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Abstract: In the politics of welfare, citizens often prioritize natives over immigrants. What conditions reduce welfare discrimination against immigrants? Original survey experiments from the United States, the United Kingdom, France, and
Italy reveal that the divide between natives and immigrants remains the fundamental cleavage in the politics of welfare. All
immigrants face welfare penalties, including immigrants from Western countries. Even young, progressive, highly educated,
and economically secure native citizens strongly penalize immigrants. Although immigrants never fully overcome identity
barriers, the welfare support gap between natives and immigrants decreases when immigrants have a long work history. A
history of employment provides evidence of reciprocity through past contributions and signals immigrants’ commitment to
the community. Other immigrants’ characteristics, such as higher education and proactive work attitude, fail to decrease
the gap. This article contributes to the study of solidarity in diverse societies and the impact of immigration on the welfare
state.
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peaking with reporters in 2019, Donald Trump
declared: “I am tired of seeing our taxpayers
paying for people to come into the country
and immediately go onto welfare” (Shear, Jordan, and
Dickerson 2019). To discourage immigrants’ access to
welfare, the Trump administration adopted a stricter
interpretation of the public charge rule, which aimed
to prevent immigrants using certain public benefit
programs from obtaining permanent residence (Narea
2020). Beyond the United States, the connection between
immigration and welfare has become salient in many
other countries. Concerns over immigrants’ use of welfare services drove “Vote Leave” in the 2016 Brexit referendum and featured prominently in Marine Le Pen’s
2018 French presidential campaign. In Italy, the rightwing populist party Lega, led by Matteo Salvini, has
built much of its political fortune on hostility toward
immigrants.
At a time when immigration is a prominent political
issue in many advanced democracies, on the rise is welfare chauvinism, a position that advocates the exclusion

of immigrants from welfare services. Public opinion data
show that people often prefer helping natives over immigrants in the context of welfare. But how strongly are
immigrants penalized? Are some immigrants penalized
more severely than others based on ascriptive features—
such as country of origin—or are all immigrants lumped
together as “outsiders”? And what can reduce welfare discrimination against immigrants?
To explore these questions, I conducted original surveys with samples mirroring census quotas in four countries: Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United
States. While immigration is an important issue in all
these countries, they have different immigration histories, welfare states, and perceived boundaries of the
national community. In each country, I designed an experiment that randomized the characteristics of potential
welfare recipients.
My study reveals consistent findings across the
four countries. First, all immigrants are strongly
penalized in the politics of welfare. Even immigrants
from Western countries, such as Canada, Germany, and
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France, face discrimination vis-à-vis native citizens. In
fact, respondents often do not consider Western immigrants significantly more deserving of welfare support than immigrants from more distant countries, such
as India, Morocco, and Romania. This contrasts with
attitudes on admission policies, which existing literature finds to be generally more favorable toward culturally closer immigrants (Ford 2011; Hainmueller and
Hopkins 2014). Second, even progressive, economically
secure, and highly educated citizens strongly penalize immigrants. Hence, a hidden consensus (see Hainmueller
and Hopkins 2015) emerges with regard to immigration
and welfare. This is because the welfare state has historically developed within the bounded community of the
nation-state as a form of solidarity limited to conationals. As a result, a strong association has emerged between
welfare and citizenship, and the divide between natives
and immigrants has become central in the politics of
welfare.
If immigrants are considered outsiders less deserving of support—that is, non-citizens of the welfare state—
can the welfare support gap between natives and immigrants ever be reduced? The centrality of identity barriers
in the politics of welfare makes it hard for immigrants
to fully overcome their condition of otherness with regard to social citizenship. However, the gap partially decreases when immigrants have a long work history. Work
history is evidence of reciprocity through past contributions and signals immigrants’ commitment to the national community. This is especially true in countries,
such as the United States and the United Kingdom, with
stricter work requirements as a condition for welfare access. In contrast, other positive characteristics, including
a proactive work attitude or justifiable reasons for being
out of work, do not help immigrants. Sometimes, they
even backfire: Immigrants actively looking for a job can
be seen as a threat to the job prospects of natives, and
immigrants facing health challenges are seen as a fiscal
burden.
This article contributes to the literature that explores
solidarity in diverse societies. It engages with studies that
examine how citizens perceive community membership
and boundaries (Brutger and Rathbun 2021; Donnelly
2021; Goodman 2014; Hooghe and Marks 2004, 2005,
2018; Kustov 2021; Lamont 2000; Magni 2021; Mutz and
Kim 2017). Building on Brubaker’s (1992) idea of nationstates as “bounded membership associations,” my work
challenges the notion of a more inclusive citizenship advanced by Joppke (2010) and confirms Kymlicka’s (2001)
characterization of the welfare state as solidarity limited to conationals. Moreover, whereas studies on immigration policy show that economic insecurity drives
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opposition to new admissions (Dancygier and Donnelly
2013; Goldstein and Peters 2014; Peters 2015; Scheve and
Slaughter 2001), I find that discrimination against immigrants is widespread in the politics of welfare. My
study, therefore, aligns with work highlighting the challenges that immigration poses to support for redistribution (Alesina, Miano, and Stantcheva 2018; Eger and
Breznau 2017). By showing how immigrants are seen as
less deserving, I also contribute to the attribution theory of poverty and welfare deservingness studies (Van
Oorschot 2000; Weiner 1993). However, I critically reveal how the deservingness criteria that are effective for
natives (e.g., Petersen et al. 2012; Weiner, Osborne, and
Rudolph 2011) do not equally apply to immigrants.
More broadly, by relying on surveys from the United
States, the United Kingdom, France, and Italy conducted
after 2016, this work helps us understand recent political developments. The widespread hostility toward
immigrants that emerged in the study suggests one of
the reasons why populist radical right actors have been
increasingly successful. By promoting welfare chauvinism, these actors have advocated a position embraced
by a share of the population larger than what we may
expect.

Identity, Immigrants, and the Politics
of Welfare
Identity powerfully shapes willingness to help. Social
identity theory explains that individuals display ingroup
favoritism (Brewer 1999, 2001). People often engage
in parochial altruism: They prioritize help for members of their own group and deny support to outgroup
members (Bowles and Gintis 2013; Kustov 2021; Marks
2012). Parochial altruism has deep evolutionary roots
and has been critical for human cooperation (Bernhard,
Fischbacher, and Fehr 2006; Choi and Bowles 2007).
Social affinity considerations and ingroup favoritism also influence public opinion on economic
policies, such as international trade and welfare redistribution to individuals in need (Cavaillé and Trump
2015; Mutz and Kim 2017; Mutz, Mansfield, and Kim
2021). Consistently, a robust literature examining the
link between immigration and welfare support shows
that support is lower in regions with higher shares of
immigrants (Alesina, Murard, and Rapoport 2019; Eger
2010; Eger and Breznau 2017; Goerres, Karlsen, and
Kumlin 2020; Schmidt-Catran and Spies 2016). Survey
experiments from Europe and the United States also find
that welfare support decreases when immigrants are the
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potential beneficiaries of redistributive programs (Bay
and Pedersen 2006; Harell, Soroka, and Iyengar 2016;
Stadelmann-Steffen and Dermont 2020).
In particular, increasingly popular is welfare chauvinism, a political position that combines welfare support for native citizens with the exclusion of immigrants
from government assistance (Magni 2021; Reeskens and
Van Oorschot 2012; Van der Waal et al. 2010). Opposition to immigrants’ access to welfare can be rooted in
material concerns if immigrants are seen as a fiscal burden or as competitors for limited resources (Cavaillé and
Ferwerda 2016; Dancygier and Donnelly 2013; Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010). Ethnocentrism and racism
also drive anti-immigrant attitudes (Garand, Xu, and
Davis 2017). As a result, immigrants are seen as less deserving of welfare support (Ford 2016; Van Oorschot
2006).
But—I argue—there is a deeper link explaining the
strong connection between immigration and welfare attitudes. National identity generally marks the boundaries
of inclusion and solidarity in modern societies. Brubaker
explained that “modern states [are] bounded membership associations” in which citizenship protects “prosperous states from the migrant poor” (Brubaker 1992, x).
Joppke linked even more explicitly the meaning of citizenship to immigration. The movement of people across
borders has revealed that citizenship is not only a set
of rights, but also a marker of separation. Citizenship is
both “a legal status and an identity that excludes rather
than includes people” (Joppke 1999, 630). Even outside
the Western world, exclusive citizenship policies often define and insulate the ingroup perceived as deserving of
rights (Landau 2010; Whitaker 2005).
The welfare state, in particular, has historically developed within the bounded community of the nationstate. As the national community emerged as the natural
reference group for social inequality (Whelan and Maître
2009), the welfare state has become a form of solidarity
limited to conationals (Kymlicka 2001). A strong linkage
has developed between citizenship and welfare, to the extent that for many people the “rights to welfare have […]
entered into the definition of citizenship” (Miller 2000,
31). Immigrants have therefore become “the other” par
excellence with regard to the notion of social citizenship
that is central to the nation-state (Nielsen, Frederiksen,
and Larsen 2020). Indeed, immigration provides an “encompassing distinction” between those who are citizens
of the (welfare) state and those who are noncitizens, and
consequently unable to claim rights to welfare (Reeskens
and Van Oorschot 2012, 122).
As a result, the fundamental divide in the politics
of welfare is the divide between native citizens and im-

migrants tout court,1 with little differentiation among
immigrants from different cultural backgrounds. For
this reason, I expect all immigrants—regardless of their
country of origin—to be strongly penalized. Unlike admission policies where racial, ethnic, and religious prejudice play a central role in shaping attitudes, the mere
condition of being an immigrant is central in generating lower welfare support. Hence, I anticipate that even
Western immigrants, who in other contexts may face
weaker discrimination, will be strongly penalized.
I also expect the belief that immigrants are less deserving of welfare to be widespread. Economically secure, progressive, younger, and highly educated citizens
will also significantly penalize immigrants. To be clear,
these groups will likely be less negatively oriented toward
immigrants than individuals who are conservative, are
older, or have lower education. However, even the groups
who generally do not have negative attitudes will penalize
immigrants in the politics of welfare. This is because of
the historical development of the welfare state within the
nation-state, along with the resulting deep-rooted linkage between citizenship and welfare. This connection has
led to the widespread belief that immigrants are outsiders
to the welfare state, and therefore nonmembers of the
community deserving of support.
H1: Compared to native citizens, immigrants are strongly
penalized in public opinion on welfare.
H2: Compared to native citizens, all immigrants are
strongly penalized in public opinion on welfare, regardless of their country of origin.
H3: In the politics of welfare, the penalty for immigrants
is widespread and emerges even among citizens who
usually exhibit less negative immigration attitudes,
such as economically secure, progressive, younger,
and highly educated citizens.

Reducing the Welfare Gap?
Immigrants’ Work History
If immigrants are seen as outsiders (i.e., non-citizens
of the welfare state), can the welfare support gap between natives and immigrants ever be reduced? A separate literature explains that people are more willing
to support welfare recipients deemed deserving (Van
Oorschot 2000). Deserving recipients are individuals
seen as reciprocators—that is, individuals who have contributed to the community or who are eager to give back,
1

I consider non-citizen immigrants in my theoretical model and
experimental design.
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rather than “cheaters” or “lazy” people who are trying to
take advantage of the system (Petersen 2012).
Prior work suggests that three factors shape whether
individuals are seen as reciprocators or cheaters: work attitude, responsibility for one’s condition, and work history. Individuals with a positive work attitude who are
trying hard to improve their situation deserve to be supported, whereas those who exhibit little effort do not
deserve assistance. Individuals who used to have a job
and are temporarily out of luck are also seen as reciprocators who contributed to the community in the past
(Aarøe and Petersen 2014; Petersen et al. 2012). Moreover, people show greater willingness to help those who
are in difficult conditions for reasons beyond their control and therefore not responsible for their situation,
such as a person with a disability or someone who was
laid off (Bullock 1999; Feather 1999; Fincham and Jaspars 1980; Weiner, Osborne, and Rudolph 2011). This
work, often known as attribution theory of poverty and
welfare deservingness studies, does not usually focus on
immigrants. Two studies, however, explore immigrant
deservingness, reaching opposite conclusions. Whereas
Kootstra (2016) finds that differences in support for
natives and immigrants disappear when potential welfare recipients show clear effort, Reeskens and Van der
Meer (2019) show that the deservingness gap does not
decrease.
These opposite findings suggest that the criteria
boosting natives’ deservingness may not always apply in
the same way to immigrants. This can happen in two
ways. First, some of the characteristics for which natives
are rewarded may not work for immigrants or, in some
cases, may even backfire. Second, the positive cues may
work in the same expected direction for both immigrants
and natives, but at a differential rate, with natives rewarded more substantially for exhibiting positive characteristics. If this is the case, the gap between immigrants
and natives actually grows even as immigrants’ perceived deservingness improves. Among the traditional
deservingness criteria, I expect work history to be especially relevant for immigrants, while work attitude and
control over their condition should be less positively
consequential.
To understand why, we need to consider the impact
of work history on deservingness boundaries. National
identity often excludes immigrants from solidarity, but
the exclusion does not need to be absolute. The importance that individuals attach to national identity and the
way in which they conceive it influence support for redistribution. Shayo (2009), for instance, shows that individuals who embrace national over class identity are
less supportive of redistribution. Others find that indi-
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viduals with an inclusive sense of national identity exhibit solidarity beyond economic and cultural differences
(Goodman and Alarian 2021; Johnston et al. 2010). Importantly, the negative link between immigration and
welfare support weakens when national group boundaries are conceived as conditionally inclusive based on
reciprocity (Breznau and Eger 2016).
A reliable work history weakens the deservingness
boundaries between natives and immigrants by offering
evidence of reciprocity through past contributions. Boosting reciprocity credentials is critical, especially considering that immigrants are often accused of taking advantage of welfare services. A history of employment is proof
that immigrants have already paid into the system that
may now support them. Work history, therefore, fulfills
the reciprocity condition at the foundation of the welfare pact. Those who have contributed to the national
community deserve support in time of need. As a result,
work history can erode the clear-cut distinction between
deserving ingroup and undeserving outgroups based on
reciprocity.
Furthermore, a long work history signals immigrants’ commitment to the community. Their presence
in the country for a number of years may indeed weaken
their condition as outgroup. A long history of employment in the country offers proof that immigrants have
planted roots in the national community. This is key because, as explained, the welfare state has historically developed within the boundaries of the nation-state. A long
presence in the country therefore helps erode the “encompassing distinction” between those who are citizens
of the (welfare) state and those who are non-citizens. As
they become rooted in the community, immigrants are
more likely to be seen as belonging to the ingroup of reciprocators who are deserving of welfare support.
Showing a positive work attitude could, in contrast,
generate mixed effects. On the one hand, a positive work
attitude is a promise of future contributions to the community. On the other hand, immigrants actively looking
for work can be seen as an economic threat (Davidson
2015). One could think, for instance, about the heated
rhetoric during the Brexit campaign that accused immigrants of depressing wages and stealing jobs from British
citizens (Cable 2017) or about the Trump administration’s decision to suspend work visas in the wake of the
COVID-19 crisis to protect jobs for American citizens
(Ordoñez 2020). Amplifying similar concerns, Trump
had previously admonished: “[Immigrants are] taking
our jobs, they’re taking our manufacturing jobs, they’re
taking our money” (Boak 2019).
Having justifiable reasons for being without a job
may also backfire for immigrants. In fact, immigrants
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unable to work can be seen as a fiscal burden for the
host country. Echoing the sentiment of right-wing political entrepreneurs, the acting director of the United
States Citizenship and Immigration Services, Ken Cuccinelli, said in 2019: “Give me your tired and your poor
who can stand on their own two feet and who will not become a public charge” (Ingber and Martin 2019). Therefore:
H4: The welfare support gap between natives and immigrants decreases when immigrants have a long work
history.
H5: Other factors that generally increase the welfare deservingness of native citizens—including a proactive
work attitude and justifiable reasons for being out
of work—are less successful at reducing the welfare
support gap between natives and immigrants.
I expect these hypotheses to hold across countries.
But work history should be especially effective at contrasting welfare discrimination in countries like the
United States and the United Kingdom that have stricter
work requirements as a condition to access welfare.2
If work ethic is central, individuals’ past contributions
should be crucial in deservingness determinations.
Joppke also explained that citizenship in the United
States is “thin”: “In a society cherishing markets over
the state and the open border over bounded community,
entry and residence have always been more meaningful
than citizenship” (1999, 632). A history of employment
in the country can provide evidence of satisfaction of the
residence requirement and of contribution to the market.

Case Selection
I conducted the analysis in four countries: Italy, France,
the United Kingdom, and the United States. These countries vary with regard to their histories and politics of immigration, welfare attitudes, and views of the poor. Immigration has a long history in the United States, France,
and the United Kingdom. Italy, in contrast, was not a
destination country until the 1990s. In the early 2000s,
immigrants living in Italy were still just one million. In
all of these countries, immigration is now an important
political issue, following the refugee crisis, the rise of
anti-immigration Lega and Brothers of Italy in Italy and
Le Pen’s National Front/Rally in France, the 2016 Brexit
vote, and the presidency of Donald Trump.

The four countries also vary with regard to the
boundaries of the welfare state community. In her seminal book, Lamont (2000) explained that French and
American workers have different conceptions of “us” and
“them”—that is, of who is seen as a member of the community and deserves help, and who is not. French workers downplay divisions within the national citizenry and
consider the poor “part of us”—that is, workers in temporary need of help. On the other hand, they emphasize
the distinction between native French and immigrants,
“creating a clear boundary between the national symbolic community and the external ‘other’ (although this
other, ‘immigrants,’ is located physically within France)”
(Lamont 2000, 151). In contrast, (white) American
workers draw clear boundaries with the poor who are on
welfare—to whom they feel morally superior—but show
less concern toward immigrants.3
Expanding on Lamont’s analysis, Kahl (n.d.) showed
that the United States and the United Kingdom, on the
one hand, and France and Italy, on the other, are at
the opposite extremes in the welfare-to-work reforms
implemented in advanced industrial societies since the
mid-1990s. The United States and the United Kingdom
represent the “work first” approach, which introduced
strong work requirements and conditioned welfare access on employability. France and Italy, in contrast, have
prioritized the welfare of the native poor, promoting
benefits not conditioned on employment to favor social
reintegration. At the basis of these diverging reforms lie
different views of the deservingness of the poor. Whereas
native poor tend to be considered undeserving in the
United Kingdom and the United States, they are seen as
victims of unfavorable social conditions, and therefore
worthy of welfare support, in France and Italy.

Empirical Approach
I administered original surveys in 2016 in Italy
(N = 1,275) and in 2018 in France (N = 1,403), the
United Kingdom (N = 1,122), and the United States
(N = 1,829).4 The samples come from opt-in panels
and mirror census quotas for age, gender, education,
3

Immigration has arguably become increasingly relevant in the
politics of welfare in the United States since the 1990s, with polarization and opposition to immigration increasing in public opinion (Wong 2016).
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As I explain below, these ideas inspired the welfare reform known
as the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act signed by President Bill Clinton in 1996.

The study was approved by the institutional review board at
UNC–Chapel Hill. Participants signed an informed consent and
received compensation for their participation. See page A3 of the
appendix for more details on ethical considerations.
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and location of residence.5 I embedded a conjoint experiment in each survey, which asked respondents to
choose among pairs of welfare recipients whose multiple attributes were randomized. Since the units of analysis in conjoint experiments are the individual characteristics of the profiles, I can disentangle the effect of
separate but correlated recipients’ characteristics and
evaluate marginal and interaction effects of different attributes on welfare preferences.6
In the experiments, respondents evaluated pairs of
individuals living in the country who had lost their job
and were receiving unemployment benefits. I randomly
varied seven characteristics of the unemployed. In addition to nationality, which considers native citizens and
non-citizen immigrants, I randomized religion, work attitude, health condition/reason for being out of work,
work history, family situation, and education (Table 1).
I also randomized the order of the attributes across respondents to avoid primacy effects.
Regarding nationality, in Italy, France, and the
United Kingdom, I differentiated between Western European, Eastern European, and non-EU immigrants,
varying the countries of origin and choosing sizable immigrant communities in each country. Participants saw
Italian citizens and French, Romanian, and Moroccan immigrants in Italy; in France, French citizens and German, Romanian, and Moroccan immigrants; and in the
United Kingdom, British citizens and German, Romanian, and Indian immigrants. In the United States, respondents considered American citizens and Canadian,
Mexican, and Indian immigrants. These countries of origin vary with regard to two factors that may affect immigration attitudes: cultural proximity and immigration
timing, given that immigration from Romania and India are more recent in the European countries and in the
United States, respectively.
I then varied attributes related to welfare recipients’
economic contributions and reasons for being unemployed. Work history, which divides the unemployed into
those who had and those who did not have a job, captures reciprocity through past contributions. Work attitude operationalizes the effort of the unemployed to find
a new job. Health addresses the control criterion, indicating whether the unemployed are out of work because of
5

The surveys were distributed by the company Cint. Cint is headquartered in Stockholm, Sweden, and has the world’s largest respondent network for digital survey-based research. The Italian
survey was conducted in December 2016, the French survey in
February/March 2018, and the U.K. and U.S. surveys in October
2018.
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TABLE 1 Conjoint Attributes and Levels (Italian
Survey)
Attributes

Levels

Work attitude

Actively looking for a job,
not looking for a job,
no information available

Health/reason for being
out of work

Fit and healthy,
victim of work-related injury,
victim of serious chronic
health problems,
no information available

Work history∗

Always had a regular job,
never had a regular job,
no information available

Nationality∗∗

Italian citizen,
French immigrant,
Romanian immigrant,
Moroccan immigrant

Religion

Christian,
Muslim,
not religious,
no information available

Family condition

Single,
married,
married with kids,
no information available

Education

Middle school diploma,
high school diploma,
college degree,
no information available

Note: ∗ In the United States and United Kingdom, I specified how
long potential welfare recipients had had a job: had a regular job
in the country for 30 years, had a regular job in the country for 5
years, never had a regular job, no information available.
∗∗
As explained in the text, the countries of origin varied in the four
countries.

conditions for which they could or could not be responsible. I also provided information on recipients’ religion,
education, and family situation. The attributes included
a “No information” category to analyze the effect of
both positive and negative components against a neutral
baseline.
After seeing each pair of profiles,7 respondents
answered the following question: “Which of these two
unemployed individuals is more deserving of welfare

6

The post-experiment questionnaire collected information on respondents’ sociodemographics and contained an attention check
to isolate inattentive respondents. See page A7 of the appendix.
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Page A6 of the appendix reports an example of the conjoint item
displayed to respondents.
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FIGURE 1 Support for Welfare for Immigrants and Other Potential Welfare Recipients (Marginal
Means)

Note: Figure shows support for welfare for immigrants and other recipients in Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States
with marginal means.
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support?” I opted for a conjoint forced design in which
respondents had to choose either the first or the second
profile. The experiment focused on unemployment
support, a salient political issue in the countries. This
should increase the likelihood that respondents consider
the topic plausible and relevant, an important precondition to satisfy the assumption that decision makers
in conjoint analysis use the information provided
(Yegoryan, Guhl, and Klapper 2018).
I then analyzed the data using ordinary least square
regressions with cluster-robust standard errors because
each respondent evaluated four pairs of unemployed
individuals. In the regressions, the dependent variable is the choice indicator and the independent variables are the set of dummy variables for the attribute
levels. No other covariate is present in the models.
Since attribute levels are independently randomized from
one another, OLS produces unbiased and consistent
estimates of the average marginal component effects
(AMCEs; Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014;
Horiuchi, Smith, and Yamamoto 2018, 199). Because coefficient sizes in conjoint analysis are directly comparable, the results also reveal the relative importance of each
attribute as a determinant of welfare preferences.
In addition to AMCEs, I report marginal means
(MMs), a measure of favorability toward profiles that
have a particular feature level, marginalizing across all
other features (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020). In a
choice design with two alternatives, marginal means
measure the probability that respondents chose profiles
with a specific attribute. MMs are especially useful for
subgroup analyses. In fact, analysis based on comparisons of AMCEs between subgroups can lead to misleading representations of subgroup differences because the
results are sensitive to the baseline (Leeper, Hobolt, and
Tilley 2020). Marginal means, which are not sensitive to
baseline categories, overcome this limitation. Finally, to
evaluate interactions, I calculate the average marginal interaction effects (AMIEs).8 Unlike traditional interaction
effects, the relative size of the AMIEs is not conditional
on the attribute level adopted as the baseline in the conjoint analysis (Egami and Imai 2019).

Results
Figures 1 and 2 present the results based on marginal
means and AMCEs, respectively, including all respondents in the four countries. Figure 1 shows that respon8

I used the R FindIt package developed by Egami, Ratkovic, and
Imai (2019).

dents express significantly lower willingness to support
immigrants than native citizens. Native-born citizens are
selected as more deserving of welfare support 65% of the
time in Italy, 60% in France, 61% in the United Kingdom,
and 59% of the time in the United States.
AMCEs in Figure 2 reveal that native membership
in the national community is one of the strongest predictors of welfare attitudes in each country. Italian respondents are more likely to choose Italian citizens over
French immigrants by 16 percentage points, over Moroccan immigrants by 22, and over Romanian immigrants
by 24. In France, the penalty for immigrants ranges from
11 percentage points for Germans to 14 and 15 for Moroccans and Romanians, respectively. British respondents
penalize German and Indian immigrants by 14 percentage points and Romanians by 18. In the United States, the
strong penalty faced by Canadian immigrants (11 percentage points) is not much smaller than the one faced by
Mexican and Indian immigrants (13 percentage points).
Survey participants, therefore, strongly prefer native citizens regardless of immigrants’ country of origin.
The penalty faced by Western immigrants is greater than
10 percentage points in each country. The difference between Western and non-Western immigrants is especially
small in France and the United Kingdom. In the United
States, Indian and Mexican immigrants are not penalized much more strongly than Canadians, who in contrast face a severe disadvantage vis-à-vis American citizens. When it comes to welfare, the fundamental divide
is therefore the divide between native citizens and immigrants tout court.
Respondents are also more likely to support unemployed individuals with a work history. Recipients who
always had a job are preferred by 9 and 13 percentage
points in Italy and France, respectively. Findings from
the U.K. and U.S. surveys show that the length of past
employment strongly influences welfare attitudes. Compared to the no information baseline, American and
British respondents are more likely to choose the unemployed who worked for 5 years by about 14 percentage
points, but the number jumps to more than 25 percentage points if the unemployed had a job for 30 years.
With regard to work attitude, respondents reward
the unemployed who are actively looking for a job (ranging from +11 percentage points in the United Kingdom
to +17 in France). Interestingly, those who are not looking for a job are penalized more severely in Italy and
France (−10 and −12 percentage points) than in the
United Kingdom and the United States (−7 and −5, respectively), even though the latter have stricter work requirements for welfare access. Recipients who are out
of work for reasons beyond their control are considered

BOUNDARIES OF SOLIDARITY

FIGURE 2 Support for Welfare for Immigrants and Other Potential Welfare Recipients (AMCEs)

Note: Figure shows support for welfare for immigrants and other welfare recipients in Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United
States with average marginal causal effects (AMCEs).
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more deserving of support, with preferences over healthy
unemployed ranging from 9 (France) to 16 (Italy) percentage points for those with chronic disease and from
12 (France) to 16 (Italy) for those who are without a job
as a result of work injuries.
Respondents are also more willing to support unemployed individuals with children. Recipients’ education and religion, in contrast, play a more limited
role. Muslim unemployed are penalized by 5 percentage points in Italy and the United States and by 3
points in the United Kingdom, but not significantly
in France. Hence, immigrants—including Western European ones—are penalized substantially more severely
than Muslim residents. This suggests that nationality
plays a bigger role than religion in the politics of welfare,
where the fundamental divide is between those who are
seen as members of the national community and those
who are considered outsiders.
I then conducted two robustness tests. First, I re-ran
the analysis with the subset of respondents who passed
an attention check in the survey. The results remain substantially unchanged. Second, I ran the analysis eliminating the “No information available” levels. This addresses
two potential concerns. First, one may argue that respondents do not see the “No information available” category
as neutral but fill in their guesses about missing values,
which could be correlated with other components in the
profiles. This would create an omitted variable problem.
Second, since the “No information” category was not
provided in the nationality attribute, this robustness
check allows me to test all the effects as “one-sided” (e.g.,
“Italian citizen” versus “French immigrant” and “Not
looking for a job” versus “Actively looking for a job”).
Again, the results remain substantially unchanged (see
the appendix, p. A8) and confirm the centrality of the
divide between natives and immigrants in the politics of
welfare, regardless of immigrants’ country of origin.

Welfare Attitudes among
Economically Secure, Young,
Educated, and Progressive
Individuals
Results from the general samples in the four countries show strong penalties for immigrants. But which
respondents penalize immigrants? The literature on
immigration policy explains that individuals who are
economically insecure show stronger opposition to new
admissions because of fear of competition over jobs
and welfare services (Dancygier and Donnelly 2013;
Scheve and Slaughter 2001). Citizens who are socially

conservative, value national identity, or have ethnocentric views are also less supportive of immigrants (Ford
2016; Hooghe, Marks, and Wilson 2002; Sniderman,
Hagendoorn, and Prior 2004). In contrast, educated
and younger individuals generally have more positive
attitudes (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2007).
To analyze variation among groups of individuals,
I present subset analyses, which run the same models
described above in subsamples of respondents, distinguishing between economically secure and economically
insecure individuals,9 progressive and conservative citizens,10 residents with higher education and residents
with lower education,11 and younger and older respondents.12 I present results based on marginal means, which
are not sensitive to the baseline categories adopted for
each attribute. Figures 3 and 4 show results for subgroup
analysis based on economic security and political ideology. The appendix reports figures for the analysis based
on education and age (see pp. A9–A10).13
The subset analyses reveal limited differences across
subgroups. In each country, every group considers native citizens as more deserving of welfare support. And
while some groups have a slight preference for Western
immigrants, all groups still severely penalize them. In
particular, both economically secure and economically
insecure respondents consider native citizens more deserving of welfare support. Differences in welfare preferences based on respondents’ economic security are
generally insignificant, but post-Brexit U.K. respondents
who are facing economic struggles exhibit an especially
strong penalty for immigrants.
9

I measure economic security with two different measures: risk of
job loss, with respondents who are unemployed or “likely” to lose
their job versus those who are “unlikely”; and household income,
where economic insecurity corresponds to less than $25,000 in the
United States, 20,000 pounds in the United Kingdom, and 15,000
euros in France and Italy; economic security corresponds to more
than $100,000 in the United States, 60,000 pounds in the United
Kingdom, and 40,000 euros in France and Italy. Results remain
unchanged regardless of the operationalization. Figure 3 presents
results based on household income.

10
In the United States, the progressive group includes individuals
who described themselves as “extremely liberal” or “liberal” on a
7-point scale, and the conservative group includes individuals who
said they were “extremely conservative” or “conservative” on the
same scale. In the United Kingdom, France, and Italy, progressives
are respondents who placed themselves at 0, 1, or 2 on a 10-point
scale measuring political ideology; conservatives selected 8, 9, or
10.
11

These are residents with and without college degrees.

12

These are respondents younger than 35 and older than 60,
respectively.
13
Page A11 in the appendix reports welfare preferences based on
economic insecurity and race in the United States.
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FIGURE 3 Welfare Preferences Based on Respondents’ Economic Condition

Note: Figure shows support for welfare for immigrants and other welfare recipients among economically secure and economically
insecure individuals in Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States using marginal means.
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Education, age, and political ideology generate limited differences. In each country, even college graduates
believe that native citizens should receive welfare priority
over immigrants. While older and conservative respondents exhibit stronger preferences for native citizens, it
is remarkable that even younger and progressive citizens
strongly penalize immigrants.

Reducing the Gap between Native
Citizens and Immigrants? The Role
of Work History
The vast majority of respondents penalize immigrants
in the four countries. But can the gap between immigrants and natives be reduced? I now explore what happens when immigrants have a work history, have a proactive work attitude, or are unemployed because of reasons
beyond their control. The interaction analysis reveals that
immigrants are strongly penalized even when they exhibit characteristics that usually make natives look deserving. However, work history can partially reduce the
gap with natives.
Figure 5 shows the conditional effects from the interaction between nationality and work history. The positive
impact of work history for immigrants is stronger in the
United Kingdom and the United States (bottom). In both
countries, immigrants are penalized most strongly when
neither immigrants nor citizens have ever worked. In this
case, American and British respondents penalize immigrants by 14–17 percentage points. In contrast, immigrants are penalized significantly less strongly when both
immigrants and natives have a work history that goes
back 30 years. In the United States, immigrants face a
penalty of 7–8 percentage points; in the United Kingdom,
Germans and Indians face a penalty of 7–8 percentage
points and Romanians 15 percentage points. Therefore,
although immigrants are always penalized compared to
natives, their penalty is reduced by almost 10 percentage points when they have a long history of employment.
Work history has a positive but more limited effect in
France and Italy. In France, immigrants see their penalty
reduced by 2–5 percentage points. In Italy, the penalty
for French and Moroccan immigrants is reduced by
2–3 percentage points, whereas Romanians, who start
from a more negative baseline, are more successful at reducing their disadvantage (by 7 percentage points).14

14
In the appendix, I test and plot the statistical significance of both
AMCE differences and marginal mean differences for the interaction between nationality and work history (see pp. A13–A16).
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Figure 6 shows how work attitude and nationality interact to affect welfare preferences. A positive work disposition has a weaker effect than work history on the
ability of immigrants to make up for their disadvantage.
Compared to native citizens exhibiting the same disposition, Canadian immigrants actively looking for a job in
the United States see their penalty reduced by 4.5 percentage points and Indian immigrants see it reduced by
3 percentage points, but Mexican immigrants do not see
any change. In France, immigrants actively looking for a
job see the gap reduced by 2–3 percentage points. Results
are mixed in Italy, where only French and Moroccans see
their penalty decreased by 2.5 percentage points, whereas
Romanians looking for a job are actually penalized more
severely. In the United Kingdom, the gap between citizens
and immigrants actually grows by 5–8 percentage points
when they are both looking for work.
Finally, lack of personal control over one’s unemployment produces mixed effects. Immigrants unemployed as a result of work injury or chronic disease do
not generally see a reduced gap with natives (see the appendix, p. A12). In fact, the gap between immigrants and
natives tends to grow when potential welfare recipients
are out of work for reasons beyond their control. This effect may be driven by the fear that immigrants seen as
“less than healthy” will require future government assistance and become a fiscal burden.

Discussion: A Further Look into
Immigrant Discrimination
The analyses conducted in the four countries reveal
that all immigrants, regardless of country of origin, are
strongly penalized in public opinion on welfare. The
penalties emerge even among respondents—such as progressive and highly educated individuals—who in other
contexts may not have negative immigration attitudes.
This suggests that the historical development of the welfare state within the bounded community of the nationstate has solidified the association between citizenship
and welfare.
The interaction analysis also reveals that work history is more effective than work attitude and lack of
control over one’s unemployment at reducing welfare
penalties for immigrants. Work history is unique inasmuch as it offers concrete evidence of immigrants’ past
contributions. This fulfills the reciprocity condition at
the foundation of the welfare pact: Immigrants who
have already paid into the community are more deserving of support in times of need. A reliable history of

BOUNDARIES OF SOLIDARITY

13

FIGURE 4 Welfare Preferences Based on Respondents’ Political Ideology

Note: Figure shows support for welfare for immigrants and other welfare recipients among conservative and progressive individuals in
Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States using marginal means.
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employment also signals immigrants’ commitment to
the community. Their presence in the country for a
number of years weakens their outgroup status and the
distinction between citizens of the (welfare) state and
non-citizens.
Work history reduces penalties for immigrants more
successfully in the United States and the United Kingdom. Two alternative reasons may explain why, even
though they cannot be directly tested with the data at
hand. The first explanation focuses on the features of the
experiment design. In the United States and the United
Kingdom, the conjoint profiles specified that the unemployed worked for 30 years, whereas in France and Italy
they said that the unemployed had always worked. One
possibility, therefore, could be that respondents react
more positively to precise information about the length
of work history. A second possibility relates to the “work
first” approach in the welfare reforms implemented in
the United States and the United Kingdom since the mid1990s. These reforms have enacted stricter work requirements as a condition for welfare access. If the poor are
generally seen as more undeserving in the United States
and the United Kingdom than in France and Italy, their
past economic contributions may be especially important. A reliable work history is evidence against the laziness stereotype and makes welfare recipients look more
deserving. The centrality of work ethic in the public discourse in the United States and the United Kingdom
could therefore help immigrants make up for their disadvantage with evidence of their employment.15
On the other hand, a positive work attitude and being without a job because of work injury or health conditions produce mixed results and sometimes actually increase penalties for immigrants. In the United Kingdom,
for instance, the gap between citizens and immigrants
when they are both looking for a job grows by 5–8 percentage points. Although the data at hand do not allow
one to reach definitive conclusions on why this is the case,
one may speculate that immigrants actively looking for
employment are seen as a bigger threat—especially after
the Brexit referendum, with its heightened rhetoric on
immigrants “stealing” jobs.
Similarly, unemployed immigrants with chronic
health conditions or injuries face a larger gap than
“healthy” unemployed immigrants in the United States,
the United Kingdom, and France. This may be due to
another fear often associated with immigrants, namely,
the belief that they come into the country to take advantage of welfare. This fear has been repeatedly stoked by
15
It is worth noticing, however, that the relationship between policy and the underlying political culture is unclear, as status quo
bias in the public may lead to emphasizing work, just as a public
that demands work might influence policy.
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Donald Trump, exploited in the Brexit context where immigrants from Eastern Europe were depicted as a threat
to welfare services in the United Kingdom, and played
on by Marine Le Pen, who has warned about immigrants
skipping the line for public housing and disability support. Immigrants who are seen as less than healthy may
therefore further exacerbate the fear that they will require
government assistance.
It is also important to notice that, even though
all immigrants face strong penalties, some experience
particularly severe discrimination. Non-Western immigrants have a harder time challenging negative attitudes
and seeing the gap with natives reduced, even when they
exhibit positive characteristics. For instance, Romanians in the United Kingdom are not rewarded as much
as Germans when they have a long work history. And
while respondents generally penalize immigrants with
health conditions and injuries more than healthy immigrants, the effect is often reversed for Western European immigrants in France, the United Kingdom, and
Italy.
Examining the penalties faced by immigrants in the
“no information” category—that is, when no information is provided about citizens’ and immigrants’ work
history and work attitude—also offers further insight
into negative bias. It allows one to examine stereotypes
and assumptions made by survey participants when they
have to fill in missing information. The analysis reveals
that the penalty for immigrants in the “no information”
category is generally closer in size to the penalty faced
by immigrants exhibiting more “negative” features (i.e.,
those who have never had a job or are not looking for
one; see Figures 5 and 6). This suggests that in the absence of information, respondents default to more negative assumptions about immigrants.
Although results are consistent across countries, it is
also worth remarking that immigrants face especially severe penalties in Italy. In Italy, even French immigrants—
a group that normally does not evoke negative sentiments among Italians—are more strongly penalized than
unemployed who are not looking for a job, who never
had one, or who are “fit and healthy.” While the data at
hand cannot provide definitive answers as to why this is
the case, recency of immigration and the resulting more
limited exposure to foreign residents may negatively affect attitudes toward immigrants in Italy. If immigrants
are less integrated in the national community, they may
be considered less deserving of government support. It is
also possible that Italy’s position as a port of entry during the refugee crisis and the resulting rapid increase in
the number of new arrivals played a role in promoting
negative attitudes.
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FIGURE 5 Welfare Support for Citizens and Immigrants Conditional on Work History

Note: Figure shows support for citizens and immigrants from various countries conditional on the work history of citizens and immigrants in Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States.
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FIGURE 6 Welfare Support for Citizens and Immigrants Conditional on Work Attitude

Note: Figure shows support for welfare for immigrants and citizens conditional on work attitude in Italy, France, the United Kingdom,
and the United States.

Finally, it is important to note that the conjoint design in this study focused on immigrant identity but did
not consider immigrants’ legal status. Concerns about
attribute non-attendance drove the decision to limit
the number of attributes in each profile. Indeed, because of limited cognitive capacity, respondents may ignore some of the information provided if profile char-

acteristics are too complex, which could lead to biased
estimates (Orquin and Loose 2013). While no information was provided about the legal status of immigrants in the conjoint profiles, EU nationals in the European countries (French and Romanian immigrants in
the Italian survey, Germans and Romanians in the French
and British ones) can legally move to other member
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states. Survey respondents, however, did not penalize
Moroccan immigrants—whose legal entrance into the
country could potentially be questioned—more harshly
than Romanian immigrants. In fact, Romanians often
faced the strongest discrimination. Future work could
explore more directly how immigrants’ legal status and
naturalization influence welfare attitudes, in addition to
length of stay and contribution to the community.

Conclusion
Native membership in the national community is a powerful determinant of welfare deservingness. Based on
survey experiments from Italy, France, the United Kingdom, and the United States, this study reveals that immigrants are strongly penalized in public opinion on welfare. All immigrants, including Western immigrants, face
welfare discrimination in the four countries. This view
is exceptionally widespread. Even constituencies that are
generally supportive of immigration, such as progressive,
younger, and highly educated individuals, strongly penalize immigrants vis-à-vis native citizens.
These results deviate from findings in studies on admission policies. Those studies generally showed a strong
hierarchy in citizens’ attitudes, with clear preference for
immigrants who come from nearby countries, share the
same race and religion of the majority of native citizens, and are highly educated (Ford 2011; Hainmueller
and Hiscox 2010; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014). My
findings, in contrast, highlight how penalty differences
for immigrants from closer and more distant countries
are limited in the politics of welfare. Given the historical association between welfare and citizenship, the
crucial divide is between natives and immigrants tout
court.
By highlighting the conflict between diversity and
solidarity, this study carries a larger implication for
the impact of immigration on the welfare state. Joppke
(2010) has outlined the challenges that multicultural citizenship poses to the welfare state. Others have found that
support for welfare redistribution is lower in areas with
high immigration (Alesina, Murard, and Rapoport 2019;
Eger and Breznau 2017). My results show that natives are
eager to guard the boundaries of the national ingroup deserving of welfare support and to deny solidarity to outgroups. This implies that immigration may undermine
the welfare state by promoting welfare chauvinism.
Indeed, a surprising result from this study is the exceptional spread of welfare chauvinism. This finding departs from previous work on immigration policy focused
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on admission of new immigrants, which found negative
attitudes to be concentrated among low-income citizens
because of fear of labor market competition (Scheve and
Slaughter 2001). It also differs from work on welfare preferences suggesting that ethnocentrism and economic security mostly drive discrimination against immigrants
(Ford 2016). On the other hand, these results are consistent with a study that found a generalized consensus
among American citizens regarding immigration preferences (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015).
Furthermore, this article reveals that the deservingness criteria normally applied to native citizens do not
work similarly for immigrants. Prior studies argued that
recipients’ efforts to improve their condition (Petersen
2012; Petersen et al. 2012) and lack of responsibility
for their economic needs (Bullock 1999; Feather and
Dawson 1998) strongly influence deservingness considerations. In contrast, this study shows that immigrants
never fully overcome the condition of otherness with
regard to social citizenship. This finding is consistent
with the foundational work on welfare deservingness that
highlighted the importance of identity (Van Oorschot
2000). It is also in line with a recent study that proposed
the moral logic of rejection (as alternative to the deservingness logic) to explain why immigrants face welfare
discrimination. This alternative logic is “the total embrace of the identity criterion, stating that no one who
does not belong to the community of ‘us’ can have anything” (Nielsen, Frederiksen, and Larsen 2020, 123).
Furthermore, the current findings differ from a
study by Kootstra (2016), who focused on immigrants’
deservingness in the United Kingdom and the Netherlands and found that differences in support for natives
and immigrants disappear when welfare recipients show
clear effort. In contrast, I show that the gap between immigrants and natives increases when both natives and
immigrants are actively looking for a job, inasmuch as
natives are rewarded more substantially for their positive traits. One reason for the discrepancy may be the
timing of the two studies. Whereas Kootstra conducted
her surveys in 2014, I administered mine between 2016
and 2018. In this relatively short time span, the salience
of immigration in the political discourse of many Western democracies rapidly increased. Since the peak of the
European migrant crisis, Brexit, and the political rise of
Donald Trump, Marine Le Pen, and Matteo Salvini, the
dimensions that may have previously improved immigrants’ deservingness no longer seem to work. In this regard, my results are consistent with another study from
the Netherlands, which showed that immigrants never
successfully reduce the deservingness gap (Reeskens and
Van der Meer 2019).
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Understanding which recipients’ characteristics
influence citizens’ welfare attitudes is important because
public opinion can shape political decisions and conflict
(Attewell 2021; Koedam 2022). It can influence governments’ choices over welfare programs. This is crucial
given the need for governments to decide how to allocate
scarce budgets and limited welfare resources among
potentially competing groups. The 2008 economic and
financial crisis and the COVID-19 crisis have worsened the fiscal constraints that affect many advanced
industrialized societies and increased the number of
people in need of government support. Additionally,
the finding that welfare hostility toward immigrants is
widespread among citizens offers a possible explanation
for the increased popularity of radical-right populist parties in recent years. By embracing welfare chauvinism,
radical-right actors have adopted a position that is
widely shared in the population, even among citizens
above suspicion who may be reluctant to openly admit it.
If welfare chauvinism is so widespread, how can we
contrast welfare discrimination against immigrants? A
key contribution of this study is to reveal the importance
of work history in reducing welfare penalties. A long history of employment is uniquely effective because it offers evidence of reciprocity based on past contributions
and signals immigrants’ commitment to the community.
With a reliable work history, immigrants can partially
succeed in crossing the boundaries between the deserving ingroup and undeserving outgroups. Provided that
the onus of increasing acceptance should not rest (solely)
on the shoulders of immigrants, political entrepreneurs
can also play a crucial role. Since the impact of immigrants’ work history is more positively consequential on
perceived deservingness than a proactive work disposition, political messages that aim at improving immigration attitudes should focus on immigrants’ past contributions, at least for immigrant communities who have
been in the country for quite some time. This may help
citizens recognize immigrants as ingroup members who
deserve support—that is, as belonging to the community
of “us” rather than outsiders.
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