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Mediation Analysis of the Effect of Education on Anti-

Migration Attitudes

Juan Diez Medrano

ABSTRACT

The literature consistently shows a moderate negative asso-
ciation between educational attainment and anti-immigrati-
on attitudes. Yet, we know very little about the factors that
explain this association. This working paper draws on extant
literature exploring the factors that explain anti-immigrati-
on attitudes and how these factors are related to education.
Using data from the European Social Survey (ESS), it tests the
validity of a causal model linking education to anti-immig-
ration attitudes. The statistical analysis shows that univer-
salism, political interest, and social trust are the strongest
mediators of the effect of educational attainment. These fin-
dings sustain a narrative according to which the educatio-
nal system instills universalistic values in students, enhan-
ces their interest in politics, and provides them with the skills
necessary to navigate social interactions in this very com-
plex world. These qualities then enhance their social skills
and make them more trustful of others, including migrants.

1 INTRODUCTION

The rise of the far-right in many established de-
mocracies has been of concern for some time.
While the far-right party programmes differ wide-
ly across countries and lack ideological coher-
ence, one feature that supporters and their lead-
ers have in common is xenophobia and resistance
to migration. This article adds to a very extensive
literature by focusing on the latter. While existing
literature has uncovered many factors that con-
tribute to negative attitudes towards immigration,
little is known about the causal ordering of these
factors. Filling this gap is important because of
the endogeneity of the many factors that impact
these attitudes and because a better causal un-
derstanding can orient policies aimed at modify-
ing those attitudes. The paper focuses on the role
of educational attainment, one of the most robust
predictors of anti-immigrant and anti-immigration

attitudes. Its main contribution is to shed light on
the causal relationship between educational at-
tainment and attitudes towards migration by em-
pirically examining the role of different mediators.
After a literature review, the article describes the
causal model and discusses the data and meth-
ods used to test it. Then, it proceeds with the anal-
ysis, which reveals that all theoretically relevant
individual variables behave as anticipated in me-
diating the effect of educational attainment. The
paper ends with a discussion of the relative im-
portance of the different variables and the policy
implications these findings can have.

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

The focus on educational attainment can be jus-
tified on two grounds: First, two of the most ro-
bust findings in the literature are the associations
between educational attainment and vote for the
far-right (Arzheimer 2009; Arzheimer/Carter 2006;
Evans 2005; Givens 2005; Golder 2016; Hahkiopou-
lou/Vlandas 2020; Lubbers et al. 2002; Lucassen/
Lubbers 2012; Stockemer et al. 2020), as well as
between educational attainment and anti-immi-
gration attitudes (Drazanova et al. 2024; Harris
2023; Van de Werfhorst/De Graaf 2004). Second,
the level and type of education people receive
fall, to some extent, within the domain of public
policy and are therefore manageable. One can,
to some extent, predict trends in average educa-
tional attainment and thus make informed con-
jectures about how these trends may impact fu-
ture attitudes towards immigrants, controlling for
other factors.
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The literature distinguishes two different chan-
nels through which educational attainment may
impact attitudes towards immigrants: the insti-
tutional experience itself and the long-term im-
pact of attaining a lower or higher level of ed-
ucation on one’s subsequent life trajectories.
The institutional mechanism, in turn, comprises
three distinct potential mediators: the lived ex-
perience within education institutions, the actual
substantive content of education, and the cogni-
tive skills acquired as one moves from one edu-
cational stage to another.

Regarding the direct impact of educational insti-
tutions, some authors have claimed that schools
and other education venues are unique settings
where children, adolescents, and young people
in general are in intense and unavoidable social
contact with people of different personalities and
origins. Therefore, the longer they are in school,
the greater their exposure to diversity is, and the
greater the likelihood they will come to terms with
and learn how to negotiate this diversity. This ef-
fect of education should then be reflected in how
individuals approach migration (Nunn et al. 1978).

A more extensive strand of research has focused
on the role of educational institutions’ sociali-
sation and their role in instilling norms and val-
ues in individuals. While educational institutions
could socialise individuals into a wide variety of
norms and values, empirical research has high-
lighted a longue-durée trend, amplified by global-
isation, toward the transmission of universalistic
values, of which tolerance, and more specifical-
ly tolerance of migrants, would be one key di-
mension (Blinder et al. 2013; Davidov et al. 2014;
Gaasholt/Togeby, 1995; Hyman/Wright 1979; Jens-
sen/Engesbak 1994; Kruecken/Drori 2009 on John
Meyer's major contribution to this literature). This
same research strand has highlighted that educa-
tion institutions worldwide tend to de-value tra-
dition as a guide to behaviour or as something
worth fighting for and that traditional values are

positively associated with anti-immigrant atti-
tudes (Davidov et al. 2014).

Finally, the institutional approach to the effect of
education on attitudes towards immigration and
immigrants stresses the mediating cognitive skills
acquired as students moving through the edu-
cational system face increasingly complex top-
ics and problems to solve. This increasing com-
plexity and difficulty allegedly make individuals
more rational, their minds more flexible, and less
prone to generalisation, qualities which eventu-
ally translate into greater restraint when dealing
with others (e.g. immigrants) among those with
higher levels of education, compared to those
with lower levels of education (Bobo/Licari 1989;
Hyman/Wright 1979; Jenssen/Engesbak 1994;
Knutsen 2004; Nie et al. 1996; Pacarella/Terenzini
1991; Weakliem 2002).

The literature on the causal impact of education
on attitudes towards migrants and migration has
also focused on the long-term effects of educa-
tional attainment. Here, one can distinguish be-
tween personality and structural/competitive
mechanisms. The personality mechanism empha-
sises the role of cognitive skills acquired through
education in instilling a greater sense of control
in highly educated individuals compared to those
with lower levels of education. On the social lev-
el, this greater sense of control, grounded on the
accumulation of positive interaction experiences,
makes highly educated individuals more prone to
engage with a wide variety of people. This, in turn,
trains them to negotiate all sorts of interperson-
al situations, makes them more sophisticated in
dealing with others, reduces their reliance on ste-
reotypes when judging people, and increases their
trust in others. This greater trust, in turn, makes
them more likely to accept immigrants (Hooghe
et al. 2012; Jenssen/Engesbak 1994; Lipset 1981;
Mitchell 2021; Rustenbach 2010; Sturgis et al. 2010;
Uslaner 1999; Weil 1985; Wu 2021). In fact, the lit-
erature shows that educational attainment is the



greatest predictor of social trust (Uslaner 1999)
and that social trust is the strongest individual
predictor of attitudes towards migrants (Rusten-
bach 2010).

Research on the long-term effects of educational
attainment has also focused both on the individ-
ual and aggregate levels of structural/competitive
factors. The argument goes that people with more
education concentrate in high-status occupations,
where competition from migrants is less intense
than in low-status occupations. Also, more edu-
cated individuals earn higher incomes than their
less educated counterparts, which makes them
more financially secure and feel less threatened
by the presence of immigrants. This, in turn, re-
sults in more favourable attitudes towards mi-
grants and migration (Kitschelt 1994, 1995).

Despite the wealth of articles focused on the psy-
chological, social, and structural effects of educa-
tional attainment and the role of both education-
al attainment and these other factors on attitudes
towards migrants and migration, no effort has
been made to develop and test a causal model
that treats many of the variables mentioned as
mechanisms mediating the effect of educational
attainment (Ichilov 2023).

3 AN EMPIRICAL TEST

The following analysis uses Rounds 8 to 10 of the
European Social Survey (2012-2016), with data for
23 countries. Drawing on the reviewed literature
and within the limits imposed by the information
contained in the dataset, it tests the validity of
the causal model represented in Figure 1.

The dependent variable in the analysis is a 1 to
4 scale that measures the respondents’ attitudes
towards immigration from poor non-European
countries. The question respondents must answer
reads: “To what extent do you think that [country]
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should allow people from the poorer countries
outside Europe to come and live here?” (1= Allow
many to come and live here; 4 = Allow none). We
have chosen this variable instead of others that
measure different forms of xenophobia because
one common denominator among far-right polit-
ical parties, at least in the West, is opposition to
non-Western migration. The main independent
variable in the analysis is educational attainment,
measured in years.

To test the institutionalist socialisation variant of
the discussion of the effects of educational at-
tainment on attitudes towards migrants and mi-
gration, the statistical analysis uses two variables:
one that measures universalistic values and an-
other that measures traditionalist values. The
measures draw on Schwarz's categorisation of
values and take advantage of including Schwarz's
battery of items in the European Social Survey.
Respondents are provided with a series of state-
ments and must indicate to what extent these ap-
ply to them on a 6-point scale, where 1 means
‘Not at all like me’ and 6 means ‘Very much like
me. Universalism is captured by the responses
to three items in Schwarz's battery: 1. “It is im-
portant that every person in the world be treated
equally. He believes everyone should have equal
opportunities in life” 2. “It is important to listen
to people who are different from him. Even when
he disagrees with them, he still wants to under-
stand them.” 3. “He strongly believes that people
should care for nature. Looking after the environ-
ment is important to him.” Traditionalism is cap-
tured through two items in Schwarz's battery: 1. “It
is important to him to be humble and modest. He
tries not to draw attention to himself” 2. “Tradition
is important to him. He tries to follow the customs
handed down by his religion or family.” In accor-
dance with Schwarz's recommendations, the val-
ues for the Universalism and Traditionalism con-
structs were obtained by averaging the scores for
the corresponding items and then subtracting the
mean score for all the items in the battery.
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To test the personality variant of the long-term
effects approach regarding the mechanisms that
mediate the effect of education on attitudes to-
wards migrants and migration, the statistical anal-
ysis includes a measure of social trust. Respon-
dents were asked to place themselves ona1to 10
scale, where 1 means “Most people can be trust-
ed” and 10 means “You cannot be too careful.”

To test the structural/competitive variant of the
long-term effects approach to the mechanisms
that mediate the effect of education on attitudes
towards migrants and migration, the statistical
analysis includes a measure of occupational sta-
tus and a measure of income. The first is a dum-
my variable that distinguishes people currently or
previously employed in managerial, professional,
or technical occupations. The second is an equiv-
alised measure, where the mid-point of the in-
come bracket (in Euros) in which respondents lo-
cate themselves is divided by the square root of
the household size (OECD 2023).

The statistical model controls for variables that
could confound the effects of our variables of in-
terest. First of all, it controls for political inter-
est. Political interest is measured through a ques-
tion that asks respondents how interested they
are in politics. The possible answers run from 1to
4, where 1 means very interested and 4 means not
at all interested. Although the literature does not
discuss it as a potential mediator of the effect of
education on attitudes towards migrants and mi-
gration, it is well known that more educated indi-
viduals are more interested in politics than those
who are less educated. At the same time, we may
assume that people more interested in politics are
more exposed to dominant discourse on migration
and migrants. Since this discourse has emphasised
tolerance on a global level, we may expect that in-
dividuals who have more interest in politics will be
more attuned to this dominant discourse and ex-
press anti-immigrant views less often when asked
in a survey than respondents with less interest in

politics (Creighton 2023). Then, the statistical anal-
ysis controls for people’s degree of religiosity as
measured on a 1to 10 scale. Although the litera-
ture does not address the role of religiosity as a
mediator of the effect of education, it shows that
education instills rational, secular worldviews in
individuals (Inglehart 1990). At the same time, re-
ligion's moral codes generally call for compassion
for others, which may make more religious people
more sympathetic to immigrants.

Other statistical controls in the analysis are age,
gender, father’s occupation, ESS round, and coun-
try of interview. Finally, since attitudes towards
migration and migrants may be influenced by po-
litical party programmes and discourse, and since
these programmes pack together different mes-
sages, positions, and policy proposals, we control
for the possibility that the respondents’ answers
to questions on attitudes towards migration and
migrants may capture other related attitudes that
are part of the political parties’ programmatic dis-
course that inform their political views. The sta-
tistical analysis thus includes another dependent
variable, which we assume is correlated with atti-
tudes towards migration and migrants for the rea-
sons stated previously. This variable measures re-
spondents’ attitudes towards gays and lesbians
through an item that asks them how much they
agree with the following statement: “Gays and
Lesbians should be free to live their lives as they
wish” The Lickert scale ranges from 1 (Strongly
agree) to 5 (Strongly disagree).

We have normalised the main independent vari-
ables in the analysis to facilitate the interpreta-
tion of the statistical results on a 0 to 1 scale. We
have reversed the codes for Political Interest and
normalised it to a 0 to 1 scale. Table 1 provides
descriptive statistics for all the variables used in
the analysis.

The causal model represented in Figure 1is a ful-
ly recursive structural equation model, which we



estimate using the sem procedure in Stata (for a
similar question and approach, but focused on
authoritarianism, with fewer mediators and lim-
ited to Denmark, see Stubager, 2008). In this mod-
el, the effect of education is mediated through
universalism, traditionalism, social trust, occupa-
tional status, equivalised income, religiosity, and
political interest.

4 RESULTS

This article’s main goal is to examine the role of
various mechanisms discussed in the literature
in mediating the effect of education on attitudes
towards migration, controlling for potential con-
founding factors. We first examine the direct ef-
fect of both education and the potential mecha-
nisms. Table 2 presents both unstandardised and
standardised coefficients, all statistically signifi-
cant at the 0.05 level and in the predicted direc-
tion. Since the sample is quite large, we also pay
particular attention to the magnitude, actual and
relative, of these coefficients. The findings show
that, on average, and controlling for the rest of
the variables in the model, individuals who have
completed more than twenty years of education
(1 on the normalised scale) are about two-thirds
of a point less opposed to migration from non-Eu-
ropean poor countries than are individuals who
have no education. Since the dependent vari-
able range goes from 1to 4, this effect represents
about one-fifth of the range, which would seem
small, given that we are comparing individuals
with no education with individuals with universi-
ty degrees. However, it is still bigger, in absolute
terms, than any other effect, except for univer-
salism. The most universalist among the respon-
dents are almost two points (66% of the range
in the dependent variable) less likely to oppose
migration from poor non-Western countries than
the least universalist. This effect can be seen as
considerable.
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When we examine the standardised effects, which
account for variation within the independent vari-
ables, the picture changes slightly. While the ef-
fect of universalism is still the biggest (one stan-
dard deviation in the independent variable is
associated with a fifth of one standard deviation
change in the dependent variable), the effect of
social trust is the second most important in rel-
ative terms, followed by those of educational at-
tainment and political interest. All of these can
be considered relatively small.

The previous description, however, does not take
into consideration the model’s causal structure
and the fact that the tested model presumes
that part of the effect of education is mediat-
ed by other variables in the model. The total ef-
fect of education on attitudes towards migration
from poor non-Western countries is, in fact, -1.25
(standardised: -0.17), barely smaller than the ef-
fect of universalism (unstandardised -1.81; stan-
dardised -0.21) and greater than those of all the
other mechanisms mediating the education ef-
fect. Table 3 presents the decomposition of the
educational attainment effect into its total, di-
rect, and indirect components. It shows that the
mechanisms included in the model mediate half
of the effect of educational attainment on atti-
tudes towards migration from poor non-Western
countries. One can only speculate about the di-
rect effect of education measures. One possibility
is that it absorbs measurement error in the me-
diators of the effect of education. Another possi-
bility is that it captures the effect of two mech-
anisms mentioned in the theoretical section for
which we have no measures in the dataset. One of
those mechanisms is exposure to diversity in so-
cio-cultural origins and personality while in edu-
cational institutions; the other mechanism could
be the rational, problem-solving cognitive skills
acquired while in educational institutions, which
increase the longer one stays in them. And yet, it
could capture the role of other mechanisms not
yet considered in the literature.
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Table 4 presents unstandardised and stan-
dardised coefficients for the strength of the in-
direct effects of educational attainment on atti-
tudes towards migration from non-Western poor
countries via the different mediators included in
the causal model. They are all quite small. The
biggest ones are those mediated by universalism,
social trust, and political interest. While similar,
they differ in the role that education plays in ex-
plaining them. Thus, as Table 5 shows, the effect
of educational attainment on social trust and po-
litical interest is considerably greater than its ef-
fect on universalism. The relatively large indirect
effect of educational attainment on attitudes to-
wards migration from poor non-Western coun-
tries through universalism is mainly due to the
fact that the direct effect of universalism on atti-
tudes towards migration is relatively bigger than
that of any other mechanism. But the effect of ed-
ucational attainment on universalism is itself rel-
atively small. One can thus conclude that the two
effects of educational attainment that contribute
most to shaping people’s attitudes towards mi-
gration from poor, non-Western migrants, are po-
litical interest, which makes people more exposed
to the global discourse of tolerance of and gen-
erosity to migrants, and social trust, which makes
individuals high on it more expert in dealing with
a wide diversity of people, and therefore more re-
ceptive to the arrival of migrants. Whereas the po-
litical interest is probably directly in educational
institutions themselves, the latter is an indirect
consequence of the greater skills that highly edu-
cated individuals have, compared to less educat-
ed individuals, to negotiate social interactions,
resulting in a greater sense of control.

The causal model contrasted in this article per-
forms relatively well. The coefficient of determina-
tion for the whole model, including the sub-model
that explains attitudes towards gays and lesbi-
ans, is 77%. This result means that the estimat-
ed variance-covariance matrix based on the hy-
pothesised causal structure and obtained through

maximum likelihood reproduces the actual vari-
ance-covariance matrix to a very large extent. A
focus on the model for attitudes towards migra-
tion from poor non-Western countries shows that
the model explains about 35% of the variance. Fi-
nally, the relatively small difference between the
coefficient of correlation for the relationship be-
tween educational attainment and attitudes to-
wards migration (-0.1960) and the total effect of
education (-1.253), suggests that the level of caus-
al specification of the model is quite complete. It
also suggests that educational attainment has net
positive effects on attitudes towards migration
that would need to be modelled causally. These
net positive effects probably involve some of the
control variables in the model.

This paper uses attitudes towards gays’ and les-
bians’ freedom to live their lives as they like as a
dependent variable correlated with attitudes to-
wards migration as a control to limit the possi-
bility that respondents’ answers to the question
on immigration may be capturing other attitudes
packaged together in far-right political pro-
grammes. The causal structure for the effects of
education on this variable is the same as for atti-
tudes towards migration and is not reported here
because it is not the focus of the paper. Suffice it
to say, however, that the correlation between the
two dependent variables is 0.30. Also, the effects
of education and the mediators on anti-gay and
lesbian rights are identical in sign and statistical
significance to those observed for anti-immigra-
tion attitudes. The only exception is the effect of
religiosity, which, instead of negative (more reli-
giosity, less anti-migration attitudes), is positive
(more religiosity, more opposition to gays’ and
lesbians’ right to live their lives as they wish).



5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Educational attainment is the most robust pre-
dictor of individual attitudes towards migration
and the contribution of migrants (Drazanova et
al. 2024). Yet, as in many other domains of social
life, we know very little about the causal mech-
anisms and mediators of this effect. Advancing
in this direction is important, theoretically cer-
tainly, but also in practice because it can provide
guidance on which educational policies may con-
tribute to mitigating conflict between natives and
immigrants or make Western societies more wel-
coming of immigrants in places where they are
sorely needed. This article moves in this direction
by testing a theoretically motivated causal mod-
el using the rich source of information provided
by the European Social Survey.

The statistical results reported in the text con-
firm previously held assumptions about the ef-
fects of different variables on attitudes towards
migration and their role as mediators of the effect
of education. At the same time, they help assess
their relative importance and reveal the extent to
which attitudes towards migration are amenable
to change through targeted policy. Universalism,
political interest, and social trust appear as the
strongest mediators of the effect of educational
attainment. The statistical findings sustain a nar-
rative according to which the educational system
instils universalistic values in students, enhanc-
es their interest in politics, and provides them
with the skills necessary to navigate social inter-
actions in this very complex world, which then en-
hances their social skills and makes them more
trustful of others, including migrants. These ef-
fects, combined with the structural advantages
that more educated people enjoy in the labour
market and the ensuing financial security, make
them less resistant to immigration than the less
educated. The mediating effect of political inter-
est is particularly interesting, not only because
it is strong, in relative terms, but also because it
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is easily manipulable through educational policy
that, for instance, introduces politics as a subject
in the schooling process. Needless to say, this is
what the data for these three waves tell us. Since
they are not a random sample of time, it is con-
ceivable that in a rarified political context where
xenophobic and anti-immigrant discourse is be-
coming more legitimate, this discourse may reso-
nate more with politicised individuals than does
the liberal world society narrative of respect and
acceptance of diversity or the discourse that em-
phasises the necessity of migrants in societies
that are getting older. Because of this, it is con-
ceivable that the mediating effect of political in-
terest on attitudes towards migration may change
in the future.

The findings reported in this article are sub-
ject to the usual criticism that they are based
on cross-sectional data. While the causal model
rests on solid theoretical contributions and ex-
pectations, omitted variables may be biasing the
results. At the very least, however, the findings
should offer guidance to extant and future panel
studies on the content of the questionnaires on
which they are based. Future research may also
improve on this contribution through Confirma-
tory Factor Analysis that takes full advantage of
the ESS-rich dataset to develop more reliable and
valid measures of the analysed constructs. Final-
ly, future research should examine in detail how
the causal structure and estimated parameters
discussed here vary across countries. Preliminary
inspection of these parameters shows that the ef-
fects discussed in the text are reproduced in the
large majority of countries. More rigorous anal-
ysis would highlight statistically significant con-
trasts and analyse them. It would also explore the
contextual factors that determine these contrasts.
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APPENDIX |

Figure 1. Causal Model for the Prediction of Attitudes to Immigration from Non-European Poor Countries
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APPENDIX 11

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for Main Variables in Causal Model

Mean Standard Deviation | Lowest Value Highest Value

Anti-Immigration Attitudes 2.48 0.90 1 4
Against Freedom for Gays and 1.99 110 1 5
Lesbians to live as they Wish

Years of Education 0.39 011 0 1
Equivalized Income 047 0.12 0 1
High Occupational Status 0.39 0.49 0 1
Universalism 0.51 0.0 0 1
Traditionalism 0.58 012 0 1
Social Trust 0.53 0.24 0 1
Political Interest 0.50 0.30 0 1
Religiosity 0.45 0.31 0 1

N = 47131

Table 2. Direct Effects on Anti-Immigration Attitudes of Variables in Causal Model (Unstandardised and Standardised Ef-
fects)

b Standard Error Standardised Coefficient

Years of Education -0.649* 0.042 -0.086
Equivalized_income -0.120* 0.047 -0.015
High Occupational Status -0.048* 0.009 -0.026
Universalism -1.814* 0.039 -0.215
Traditionalism -0.377* 0.033 -0.054
Social Trust -0.510* 0.018 -0131

Political Interest -0.241* 0.014 -0.083
Religiosity -0.028* 0.013 -0.010
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Table 3. Decomposition of the Effect of Educational Attainment on Anti-Immigration Attitudes

Unstandardised Standard Error of Standardised
Unstandardised Effects
Raw Correlation -0.196
Total Effect -1.253* 0.039 -0.166
Direct Effect -0.649* 0.042 -0.086
Indirect Effect -0.604* 0.022 -0.080

Table 4. Decomposition of Educational Attainment’s Indirect Effects on Anti-Immigration Attitudes

Mediated by... Unstandardised Standardised
Equivalized Income -0.024 -0.003
High Occupational Status -0.083 -0.0M
Universalism -0.168 -0.022
Traditionalism -0.036 -0.001
Social Trust -0.153 -0.020
Political Interest -0.144 -0.019
Religiosity 0.003 4.0E-4

Table 5. Education’s Unstandardised and Standardised Effects on Mediators

Unstandardised

Standard Error

Standardised

Equivalized Income 0.204* 0.004 0.219
High Occupational Status 1.750* 0.021 0.419
Universalism 0.093* 0.005 0.104
Traditionalism -0.094* 0.006 -0.088
Social Trust 0.300* 0.010 0154
Political Interest 0.596* 0.013 0.230
Religiosity -0.121* 0.014 -0.045
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