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ABSTRACT

Relational and societal exclusion of immigrants in Western countries fuels negative perceptions of immigrants among non-

migrants. We investigated how relational and societal inclusion in the form of friendship and immigrant integration policies

jointly relate to perceptions of immigrants. We conducted a longitudinal multilevel analysis drawing on probability samples of

non-migrants from the Transatlantic Trends Survey (N = 27,513) in nine North American and European countries over 5 years.

Extending prior scholarship, we provide longitudinal evidence that more inclusive immigrant integration policies correspond to

greater numbers of immigrant friends. Greater friendships with immigrants, in turn, corresponded to more positive perceptions

of immigrants. Furthermore, we found that exclusive policies predict negative perceptions of immigrants but only among non-

migrants who have few immigrant friends. Instead, when non-migrants report more immigrant friends, their perceptions of

immigrants are positive regardless of policies. Thus, societal inclusion is related to stronger relational inclusion, but once

intergroup friendships are established, societal exclusion is less consequential.

1 | Introduction

Humans have always migrated, but immigration regularly pro-
vokes tensions in Western societies (de Haas et al. 2019). Non-
migrants (i.e., nationals who were born in the country where they
live) often hold negative views of immigrants and exclude them,
thereby creating tensions in society (Craig, Rucker, and Richeson
2017; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014). How could these negative
perceptions of immigrants be improved? Some work suggests

that inclusion at the relational level (e.g., friendships with
immigrants) can foster more positive perceptions of immigrants
(Crocetti et al. 2021). Another line of work indicates that inclusion
at the societal level (e.g., inclusive immigrant integration policies)
also corresponds to more positive perceptions of immigrants
(Guimond et al. 2013; Huo et al. 2018; Kende et al. 2022; Schlueter,
Meuleman, and Davidov 2013). Research examining these two
processes together is scarce and tends to be cross-sectional in
nature. The present research fills this gap by investigating how
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relational and societal inclusion jointly relate to perceptions of
immigrants using longitudinal multilevel analysis to investigate
the interplay between friendship with immigrants and immigrant
integration policies over time.

Immigrants are included in society to varying degrees, with
relational, political, economic or symbolic barriers separating
non-migrants and immigrants more or less strongly (Alba and
Foner 2014; Safi 2020). Close relationships such as friendships
with immigrants exemplify the relational inclusion of immi-
grants. According to intergroup contact theory, interactions
between members of different groups can promote positive
perceptions and attitudes (Allport 1954; Pettigrew and Tropp
2006). In line with this, intergroup friendship is consistently
linked to improved perceptions and attitudes (Davies et al. 2011).
Specifically, friendship with immigrants is also related to more
positive perceptions of them (Senderskov and Thomsen 2015;
Titzmann, Brenick, and Silbereisen 2015). Therefore, we expect
that non-migrants’ friendships with immigrants will correspond to
their more positive perceptions of immigrants (HI).

Beyond cross-group ties at the relational level, immigrant inte-
gration policies at the societal level can act either as facilitators
or barriers to inclusion for immigrants in the host society
(Bloemraad et al. 2023). Such policies can include immigrants
by granting them access and rights comparable to non-migrants,
or they can exclude immigrants by restricting immigrant rights.
These policies are consequential in a symbolic and material
sense (Huo et al. 2018; Kende et al. 2022; Safi 2020). On the
one hand, inclusive policies facilitate symbolic inclusion because
they communicate that policy-makers see immigrants as insiders.
On the other hand, such policies promote material inclusion
because they enable immigrants to improve their socio-economic
position and facilitate their political participation, thus allowing
immigrants to occupy societal positions comparable to non-
migrants. For example, one form of inclusion consists of being
employed in legal, paid work. Inclusive labour market policies
enable immigrants to access such occupations more easily (Hager,
Hilbig, and Riaz 2023; Marbach, Hainmueller, and Hangartner
2023). In turn, when immigrants work in legal, paid jobs, non-
migrants will view them more positively (Hainmueller and
Hopkins 2015; Sobolewska, Galandini, and Lessard-Phillips 2017).

Consistent with this line of work, studies have documented that
more inclusive policies relate to more positive perceptions of
immigrants, though such studies of actual policies remained
largely cross-sectional (Callens and Meuleman 2016; Kesler and
Bloemraad 2010; Schlueter, Meuleman, and Davidov 2013). To our
knowledge, only two survey studies have investigated longitudi-
nal policy effects; these two survey studies provide converging
evidence that changes towards more inclusive policies relate
to more positive perceptions of immigrants, yet both of these
studies were restricted to the European context (Kende et al. 2024;
Schlueter, Meuleman, and Davidov 2013). Experimental studies
tend to show largely beneficial policy effects (Guimond et al.
2013; Huo et al. 2018), though one recent study documented that
majority members had more positive perceptions of immigrants
when experimental vignettes described restrictive policy changes
(Neureiter 2022). Because most prior research shows beneficial
policy effects, we expect that more inclusive policies will be related
to more positive perceptions of immigrants (H2).

When policies are more inclusive, relational inclusion might
also be easier, and non-migrants may make more immigrant
friends. Similarly to how symbolic and material inclusion impacts
perceptions of immigrants, more inclusive policies may also
increase willingness and opportunities for friendship. Symbolic
inclusion communicates that immigrants are insiders and there-
fore reduces normative barriers to establishing friendships with
immigrants (Bloemraad et al. 2023). Material inclusion reduces
educational and occupational segregation, thereby increasing
opportunities for friendship (Filindra, Blanding, and Coll 2011;
Hager, Hilbig, and Riaz 2023; Ham, Song, and Yang 2020;
Marbach, Hainmueller, and Hangartner 2023; Platt, Polavieja,
and Radl 2021). To date, only a few studies have demonstrated that
more inclusive policy contexts relate to contact or cross-group
friendships (Kauff et al. 2021). One example in German schools
suggests that, when institutional boundaries are more inclusive,
students without an immigration background have more friends
with an immigration background (Kruse and Kroneberg 2019).
Another example shows that when national immigrant inte-
gration policies across European countries are more inclusive,
non-migrants report more contact with immigrants (Green et al.
2020). Additionally, when national anti-discrimination policies
are stronger in European countries, ethnic majority group mem-
bers (not necessarily without a migration background) have also
been shown to engage in more contact with immigrants (Kauff
et al. 2023). Thus, when national immigrant integration policies
are more inclusive, non-migrants appear more likely to engage
in close contact with immigrants. In line with these prior cross-
sectional studies, we expect that when policies are more inclusive,
non-migrants will report more friendships with immigrants (H3).!
We extend previous cross-sectional policy research by investigating
the impact of policies on friendship over time.

Yet integration policies may also impact the effects of friendships
with immigrants. Does having immigrant friends engender more
positive perceptions of immigrants even when the surrounding
integration policies are exclusive? To date, relational and societal
inclusion have largely been investigated separately. In addition,
the handful of studies on the topic provide contrasting evidence
on their interplay (Tropp and Dehrone 2023). Because there
are only a few studies available, we broaden the scope of our
review here to include policies as well as norms as parallel facets
of societal inclusion. On the one hand, cross-national surveys
show that contact is related to reduced prejudice when policies
or norms are inclusive in a country but that contact reduces
prejudice less effectively than when they are exclusive (Green
et al. 2020; Kende et al. 2018). On the other hand, cross-national
and national survey and experimental evidence demonstrate
that friendship or contact reduces prejudice just as well, or
even more effectively when norms are exclusive (Senderskov
and Thomsen 2015; Visintin et al. 2019). In these studies, three
divergent theoretical explanations have been proposed on why
and how societal inclusion could impact contact situations.
First, when norms and policies are exclusive, intergroup contact
experiences will not fulfil the optimal conditions proposed by
Allport (1954) for improving attitudes and perceptions, these
conditions being contact among equals, authority sanction, coop-
eration and common goals (Green et al. 2020; Kende et al. 2018).
More specifically, with stronger symbolic exclusion, intergroup
contact experiences are not sanctioned by authorities, and with
stronger material exclusion, immigrants are in less favourable
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positions in society than non-migrants; therefore, contact does
not occur among equals. In turn, these suboptimal contact
situations are less effective in improving attitudes and percep-
tions than optimal contact situations that are sanctioned by
the authorities and take place among equals. Second, exclusive
norms could make intergroup differences salient and therefore
also heighten non-migrants’ awareness of immigrants’ position
in the societal hierarchy (Senderskov and Thomsen 2015). This
heightened salience could increase the effectiveness of intergroup
contact because it increases the probability that positive con-
tact experiences with one immigrant generalize to the whole
immigrant out-group. Third, positive contact experiences could
buffer the effect of strong symbolic or material exclusion because
personal experiences influence perceptions more than distant
norms (Visintin et al. 2019). Thus, previous research has provided
some evidence that the relational and societal levels of inclusion
interact. Because the existing empirical evidence and theoretical
explanations diverge, we merely explore how policies relate to
the association of intergroup friendships with perceptions of
immigrants. Importantly, none of the previous studies investigated
societal inclusion such as policies over time; therefore, they could
not draw robust conclusions about the role of policies. Our research
addresses this shortcoming and investigates over time how immi-
grant integration policies and friendship jointly relate to perceptions
of immigrants among non-migrants.

The present research investigates how two distinct facets of immi-
grant inclusion—friendships with immigrants at the relational
level and inclusive policies at the societal level—may inde-
pendently and jointly shape perceptions of immigrants among
non-migrants. We expect that friendship with immigrants will be
related to more positive perceptions of immigrants (H1). Further-
more, we expect that changes towards more inclusive policies will
be related to more positive perceptions (H2) and more immigrant
friends (H3). Finally, we explore whether policies shape the
association of intergroup friendship with perceptions of immi-
grants. We implement longitudinal multilevel analysis drawing
on probability samples of non-migrants from the Transatlantic
Trends Survey (N =27,513) in nine North American and European
countries (Canada, France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands,
Poland, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United States of
America) over 5 years. We go beyond previous cross-sectional
policy research, providing contrasting evidence on how relational
and societal inclusion jointly relate to perceptions of immigrants
by investigating the impact of policies over time, thus allowing us
to draw robust conclusions about policy effects.

2 | Method
2.1 | Data

For the purposes of our research, we sought data that were (a)
collected over time for several years from nationally represen-
tative samples, (b) included measures of contact or friendship
with immigrants and perceptions of immigrants gathered at the
individual level and (c) could be matched to context-level data
on immigrant integration policies. After searching repositories
of secondary data, we identified the Transatlantic Trends: Immi-
gration dataset as the only dataset that conformed to these three
criteria (German Marshall Fund of the United States (GMF),

Washington, USA and Isernia 2013a, 2013b, 2013c, 2014; Isernia
2009). More specifically, the Transatlantic Trends: Immigration
survey was collected annually among nationally representative
samples of approximately 1000 respondents in each year and each
country. The friendship and immigration perceptions variables
were available in five waves (2008, 2009, 2010, 2011 and 2013). We
could match the survey data over this 5-year period to the Migrant
Integration Policy Index (MIPEX), the most comprehensive and
reliable cross-national policy index, in nine North American and
European countries (Solano and Huddleston 2020).

2.2 | Design

To test our hypotheses, we applied longitudinal multilevel
modelling drawing on cross-sectional time-series data following
previous research on immigration (Fairbrother 2014; Ramos et al.
2021). Thus, we fitted a three-level multilevel model with partici-
pants nested within country-years (e.g., Spain 2008 or Spain 2009)
within countries (e.g., all available surveys from Spain). This
modelling strategy could enable us to analyse both cross-sectional
effects by comparing different countries and longitudinal effects
by investigating changes within each country. But because data
are available only for nine countries, we unfortunately cannot
draw meaningful conclusions about the cross-country differences
(Bell et al. 2014). Still, we calculated a predictor for the cross-
country effect by taking the mean of policies across all available
years for each country (at the country level). Then, to capture the
effect of change within each country, we computed a longitudinal
predictor. Several survey samples are available in each country
with altogether 34 country-year level units, allowing us to test
the relation of changes in policies with the friendship-perceptions
association. To do so, we subtracted the year-specific policies
in each country from its mean of policies across all available
years (at the country-year level). Based on previous studies with a
similar design, we utilized the within-country change coefficient
to assess the short-term effect of changes in policies (Ramos et al.
2019, 2021).

We implemented several robustness checks to strengthen our
argument about the unique role of policies. First, because the
Transatlantic Trends survey was collected in September each year,
and policies could have changed following the data collection
of the survey, we fitted two versions of the final interaction
models: We looked at policy effects by matching the policy scores
either to the year of the survey or to the year preceding the
survey. Additionally, we accounted for the potential influence of
various socio-economic factors that could influence perceptions
of immigrants to provide evidence for the particular effect of inte-
gration policies. More specifically, we replicated the results when
including the following country-level variables as controls: unem-
ployment rate, the proportion of immigrants, GINI and GDP
(matching respective survey years) (Hainmueller and Hopkins
2014; OECD 2020; The World Bank 2020). Furthermore, we tested
integration policy effects when including an index of general
rights and liberties to ensure that we are measuring specifically
the effect of immigrant rights and not the extent of rights more
broadly (Freedom House 2014). Likewise, age, gender and level
of education were included as individual-level control variables
in the model (Ceobanu and Escandell 2010). We also included
political orientation and parents’ place of birth as controls in
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further exploratory analysis. Finally, we replicated the analysis
excluding Poland as a country with a markedly different immigra-
tion history and situation at the time of the survey. The analysis
plan for this study was preregistered and is available at? https://
osf.io/akvt5/?view_only=54fa45c622cc4373905d5437db89dc5d.

2.3 | Sample

We sampled non-migrants as participants, N = 27,153, in the
following nine countries: Canada, France, Germany, Italy, the
Netherlands, Poland, Spain, the United Kingdom and the United
States of America. Participants were selected on the basis of being
born in the country of the survey. The sample size was determined
by the available data (46.3% male, age M = 50.13, SD = 17.04) (see
Table S1 for the number of participants in each country in each
year).

2.4 | Measures

Perceptions of immigrants were computed from commonly used
items measuring this topic (Billiet and Meuleman 2012; Hain-
mueller and Hopkins 2014). Example items are ‘Immigrants are
a burden on social services’, ‘Immigrants take jobs away from
native born (NATIONALITY)’, ‘Immigrants are a threat to our
national culture’ and ‘Tmmigrants enrich our culture (reverse
coded). The majority of items were phrased so that higher
scores corresponded to more negative perceptions of immigrants;
therefore, higher scores were coded to indicate negative percep-
tions of immigrants. Positively worded items were reverse coded.
Answers ranged from 1 = strongly agree to 4 = strongly disagree
(M =2.32,SD =0.84). The items formed reliable scales (Cronbach
a from 0.57 to 0.80 in different years and countries).®> Please see
Tables S2 and S3 for a detailed description of the selection of the
items, the items themselves and reliabilities per year per country.

Friendship with immigrants was measured with one item with
slight variations in some years: ‘Do you have any friends who were
born in another country who now live in (COUNTRY)? on a scale
of 1-3, 1 being ‘no, none at all’, 2 being ‘yes, a few’ and 3 being ‘yes,
several’. (M = 1.75, SD = 0.69). Please see Table S4 for the items.

Immigrant integration policies were measured with the MIPEX
(Solano and Huddleston 2020). The MIPEX is the most detailed
and extensive index of immigrant integration policies with the
largest number of sub-indicators and broadest coverage of policy
fields (Helbling 2013). More specifically, the MIPEX is a country-
level index of immigrant integration policies that simultaneously
considers 167 policy indicators from eight policy domains (i.e.,
health care, education, political participation, labour market
mobility, antidiscrimination laws, permanent residence, access to
nationality and family reunion). The indicators measure whether
immigrants have comparable rights and access to services in these
policy domains vis-a-vis non-migrants. The index is based on
expert surveys in each country and has been updated yearly since
2007. Furthermore, overall it forms a reliable scale, « = 0.93
(Ruedin 2011). For these reasons, it has been widely used in
comparative sociological and social psychological research (e.g.,
Callens and Meuleman 2016; Schlueter, Meuleman, and Davidov
2013). Higher scores indicate more inclusive policies, ranging

from 0 to 100.* Scores range from 33.59 to 80.66 (M = 59.96,
SD =9.07) (see Table S5 for yearly policy scores per country).

2.5 | Analytical Approach

As described above in the design section, we fitted a three-level
multilevel model with participants nested within country-years
within countries. The analysis was run in consecutive steps start-
ing from the null model including only perceptions of immigrants
(‘Null model’); secondly, including individual-level control vari-
ables (i.e., age, gender and education) and the main individual-
level predictor, friendship, in one step (‘Friendship main effect’
model) (Hypothesis 1) and thirdly, including the main effect of
policy change (‘Policy change main effect’ model) (Hypothesis 2).
To test Hypothesis 3, we fitted a separate three-level model with
the same model specification but with friendship as the outcome
variable. We then tested a mediation model with policy change
predicting perceptions of immigrants through friendships. To
explore the interplay of policies and friendship, we tested the
cross-level interaction between the within-country change in
policies (country-year level), friendship and perceptions of immi-
grants (individual level) (‘Friendship x Policy change interaction’
models). Finally, we implemented the robustness checks (see
Section 2.2).

The data that support the findings of this study are openly
available in OSF at https://osf.io/Z9K7H/, reference number
10.17605/OSF.1I0/Z9K7H.

We included data from participants who had valid responses on
the outcome and control variables and did not impute missing
values.

Table 1 presents the correlations among the individual-level
variables.

3 | Results
3.1 | Preliminary Analysis

First, we describe the range, rank and changes in immigrant
integration policies across the countries during our study period
to contextualize our findings (see Table S5 for policy scores per
country per year). Policy scores ranged from 33.59 in Poland in
2008 to 80.66 in Canada in 2009 and 2010. The rest of the Euro-
pean countries scored higher than Poland throughout the study
period with scores ranging from 54.08 in Spain in 2009 and 2010 to
69.29 in the Netherlands in 2009. The United States consistently
scored between European countries and Canada at 72.34. The
policies remained stable throughout the study period in Canada
and the United States. In contrast, the scores have changed in
every European country. The largest change towards more inclu-
sive policies took place in Poland with a 12.33-point improvement,
whereas the highest change towards more exclusive policies
happened in the Netherlands with a 13.86-point exacerbation.

3.2 | Main Findings

Table 2 presents the results of the multilevel models for non-
migrants’ perceptions of immigrants at the individual level.
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TABLE 1 | Correlations among the individual-level variables.

1 2 3 4 5
Gender (1) —
Age (2) 0.029° —
Education (3) —0.042° —0.017* —
Friendship with immigrants (4) —0.067* —0.164* 0.139* —
Perceptions of immigrants (5) 0.017% 0.073* —0.139* —0.189° —

Note: Gender is coded as 1 = male and 2 = female. Higher scores correspond, respectively, to higher age, higher levels of education, more immigrant friends and

more negative perceptions of immigrants.
2Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (two-tailed).

Indirect effect -0.081 (0.020)***

Friendship

347 (.094)*x* -0.233 (0.017)***

0.414 (0. 804 . .
( ) Immigration

perceptions

Change in Inclusiveness of
Integration Policy

FIGURE 1 | A multilevel mediation model presenting the relation
between change in immigrant integration policies and perceptions of
immigrants as mediated by friendship with the immigrants. ***Correla-
tion is significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed).

The null model showed that the variance was significant at
the individual, country-year and country levels (‘Null model’).
Perceptions of immigrants were more negative among older
participants and less educated people, but they did not differ
by gender. In line with Hypothesis 1, having more immigrant
friends was related to less negative perceptions of immigrants
(‘Friendship main effect’ model). In contrast with Hypothesis
2, policy change in itself was not related to perceptions (‘Policy
change main effect’ model).

Additional analysis with friendship with immigrants as the
dependent variable showed that, in line with Hypothesis 3,
more inclusive policy change was related to higher numbers of
immigrant friends (Table S6). Building on these findings, we also
explored in a multilevel mediation model whether more inclu-
sive policy change impacts perceptions of immigrants through
friendship with immigrants (Preacher, Zyphur, and Zhang 2010).
The effect of policy change on friendship and of friendship on
perceptions was both significant. We also found a significant indi-
rect effect of integration policy change on perceptions through
friendship. This pattern, even in the absence of a total effect,
suggests that policy change impacts perceptions of immigrants
indirectly through friendship (Figure 1) (Igartua and Hayes 2021;
Rucker et al. 2011).°

Finally, when investigating how policies and friendship jointly
shape perceptions of immigrants, we found that the cross-
level interaction between policy change and friendship was
significant (‘Policy change interaction’ model in Table 2).””® To

2,
£ 37
)
‘g 3.5
=33
5 3.
2
g5 3.1
a
329 * %k
¢ -
g + - <
&~ 07 - o

- - e

% %k -~ -~
2.5
Less friends More friends

e [nclusive policy change (toward more inclusive)

= «= Exclusive policy change (toward more exclusive)

FIGURE 2 | Immigrant integration policy change and friendship
with immigrants predicting perceptions of immigrants among non-
migrants. ***Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level (two-tailed).
tCorrelation is significant at the 0.1 level (two-tailed).

interpret the interplay between policy change and friendship, we
plotted this interaction. When decomposing the interaction, we
defined inclusive policy change (change towards more inclusive)
and having many friends as plus one standard deviation from
the respective mean, whereas exclusive policy change (change
towards more exclusive) and having few immigrant friends cor-
responded to minus one standard deviation from the respective
mean.

Overall, having more immigrant friends was related to less nega-
tive perceptions of immigrants (Figure 2). However, when policies
became more exclusionary, among those with less immigrant
friends, perceptions of immigrants got more negative. For non-
migrants with more immigrant friends, the change towards more
exclusive policies did not affect perceptions of immigrants. In
other words, those with more immigrant friends had less negative
perceptions of immigrants independent of policies becoming
more exclusive or inclusive. Furthermore, as the figure shows,
the association of friendship with perceptions was stronger when
policies were becoming more exclusive as opposed to when
policies were becoming more inclusive.

Finally, we implemented several robustness checks and replicated
the final interaction using policy scores 1 year prior to the survey,
and over and above the effects of unemployment rates, the
proportion of immigrants, the GINI index, GDP and the Freedom
House index of rights and liberties (Tables 3 and 4). Interestingly,
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in the models with policy changes 1 year prior to the measurement
of perceptions, the direct policy effect on perceptions is twice
as large as in the main model where we examine policy change
and perceptions in the same year. We also replicated the final
interaction including parents’ place of birth and political orien-
tation as controls one by one (Table 5). The interaction remained
significant after including both controls, and respondents with
an immigrant background (at least one parent born outside the
country) and more left-leaning participants reported less negative
perceptions of immigrants.” Lastly, we ran the final interaction
model excluding Poland, and the results remained the same
(Table 5).

4 | Discussion

Relational and societal exclusion often separates non-migrants
and immigrants in Western countries, fuelling negative percep-
tions of immigrants. Both relational and societal inclusion in the
form of friendship and inclusive immigrant integration policies
are associated with more positive perceptions of immigrants
(Crocetti et al. 2021; Guimond et al. 2013; Huo et al. 2018; Kende
et al. 2022; Kesler and Bloemraad 2010; Schlueter, Meuleman, and
Davidov 2013). However, previous research has largely investi-
gated relational and societal inclusion separately, and the handful
of previous studies on their interplay have provided contrasting
evidence (Green et al. 2020; Kende et al. 2018; Senderskov and
Thomsen 2015; Tropp and Dehrone 2023; Visintin et al. 2019).
Therefore, in this paper, we investigate relational and societal
inclusion together and ask whether friendship with immigrants
is still associated with more positive perceptions of immigrants
among non-migrants when immigrant integration policies are
exclusive. We extend previous research by investigating the
interplay of friendship and policies and by providing longitudinal
evidence on the association of policies with friendship and per-
ceptions of immigrants. To answer these questions, we drew on
the Transatlantic Trends Survey and analysed the responses from
nationally representative samples of non-migrants (N = 27,513) in
nine North American and European countries over 5 years. In line
with our expectations, we found that friendship with immigrants
was related to more positive perceptions of immigrants (HL).
Contrary to our expectations, inclusive policy change did not
directly relate to more positive perceptions of immigrants (H2),
but change towards more inclusive immigrant integration poli-
cies was associated with a higher number of immigrant friends
among non-migrants (H3), and friendship in turn was related to
more positive perceptions.’® In addition, we found that for those
non-migrants who have few immigrant friends, exclusive policies
relate to negative perceptions and inclusive policies are associated
with more positive perceptions of immigrants. In contrast, when
non-migrants have more immigrant friends, their perceptions of
immigrants are positive regardless of policies.

Our results provide evidence that inclusive immigrant integration
policy change is associated with more positive relations with
immigrants. Although we found no significant association of
policy change with perceptions of immigrants in themselves,
the results showed that inclusive policy change is associated
with having more immigrant friends and having more friends
in turn is related to more positive perceptions of immigrants.
These findings thus add to a handful of cross-sectional studies

documenting how inclusive societal and policy conditions are
associated with engaging in intergroup friendship and contact
(Green et al. 2020; Kauff et al. 2023; Kruse and Kroneberg 2019).
In addition, our findings align with a consistent line of research
on intergroup friendship (Crocetti et al. 2021; Davies et al. 2011).
Thus, we contribute to the scarce available evidence that societal
inclusion in the form of immigrant integration policies facilitates
relational inclusion in the form of friendship. Crucially, with
our longitudinal design, we go beyond previous research and
provide robust evidence of the role of policies as a form of societal
inclusion.

The null effect of immigrant integration policies on perceptions of
immigrants contrasts with largely consistent cross-sectional find-
ings in previous work and two longitudinal studies (Callens and
Meuleman 2016; Kende et al. 2024, 2022; Kesler and Bloemraad
2010; Schlueter, Meuleman, and Davidov 2013). This divergence
from previous findings might be explained by the different
kind of data and analysis used in previous work compared to
ours. Previous studies typically compared 20-30 countries, most
often comparing countries across the whole of Europe, and they
investigated differences between these countries in a given year.
In contrast, our surveys covered North American and largely
Western European countries (with the exception of Poland), and
we examined policy changes within these countries over 5 years.
Thus these previous studies compared differences in inclusion
between countries, whereas our study documents the effect of
policy changes within countries. Because the number of countries
in our data did not suffice for cross-country analysis, we cannot
directly compare our results with previous cross-sectional studies.
Therefore, further work is necessary to clearly establish the role
of real-life policies in improving perceptions of immigrants.

What could explain the fact that we find a significant association
between policy change and friendship but not a direct policy
association with perceptions? First, a suppression effect might
explain why we did not find a total effect. Indeed, we observe a
larger (insignificant) direct effect of policy change in the media-
tion model than the non-significant policy-attitudes effect in the
main effects model, indicating such a suppression effect (Igartua
and Hayes 2021; Rucker et al. 2011). It is therefore conceivable
that, while friendship fosters more positive perceptions, changes
in the inclusiveness of policies also exert an opposite effect
through another unmeasured mediator. Speculatively, negative
contact with immigrants could be such a mediator (Kotzur
and Wagner 2021; Laurence and Bentley 2018). As immigrants
occupy more egalitarian positions in society, empowered by
inclusive policy changes, initial interactions among immigrants
and non-migrants could be tense and competitive (Hadj-Abdou
and Katsiaficas 2023; Ramos et al. 2019). Secondly, besides such
possible suppression effects, these discrepant findings potentially
result from how different policy effects unfold over time. More
specifically, some policy effects exert impact relatively quickly,
whereas other policy effects take longer. As an example of rapid
impact, when federal and local governments in Germany eased
restrictions on the entrance of newcomers to the labour market,
the employment rate of immigrants increased immediately (and
beneficial effects persisted over 20 years) (Hager, Hilbig, and Riaz
2023; Marbach, Hainmueller, and Hangartner 2023). Similarly,
stronger anti-discrimination policies also contributed to higher
employment rates among immigrants (Platt, Polavieja, and Radl
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2021). Increased labour market integration could mean that more
non-migrants work together with immigrants. In turn, working
together with immigrants can foster friendships if immigrants
and non-migrants regularly encounter each other at work in
similar positions (Andersson and Dehdari 2021). However, as
building friendships takes time, the labour market integration of
immigrants might only impact non-migrants’ perceptions over
some months or years. Thinking beyond labour market policies,
some effects of more inclusive educational policies also unfold
over a longer time span. For example, more inclusive policies
reduce the dropout rate of children of immigrants in US states
and improve the educational performance of immigrant children
across OECD countries (Filindra, Blanding, and Coll 2011; Ham,
Song, and Yang 2020). Thus, in the long run, more inclusive
educational policies facilitate the insertion of immigrants in the
labour market on a more equal footing, but these policy effects
unfold over decades. In support of this argument that the policy
impact on perceptions manifests later, when we examine the
association of policy changes 1 year prior to the measurement
with perceptions, the direct policy association is twice as large
as when we examine policy change and perceptions in the same
year. Although our data does not allow to lag policy effects for
several years to capture longer-term effects, further longitudinal
studies focusing on policy effects on friendship (or contact) and
perceptions could shed more light on these questions.

Turning to the interplay of friendship and policies, we found
that exclusive policies fuel negative perceptions, but only for
those non-migrants who have few immigrant friends. In contrast,
non-migrants who have more immigrant friends have positive
perceptions even when policies are exclusive. To increase the
robustness of our analysis, we replicated these interaction effects
by looking at policies 1 year prior to the survey. Moreover, to
provide evidence for the singular effect of immigrant integration
policies, we showed that the interaction remains significant when
including other contextual factors that could induce negative
perceptions such as the unemployment rate, the proportion of
immigrants, GINI and GDP (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014).
We also documented the policy effects including an index of
general rights and liberties to ensure that we capture the effect
of immigrant rights specifically and not rights more generally.
Finally, we found that the interaction remains significant when
we include survey respondents’ parents’ place of birth and
political orientation. In sum, these additional analyses provide
further support for the unique role of immigrant integration
policies in shaping immigrant-non-migrant relations. Our results
thus align with previous studies showing that friendship or
contact can buffer the effect of exclusive norms on prejudice
(Senderskov and Thomsen 2015; Visintin et al. 2019). However,
our findings contradict previous work demonstrating that contact
reduces prejudice less in these exclusive environments (Green
et al. 2020; Kende et al. 2018). A plausible explanation is that
we focus on friendship (similar to the Senderskov and Thomsen
(2015) study that showed how friendship buffers the negative
effect of context) and not on more casual forms of contact (as
Green et al. (2020) and Kende et al. (2018) that demonstrated
how contact effects weaken in exclusive contexts). Friendship by
definition involves more equal and close relations. In contrast,
casual everyday contact situations are more dependent on societal
inclusion, both symbolic inclusion such as authority sanction
and material inclusion such as equal societal positions. In turn,

how the friendship or more casual contact situations unfold in
different societal contexts would impact perceptions differently
(Bloemraad et al. 2023; Kende et al. 2022; Safi 2020). Although
no secondary data is available that allows us to examine both
intergroup friendship and everyday contact over time in their
societal context, future research could undertake a meta-analysis
examining both friendship and casual contact with immigrants in
their policy context to shed more light on these questions.

4.1 | Limitations and Future Directions

Our findings provide clear evidence for the role of policies as
a form of societal inclusion, but there were some limitations.
We used robust methods drawing on cross-sectional time-series
data (Fairbrother 2014; Ramos et al. 2019; Ramos et al. 2021).
These methods allowed us to investigate changes in policies,
going beyond the bulk of previous cross-sectional policy papers
on perceptions of immigrants. Furthermore, we implemented
several sets of additional analyses to be able to argue more confi-
dently about the unique role of policies. Yet such analysis does not
unequivocally allow for causal interpretation about policy effects:
In countries with more positive perceptions of immigrants, it is
possible that these perceptions result in more inclusive policies
and not vice versa. Meanwhile, a recent study documented that
policy changes predict attitude changes but not the other way
round, lending more confidence to the suggested direction of
effects in the current paper (Kende et al. 2024). Still, it is possible
that further endogenous factors impact both policy change and
inclusive relations. Furthermore, policy effects impact intergroup
relations through various mediating processes. Although we
could theorize about these processes, further work is necessary to
unpack the mechanisms. For example, although we theorize that
inclusive policies facilitate the symbolic and material inclusion
of immigrants, it was beyond the scope of the present paper
to include measures of symbolic and material inclusion at the
societal level such as political communication about immigrants
or the economic status of immigrants. Therefore, we recommend
that future research unpacks the societal and interpersonal
mechanisms that translate inclusive policy change to more inclu-
sive relations with larger datasets. Moreover, we were limited
by the available data to a relatively small number of Western
countries over a relatively short period of time, to suboptimal
friendship measures and to generic items on perceptions of
immigrants. Even though high-quality policy indices and surveys
including immigration attitude measures are available beyond
Western contexts over time, unfortunately no other large-scale
dataset includes intergroup friendship or other contact measures
over time. Therefore, we suggest that future large-scale surveys
also include friendship or contact measures repeatedly and not
just in one wave. Furthermore, we suggest that future surveys
include composite measures of friendship, unlike the current
single-item measure that we used. Although such single-item
measures of intergroup friendship are also consistently related
to attitudes, scales provide more reliable information and higher
effect sizes (Davies et al. 2011). In addition, our friendship
measures are self-reported and cross-sectional; therefore, we
cannot claim causal relation between friendship and perceptions
of immigrants in our study (Levin, Van Laar, and Sidanius 2003).
A meta-analysis could address this shortcoming if it included
contact interventions with samples from different contexts over
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time matched to policy (or other contextual) changes. Finally,
the measure of perceptions of immigrants did not differentiate
between different groups, though perceptions of immigrants
with different ethnic-racial backgrounds and social classes
differ (Esses 2021; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014). We therefore
suggest that future large-scale surveys include questions about a
range of immigrant groups as well.

5 | Conclusions

Our results imply that policy change is associated with improved
intergroup relations (Bloemraad et al. 2023; Tropp and Dehrone
2023). The results show that relational and societal inclusion
jointly relate to perceptions of immigrants. We argue that this is
due to inclusive immigrant integration policies facilitating both
symbolic and material inclusion (Huo et al. 2018; Kende et al.
2022; Safi 2020). More specifically, inclusive policies commu-
nicate that immigrants are integral parts of society and enable
immigrants to occupy societal positions comparable to non-
migrants. Through reducing symbolic and material obstacles,
more inclusive policies facilitate the establishment of inter-
group friendships and thus improve perceptions. Moreover, once
intergroup friendships are established, a hostile policy context
cannot exacerbate perceptions. Thus, facilitating the inclusion of
immigrants through more inclusive policies is a way to improve
social cohesion and reduce tensions in society.
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Endnotes

!We did not preregister this hypothesis, please see the Supporting
Information for deviations from the preregistration.

2We describe deviations from the pre-registration in the Supporting
Information.

3We excluded data from France in 2010, since the reliability was too low
(a=0.37).

“#In this study, we used a version of the policy index excluding health and
education policies because there were a large number of missing policy
scores on these sub-indices.

SBecause the policy scores potentially range from 0 to 100 and our
key predictor is change in a given year, the policy change scores are
small compared to the full range of possible policy scores. Therefore,
we divided the policy change scores by 100 in the models to obtain
comparable ranges for the policy change score and the dependent
variables. The policy change scores in the models thus represent the
policy change in percentages of the full range of policy scores from 0 to
100.

61n further exploratory analysis, we also tested whether friendship with
immigrants is associated with policy change 1 year prior to the survey:

the association was not significant though the confidence interval
includes the effect that we find in the main analysis (Table S6).

7We fixed the country-level (the level where we did not include predic-
tors) variance to zero in the interaction models. This was necessary
because we had only nine contextual units at the country level, yet
we were estimating complex models with more than nine parameters.
Estimating models with more parameters than contextual units can lead
to convergence problems. For the same reason, we removed gender as
a non-significant predictor from the more complex models.

81deally, we would have tested a moderated mediation model where
policy change predicts immigration perceptions, and this relationship is
both mediated and moderated by friendship. This was unfortunately not
possible with the data at hand, as we would have had to estimate models
with more than nine parameters, whereas we only had nine contextual
units at the country level. The only possible way to have less than nine
parameters and achieve model convergence is to remove the control
variables and fix the variances to zero, both at the country level and
the country-year level. However, such a model cannot provide reliable
estimates with the variances fixed at the country-year level, where the
moderation and mediation take place. Though this model showed both
the expected mediation and the expected moderation, the results thus
cannot be reliably interpreted. Therefore, we keep the mediation and
moderation models separate and only report these separate models.

%Interestingly, when we include political orientation in the final inter-
action model, the main association of policy change with immigration
attitudes is significant with change towards more inclusive policies
predicting less negative attitudes. However, further exploratory analysis
shows that this association is not robust: when we test the main
effect of policy change on immigration attitudes without the inter-
action with friendship but including political orientation, the policy
change-immigration attitude association is no more significant.

10This interpretation is supported by methodological work showing
that when a significant indirect effect is present (in our case, policy
change on attitudes through friendship), this significant indirect effect
demonstrates that the predictor (policy change) impacts the dependent
variable (attitudes) through the mediator (friendship) even in the
absence of a significant total or direct effect (i.e., the direct policy change
effect on attitudes). Beyond these general arguments, specifically in our
data, a suppression effect might also explain why we did not find a
significant direct effect, as the policy change effect is positive and the
friendship effect is negative (Rucker et al. 2011).
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