question and those who
did not.

To measure the attitude towards immigration (de-
pendent variable), a well-established question used by
several other researchers in the past (e.g., Mayda, 2006;
O’Rourke & Sinnott, 2006) was applied: Do you think
the number of immigrants to America nowadays should
be: (1) increased a lot, (2) increased a little, (3) re-
main the same, (4) reduced a little, or (5) reduced a
lot. A higher response on this question indicated a less
positive attitude towards immigration. Additionally, ro-
bustness checks with different groupings of the five cat-
egories were run, all yielding very similar results to the
ones presented below.

The general migration background was defined as
a binary variable, which had the value 1 if the respon-
dent had a migration background and the value 0 oth-
erwise. Only respondents classified as first-, second- or
third-generation migrants according to the definitions
below were coded as having a migration background.
Migrants of later generations could not be identified in
the data set andwere therefore coded asmembers of the
reference category “without a migration background.”
Additionally, I created a binary variable for each of the
three migrant generation. It scored the value 1 if the re-
spondent belonged to the specific generation and the
value 0 otherwise.

A first-generationmigrant was defined by being born
outside of the US and having both parents also born
abroad. This definition is in line with classifications used

Table 1. Summary of the hypotheses.

Hypothesis 1 Individuals with a migration background have more positive attitudes towards immigration compared
to those without a migration background.

Hypothesis 2 Individuals with a first-generation migration background have more positive attitudes towards
immigration than individuals with a second- or third-generation migration background.

Hypothesis 3 Individuals with a second-generation migration background have more positive attitudes towards
immigration than third-generation migrants.
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by many other researchers (e.g., Algan, Dustmann, Glitz,
& Manning, 2010). The demarcation of the second gen-
eration, however, is not so unambiguous. While re-
searchers agree that being born in the host country is
a necessary requirement (Algan et al., 2010; Bauer &
Riphahn, 2007; Jensen & Chitose, 1994), there is a dis-
agreement as to whether both parents (Algan et al.,
2010; Dustmann, Frattini, & Lanzara, 2012) or only
one parent (Alba, Logan, Lutz, & Stults, 2002; Bauer &
Riphahn, 2007; Jensen & Chitose, 1994) has to be born
abroad in order to be classified as a second-generation
migrant. The latter, slightly more common approach is
the one applied here. Only those who were born within
the US and have at least one parent who was born out-
side the US were categorised as second-generation mi-
grants. As there has only been limited research on third-
generation migrants, a common definition remains to be
determined. But researchers agree that in order to be
a third-generation migrant, both parents as well as the
respondent him- or herself need to be born in the host
country (so in this case within the US), and the grand-
parents need to be born abroad (e.g., Alba et al., 2002;
Hammarstedt, 2009). The number of grandparents born
outside the host country necessary is again debatable.
Alba et al. (2002) aswell asHammarstedt (2009) declared
one foreign-born grandparent to be sufficient for this
classification. This definition is also used here, as it guar-
antees that, by the definition presented above, at least
one parent is a second-generation migrant.

Besides the migration background, another
migration-related aspect was operationalised: the ori-
gin. It is possible that migrants with different roots have
different opinions on immigration. Here North American,
European, African, Asian, and Spanish-speaking South
and Middle American roots were distinguished and inte-
grated as binary variables (details reported in Table A1
in the Appendix). Respondents with a migration back-
ground which could not be attributed to any of these
groups formed the “Other Origin” category. Respondents
without a migration background, as described above,
were coded 0 on all origin variables even though they
might have foreign roots when looking more than three
generations back. Because some of the origin categories
are underrepresented there will be analyses with and
without them.

In addition to the variables linked to the migration
background, further variables, such as personal charac-
teristics and socio-economic background, were included.
One factor which has repeatedly been associated with
attitudes towards immigration is age, with older peo-
ple showing more negative attitudes (Bridges & Mateut,
2014; Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007; O’Rourke & Sinnott,
2006). Therefore, age in years was included into the
analyses as well as gender, whose effects are disputed
(Mayda, 2006; O’Rourke & Sinnott, 2006). Here, the bi-
nary variable male, equalling 1 for males and 0 for fe-
males, was used. Also, a binary variable describing the
respondents’ race was included, since previous research

indicated that race might influence the attitude towards
immigration (Diamond, 1998). This effect was captured
by the variable non-white, which equalled 1 for respon-
dents identifying as a race other than white and 0 for
respondents identifying as white. Another important as-
pect to include was the respondents’ education, since a
positive effect of education on pro-immigrant attitudes
has been found by various researchers (e.g., Bridges
& Mateut, 2014; Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007; Hindriks
et al., 2014). Education was measured by the highest
year of school completed. This included completed years
of college and university. Also related to the concept of
income and work, labour force status was considered.
Even though unemployment did not have a significant
effect in other studies (O’Rourke & Sinnott, 2006), bi-
nary variables measuring the participation in the labour
force were included. Respondents who were temporar-
ily not working or unemployed were defined as unem-
ployed (1) while all others were assigned the value 0.
Similarly, binary variables for inactive (in education, re-
tired, and homemakers) respondents and for respon-
dents coded as “other labour force status” in the GSS
were included. The reference category persisted of those
who reported a part- or full-time employment status.
Class could not be included into the analyses due to the
fact that those inactive in the labour market largely dis-
played missings on the class variables. However, addi-
tional analyses on a subsample of the employed and un-
employed respondents showed similar results to those
presented below when including class in the form of
ISCO-08 coding. Detailed information on these analyses
can be obtained from the author upon request.

Lastly, four binary variables indicating the year of
data collection (2010, 2012, 2014, and 2016) were added
to the analyses. In each case, the respondentswhopartic-
ipated in the respective year received a score of 1, while
all other respondents were assigned the value 0. The
reference category will be all respondents who partici-
pated in 2008. Including these variables will ensure that
time trends as well as potential political changes are ac-
counted for.

Detailed information on all variables, their opera-
tionalisation as well as some descriptive statistics can be
found in Table A2 in the Appendix.

5. Results

The average respondent was 47.94 years old and com-
pleted 13.60 years of education. With 55%, the slight
majority was female. Three-quarters of the respondents
identified as white. Besides that, most respondents
(n = 4,358) were working part- or full-time. A migra-
tion background was reported by 38% of respondents of
which the majority was classified as third-generation mi-
grants. Almost half of those with amigration background
named a European country as their place of origin (48%).

Analyses revealed that 24% of respondents indicated
support of the notion that immigration to the US should
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be reduced “a lot,” 23% thought it should be reduced “a
little” and the category endorsed most often (38%) was
the “remain the same” category. Only 10% of respon-
dents thought that immigration should be increased “a
little” and even fewer (5%) that it should be increased
“a lot.”

Figure 1 indicates that there are substantial differ-
ences in the attitudes towards immigration between re-
spondents with and without a migration background as
well as between the different migrant generations. Out
of the respondents without a migration background 27%
shared the notion that immigration should be “reduced
a lot.” This response was given by approximately the
same number of third-generation migrants (25%), but
only 6% of first-generation migrants. Generally, it ap-
pears that with each successive generation, the attitude
towards immigration became increasingly less positive
(i.e., more negative), with the attitude of the third gen-
eration approaching that of respondents with no migra-
tion background.

In order to test whether and to what extent these
differences are significant and hold after controlling
for aspects of the migration history as well as socio-
economic factors, I applied ordered logit regressions
across four models. Detailed information regarding each
models’ sample composition in relation to the respon-
dents’ migration background can be found in Table A3
in the Appendix.

Model 1 describes the influence of the general migra-
tion background on the attitudes towards immigration
under the consideration of all socio-demographic vari-
ables and year dummies described above. The migration
background had a significant negative effect, indicating
that those with a migration background were less likely
to think that immigration into the US should be reduced
“a lot” and were more likely to support the notion that
immigration should be increased “a lot.” Whereas gen-
der and labour force status had no significant effects, the
likelihood for negative attitudes towards immigration in-

creased with age and decreased with education and the
identification as non-white. Additionally, a time trend to-
wards more positive attitudes was found.

In Model 2, I substituted the general migration back-
ground for the specific origins of the migrants, this al-
lowed for the different ethnic groups of migrants to be
compared to those without a migration background. The
results indicate that migrants, regardless of origin, were
less likely to support the view that immigration should be
reduced “a lot.” This being said, there were significant
differences among the views of those with a migration
background: Those of North American and African origin
showed the most positive attitude towards immigration
while those of European origin show the least positive.
Concerning the socio-demographic variables as well as
the years of data collection, the results appear to be sim-
ilar to those found for Model 1.

Overall, these results support Hypothesis 1, indicat-
ing that individuals with a migration background have
more positive attitudes towards immigration compared
to their counterparts without a migration background.
When comparing the two models, both the Akaike
Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information
Criterion (BIC) support the model differentiating be-
tween the migrants’ ethnic groups (Model 2) over the
model without the origin aspects (Model 1).

The next step was to analyse and compare the ef-
fects of the different migration generations on the at-
titude towards immigration. Here, I estimated a model
similar to Model 1, exchanging the general migration
background for the three generation variables (Model 3).
Additionally, I ran a model in which both the three gen-
erations as well as the various origins were considered
(Model 4).

In Model 3, all three migrant generations exerted a
significant effect on the attitude towards immigration,
showing that all three generations had more favourable
attitudes towards immigration than those without a mi-
gration background. However, t-tests comparing the co-
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Figure 1. Attitudes towards immigration by migrant generation in percentage points.
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Table 2. Ordered logit models with general migration background and separate migration generations.

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Migration Background −0.58***
(−12.84)

First-generation −1.28*** −0.72*
(−17.55) (−2.34)

Second-generation −0.50*** −0.01
(−6.39) (−0.03)

Third-generation −0.20*** 0.21
(−3.39) (0.73)

North American −1.25*** −0.95**
(−13.81) (−3.07)

European −0.27*** −0.32
(−4.55) (−1.08)

African −1.32*** −0.86*
(−5.87) (−2.30)

Asian −0.88*** −0.42
(−6.78) (−1.29)

Spanish-speaking South −0.97*** −0.52
and Middle American (−7.51) (−1.60)
Other Origin −0.55** −0.25

(−3.18) (−0.74)
Age 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01*** 0.01***

(8.32) (6.31) (7.51) (6.70)
Male −0.06 −0.06 −0.07 −0.07

(−1.42) (−1.38) (−1.51) (−1.48)
Non-White −0.59*** −0.42*** −0.42*** −0.40***

(−11.29) (−7.24) (−7.76) (−6.78)
Education −0.08*** −0.09*** −0.09*** −0.10***

(−10.27) (−11.38) (−11.77) (−12.11)
Unemployed 0.06 −0.01 0.02 −0.02

(0.68) (−0.08) (0.18) (−0.26)
Inactive −0.09 −0.09 −0.10 −0.10

(−1.64) (−1.66) (−1.90) (−1.89)
Other Labour Force Status 0.20 0.10 0.13 0.05

(1.42) (0.74) (0.96) (0.38)
2010 −0.21** −0.21** −0.23** −0.22**

(−2.89) (−2.82) (−3.12) (−3.00)
2012 −0.28*** −0.27*** −0.29*** −0.28***

(−3.77) (−3.60) (−3.89) (−3.62)
2014 −0.35*** −0.32*** −0.35*** −0.33***

(−4.97) (−4.40) (−5.00) (−4.53)
2016 −0.51*** −0.48*** −0.52*** −0.49***

(−7.51) (−6.93) (−7.55) (−7.02)
Number of observations 6949 6662 6921 6640
Log likelihood −9623.84 −9157.54 −9504.28 −9083.79
AIC 19279.68 18357.08 19044.56 18215.57
BIC 19389.22 18499.97 19167.72 18378.79

Chi value: t-test first and 64.27*** 48.86***
second generation
Chi value: t-test second and 10.85*** 4.90*
third generation
Chi value: t-test first and 154.59*** 80.57***
third generation

Notes: t statistics in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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efficients revealed that the effects differed significantly
in strength. The more generations ago the family came
to the US, the more likely the claim that immigration to
theUS should be reduced “a lot” is supported. These find-
ings support Hypotheses 2 and 3.

However, when additionally introducing the ori-
gin variables into the analyses (Model 4), the results
changed. Whereas in comparison to those without a mi-
gration background, first-generation migrants still had a
lower probability of expressing that immigration into the
United States should be reduced “a lot,” the effect for the
second and third generation appeared to be no longer
significant, indicating that second- and third-generation
migrants do not differ from the general population in
their attitudes towards immigration.

The coefficient comparison for Model 4 again re-
vealed that the effect for the first generation was sig-
nificantly more negative than the effects for the second
and third generation. Further, and only at the 5% level, it
appeared that the coefficient for the second generation
was more negative than the one for the third generation.
The latter being the only migration aspect throughout
the analyses indicating that those with a migration back-
ground could havemore negative attitudes than the gen-
eral population. While the difference between the two
coefficients appeared to be significant, it has to be kept
in mind that neither of the two generations differed sig-
nificantly from those without a migration background.

Interestingly, the results also revealed that those
with a North American or African migration background
were significantly less likely to support the strong reduc-
tion of immigration. All other origins did not have a sig-
nificant effect on the attitude when simultaneously con-
trolling for the migrant generation. Concerning all other
control variables, similar effects to those in Model 1
and Model 2 were found in both models analysing mi-
grant generations.

Both the AIC and the BIC endorse the usage of
the full Model 4 over the restricted Model 3. The re-
sults support both Hypothesis 2, postulating that first-
generation migrants have more positive attitudes to-
wards immigrants than second- and third-generation
migrants, and Hypothesis 3, which expected respon-
dentswith a second-generationmigration background to
have more positive attitudes towards immigration than
those with a third-generation background. However,
even though Hypothesis 3 did find empirical support, it
is important to point out that neither second- nor third-
generation migrants differed from the general popula-
tion in their attitudes when control variables for the mi-
grants’ origins were included in the analyses.

6. Conclusion

The literature review and the theories suggested that mi-
grants’ attitudes towards immigration can be expected
to be more positive than the attitudes toward immigra-
tion of the general population. Further, they led to the

expectation that later generations of migrants will have
less positive attitudes towards immigration than earlier
generations. The analyses revealed strong support for
Hypothesis 1, showing that respondents with a migra-
tion background, nomatter their origin, weremore likely
to favour increasing the number of migrants into the US.
Similarly, Hypothesis 2 found corroboration. Individuals
belonging to the first generation showed more positive
attitudes towards immigration in comparison to second-
and third-generation migrants. The results further re-
vealed that the attitudes of second-generation migrants
were more positive than the attitudes of the third gener-
ation. It should be noted, however, that under the con-
sideration of migrants’ origins, neither of the two gen-
erations differed significantly from those without a mi-
gration background. This might be because second- and
third-generation migrants are well integrated into the
society and, hence, have adopted the natives’ attitudes
and values.

One aspect that was not considered in the present
study but could still be of great relevance is whether and
towhat extent respondents have contact to personswith
migration backgrounds. As the contact theory describes,
interaction with members of a certain group should, un-
der the right situational conditions, positively influence
the attitude towards this group (Brewer & Miller, 1984).
Therefore, the inclusion of a variable measuring the con-
tact to migrants could show whether the attitude differ-
ences between individuals with and without a migration
background and the different generations could partly or
maybe even fully be attributed to the contact. Due to con-
siderable limitations of the present data, however, such
an approach was not possible here.

Besides the contact to migrants, the definition of the
migration background and specifically of the different
generationsmight influence the results as well. Here, the
most common operationalisations were used, but other
definitions could be justified as well. Especially for the
third generation, little research exists, and multiple dif-
ferent definitions are conceivable. Future studies could
examine in what way the different definitions influence
the results, as it is possible that more restrictive defini-
tions, for example, requiring more than one parent or
grandparent to be born abroad, lead to stronger effects.
Such an enquiry was beyond the scope of this article.

Not only would it be interesting to test different op-
erationalisations of the migrant generations, the choice
of the dependent variable should also be discussed. The
analyses presented here measured attitudes towards im-
migration by asking respondents for their views on the
number of immigrants that should be allowed to enter
the country. This question is highly related to immigra-
tion policy. Attitudes towards immigration, however, are
multi-faceted, covering much more than policy aspects
alone. Hence, other questions and measurements, such
as whether immigrants make countries more liveable
(European Social Survey, 2018) or whether the respon-
dents feel their culture or society is threatened by immi-
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gration (de Graaf, Kalmijn, Kraaykamp, & Monden, 2010;
ISSP Research Group, 2015), could be used as well.

In conclusion, there are still many unresolved difficul-
ties in researching immigrants’ attitudes towards immi-
gration which require further attention. Yet despite the
many aspects future research needs to consider, the mi-
gration background seems to be a relevant characteristic
when explaining immigration attitudes: Having a migra-
tion background influences the formation of positive at-
titudes towards other immigrants. Therefore, migrants’
opinions on immigration should not be disregarded but
rather taken into account, particularly in countries with
a high share of people with migration backgrounds.
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Appendix

Table A1. Details on the family origin.

Region (used in the analyses) Categories in the GSS

North American French Canada, Other Canada, Mexico

European Austria, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, England & Wales, Finland, France,
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Norway, Poland,
Russia, Scotland, Spain, Switzerland, Portugal, Lithuania, Yugoslavia,
Rumania, Belgium, Other European

African Africa

Asian China, Japan, Philippines, India, Other Asian

Spanish-speaking South and Middle American Puerto Rico, West Indies, Other Spanish

Other Origin Arabic, Non-Spanish West Indies, Other

Table A2. Variables used in the analyses and descriptive statistics.

Variable Operationalisation Min Max M SD Further Information; Percentages

Dependent Variable
Attitude 5 categories from 1 5 3.51 1.10 1. Increased a lot: 5%

increase immigration 2. Increased a little: 10%
to America a lot to 3. Remain the same: 38%
reduce immigration a lot 4. Reduced a little: 23 %

5. Reduced a lot: 24 %

Migration History
Migration = 1 if first-, second- or 0 1 0.40 0.49 In total: 2,811
Background third-generation = 1; In percentage of the sample: 38%

0 otherwise
First-generation = 1 if respondent and 0 1 0.11 0.32 In total: 835

both parents were born In percentage of the sample: 11%
outside the US; 0 otherwise In percentage of those with

migration background: 30%
Second-generation = 1 if respondent was 0 1 0.09 0.29 In total: 672

born in US and at least In percentage of the sample: 9%
one parent was born In percentage of those with
outside the US; 0 otherwise migration background: 24%

Third-generation = 1 if respondent and 0 1 0.19 0.39 In total: 1,304
both parents were born In percentage of the sample: 18%
in the US and at least one In percentage of those with
grandparent outside the US; migration background: 46%
0 otherwise

Family Origin
(further details see Appendix A1)
North American = 1 if migration background 0 1 0.07 0.26 In total: 497

and North American family In percentage of the sample: 7%
origin; 0 otherwise In percentage of those with

migration background: 18%
European = 1 if migration background 0 1 0.20 0.40 In total: 1,347

and European family In percentage of the sample: 18%
origin; 0 otherwise In percentage of those with

migration background: 48%
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Table A2. (Cont.) Variables used in the analyses and descriptive statistics.

Variable Operationalisation Min Max M SD Further Information; Percentages

African = 1 if migration background 0 1 0.01 0.10 In total: 76
and African family In percentage of the sample: 1%
origin; 0 otherwise In percentage of those with

migration background: 3%
Asian = 1 if migration background 0 1 0.03 0.18 In total: 231

and Asian family In percentage of the sample: 3%
origin; 0 otherwise In percentage of those with

migration background: 8%
Spanish-speaking = 1 if migration background 0 1 0.03 0.18 In total: 217
South and and Spanish Speaking South- In percentage of the sample: 3%
Middle American or Middle-American family In percentage of those with

origin; 0 otherwise migration background: 8%
Other Origin = 1 if migration background 0 1 0.02 0.13 In total: 111

and “other” family origin; In percentage of the sample: 2%
0 otherwise In percentage of those with

migration background: 4%

Socio-economic Background
Age In years 18 88 47.94 17.32
Male = 1 if male; 0 if female 0 1 0.45 0.50 In total: 3,323

In percentage of the sample: 45%
Non-White = 1 if identifies as a race 0 1 0.25 0.43 In total: 1,841

other than white; 0 otherwise In percentage of the sample: 25%
Education = highest year of school 0 20 13.60 2.98

completed
Unemployed = 1 if temporarily not 0 1 0.07 0.25 In total: 503

working or unemployed; In percentage of the sample: 7%
0 otherwise

Inactive = 1 if retired, housekeeping 0 1 0.31 0.46 In total: 2,283
or currently in education; In percentage of the sample: 31%
0 otherwise

Other Labour = 1 if labour force status is 0 1 0.29 0.17 In total: 212
Force Status coded as other in GSS; In percentage of the sample: 3%

0 otherwise

Year of Data Collection
2010 = 1 if respondent participated 0 1 0.19 0.39 In total: 1,381

in 2010; 0 otherwise In percentage of the sample: 19%
2012 = 1 if respondent participated 0 1 0.17 0.38 In total: 1,255

in 2012; 0 otherwise In percentage of the sample: 17%
2014 = 1 if respondent participated 0 1 0.22 0.41 In total: 1,611

in 2014; 0 otherwise In percentage of the sample: 22%
2016 = 1 if respondent participated 0 1 0.25 0.43 In total: 1,829

in 2016; 0 otherwise In percentage of the sample: 25%

Table A3. Compositions of the samples used in the four models.

Migration status Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

No migration background 4,155 4,155 4,155 4,155
First-generation 830 809 822 801
Second-generation 670 606 650 592
Third-generation 1,294 1,092 1,294 1,092

Total 6,949 6,662 6,921 6,640
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