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Abstract
This paper examines the influence of societal values on individual attitudes towards immigration and 
immigrants. We argue that conflict between individual and societal values leads individuals to be exposed 
to frames and opinions that are contrary to their values, evokes competing considerations and creates 
attitudinal ambivalence and volatility. To evade ambivalence, individuals whose values are in conflict with 
those of their society rely less on their core values to construct their attitudes. Using data from the 
first wave of European Social Surveys and relying on Heteroskedastic Maximum Likelihood Regression, 
we test our argument simultaneously for 18 European countries and show that deviations from society’s 
conservation and self-transcendence values lead to greater ambivalence in attitudes towards immigration 
and immigrants. Our results provide evidence of the importance of the social context and society’s shared 
values in influencing personal political attitudes and judgments.

Keywords
ambivalence, attitudes towards immigration, Heteroskedastic Maximum Likelihood Regression, societal 
values, values

Introduction

Scholars of the Columbia School have consistently stressed the crucial role of social context and 
‘cross pressures’ on political attitudes and behavior (e.g. Berelson et al., 1954; Lazarsfeld et al., 
1944). Diverse social environments provide various countervailing positions, expose people to 
both sides of the argument, and thus make them less confident and more ambivalent in their atti-
tudes (e.g. Ben-Nun Bloom and Levitan, 2011; Berelson et al., 1954; Huckfeldt, Johnson et al., 2004; 
Huckfeldt, Mendez et al., 2004; Lazarsfeld et al., 1944; Levitan and Visser, 2009; Mutz, 2006; 
Visser and Mirabile, 2004). Regardless of persuasive empirical demonstrations of the effects of 
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social context on public opinion, most attempts to explain political attitudes focus on personal 
motivations without considering their interaction with societal pressures and cues.

This is no different for the study of values and attitudes towards immigration and immigrants. 
Plenty of examples demonstrate the influence of values on the European immigration debate and 
the role of public opinion in influencing immigration policies (Lahav, 2004a, 2004b). These 
include Switzerland’s 2009 minaret ban referendum, in which campaigns connected the construc-
tion of mosques with the oppression of Muslim females; European immigration authorities 
actively enforcing migrants’ rights; and France’s cabinet examining a draft bill that imposes 
prison sentences on men who force their wives to wear a burka. Indeed, research has established 
the crucial role played by the core values of conservation and self-transcendence on attitudes 
towards immigration (Davidov et al., 2008; Sagiv and Schwartz, 1995; Schwartz, 2007). On the 
other hand, most works largely ignore the effect of societal pressures on individual preferences in 
immigration policies.

In this paper we intend to fill this gap. We argue that societal values influence issue frames, 
political discourses, and public debate, which are generally known to individuals through social 
interactions and the consumption of mass media. When personal values and social influences that 
reflect a society’s values are compatible, core values function as important guides for the construc-
tion of political attitudes. However, when there is tension between individual values and the values 
of a broader social environment, individuals are exposed to frames, ideas, and opinions that offer 
competing considerations. This leads them to experience greater ambivalence, which, in turn, 
results in more volatile attitudes. Since people are also inclined to seek consistency and stability in 
their belief structure (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993), they prefer to avoid being guided by values that 
induce ambivalence and uncertainty. Accordingly, increasing conflict between private and societal 
values leads to less reliance on values during the process of attitude formation when compared with 
a state of congruency between personal and societal values.

To test our hypotheses, we rely on Heteroskedastic Maximum Likelihood (ML) estimation, 
which models the error variance of three regression models that predict attitudes towards immigra-
tion. Using data from European Social Surveys, we test our argument simultaneously for eighteen 
European countries and demonstrate that as individuals increasingly deviate from society’s conser-
vation and self-transcendence values, they experience more ambivalence in their attitudes towards 
immigrants and support for immigration, as indicated by the increased error variance in the 
Heteroskedastic ML model. Second, we show that the well-established effect of conservation and 
self-transcendence values on immigration attitudes is contingent on the congruence of personal and 
societal values; as tension between privately held and societal values increases, the effect of core 
values on immigration attitudes decreases.

This paper’s findings stress the dynamic interactions that exist between individual level attitude 
formation and the broader societal environment. Our attitudes are shaped not only by our own 
values and our societal climate, but also by the congruency between the two. By studying the role 
of social context in political attitude formation, this paper offers a fuller and more multilayered 
picture of comparative public opinion.

Value-driven ambivalence

In contrast to past conceptualizations of political attitudes, which regarded attitudes as objects 
saved in memory, current literature in political psychology claims that attitudes are constructed on 
the spot at the moment of appraisal. This makes attitudes vulnerable to the environment in which 
opinion is created (e.g. Barsalou, 1987; Zaller, 1992; Zaller and Feldman, 1992). According to this 
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view, when people are asked for their opinions, they refer to a distribution of relevant considerations 
attached in their memory to the political concept under consideration (e.g. values, feelings, experiences 
and beliefs, which may be in tension with each other). They then build on those considerations 
accessible at the moment of questioning to compute their responses. Such probabilistic memory 
search can be conceptualized as a ‘sampling’ of the distribution of one’s considerations, in which 
attitude actually becomes one’s estimation of the central tendency measure of their distribution of 
associations on the subject at the time of appraisal (Feldman, 1995).

Accordingly, individual differences in attitudes may manifest themselves in two ways that cor-
respond to the distribution’s central tendency measures. First, people may come up with different 
estimations of their distribution’s mean, which translates into a different response on an issue (e.g. 
strongly support vs. mildly oppose). Second, people may differ in the consistency of their attitude, 
which will be governed by the variance of the distributions of considerations on an issue (Alvarez 
and Brehm, 2002; Zaller and Feldman, 1992). In other words, two people may have the same mean 
for the distribution of considerations (e.g. strongly oppose) but differ on the variance, meaning that 
their answers could be similar on average, but that greater variance in distribution will lead them 
to give less predictable and more volatile responses in repeated sampling.

When one’s distribution for some issue consists of contrasting considerations, they are said to 
be ambivalent (see Lavine, 2001; Steenbergen and Brewer, 2004). Conflict between core values is 
cited as an important example of competing considerations that result in attitudinal ambivalence 
(e.g. Alvarez and Brehm, 1995, 1997, 2002; Feldman and Zaller, 1992; Rudolph, 2005). In this line 
of work, when two values are relevant to a political issue yet ‘push’ opinion in different directions, 
the person internalizing both values is expected to show ambivalence in her attitude on the issue. 
Such value-driven ambivalence has been detected in a range of attitudes towards policies, such as 
abortion, social welfare, affirmative action, and campaign finance reform (e.g. Alvarez and Brehm, 
1995, 1997, 2002; Feldman and Zaller, 1992; Rudolph, 2005), as well as candidate evaluations and 
electoral choice (Basinger and Lavine, 2005; Lavine, 2001; McGraw et al., 2003).

While this literature looks at ambivalence that emerges from a conflict between an individual’s 
core values, we argue that by providing competing considerations on an issue, societal values may 
also be a source of ambivalence for those who do not share the dominant orientations of their soci-
ety. The crucial role that social and cultural environment plays in molding attitudes by providing 
cross-pressures and countervailing positions is well-established in the literature (e.g. Lazarsfeld et 
al., 1944; Berelson et al., 1954). Since people are motivated to refer to others in order to assess the 
accuracy and appropriateness of their own views (Festinger, 1954; Kelley, 1952), exposure to dis-
similar values and beliefs exerts lower confidence in the correctness and appropriateness of their 
attitude, attitude volatility, motivation for attitude change, and ambivalence (Ben-Nun Bloom and 
Arikan, forthcoming; Huckfeldt, Johnson et al., 2004; Huckfeldt, Mendez et al., 2004; Keele and 
Wolak, 2006; Meffert et al., 2004; Levitan and Visser, 2009; Visser and Mirabile, 2004).

Socially shared values influence the social and political context within which political issues are 
discussed, including the context in which immigration debates take place. When an individual is 
exposed to societal values that are in tension with her core values, this exposure provides conflict-
ing considerations that will manifest themselves in attitude instability. People are also inclined 
towards consistency in their attitudes (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993) and prefer to avoid a state of 
ambivalence, which involves unpredictability and uncertainty. Thus, individuals will rely less on a 
consideration that exerts ambivalence in attitude formation. Indeed, ambivalence in partisanship 
was found to decrease reliance on party identification as a political cue (Basinger and Lavine, 
2005), while value conflict among religious and democratic values was seen to lead to decreased 
consideration of democratic attitudes when forming relevant political attitudes among the religious 
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(Ben-Nun Bloom et al., 2011). Accordingly, we also expect those who experience personal– societal 
conflict to be more reluctant to rely on values as a guide when constructing their attitudes towards 
immigration. Next, we discuss societal and personal values, and their influence on individual atti-
tudes towards immigration.

Personal and societal values and attitudes towards immigration

Values are desirable goals that are central to evaluations, attitudes and choices, and are also ‘the 
criteria people use to select and justify actions and to evaluate people (including the self) and 
events’ (Schwartz, 1992: 1). Personal values likewise motivate political behavior and influence 
political attitudes, political action, partisanship, and vote choice (see Feldman, 2003, for a review). 
Values also structure political knowledge and provide constraint across issues and response stabil-
ity across time (Feldman, 2003).

Shalom Schwartz’s theory of universal human values established the foundations of current 
research in cross-cultural psychology (Feldman, 2003), and is also relevant for the study of atti-
tudes towards immigration. Schwartz (1992) charts human values on a two-dimensional plane, 
with one axis contrasting openness to change with conservatism, and the second contrasting self-
transcendence with self-enhancement. Both types of higher-order values – self-transcendence and 
conservatism – are strong indicators of attitudes towards immigration (Davidov et al., 2008; Green, 
2009; Sagiv and Schwartz, 1995). Since immigration brings about changing traditions and norms, 
it is seen as an obstacle to the conservation values of tradition, conformity, and security. Individuals 
who place value on honoring social institutions, tradition, and norms, and who are concerned with 
preserving the social order, are less willing to accept immigrants to their countries (Davidov et al., 
2008; Sagiv and Schwartz, 1995). Conservation values are also tied to an authoritarian belief sys-
tem, which is strongly associated with ethnocentrism and thus generates stronger opposition to 
immigration (Davidov et al., 2008). On the other hand, universalism and benevolence, which rep-
resent the higher-order value dimension of self-transcendence, are related to tolerance and concern 
with the well-being of others, and lead to higher support for immigration and positive attitudes 
towards immigrants (Sagiv and Schwartz, 1995).

Accordingly, our first hypothesis expects to find that higher-order conservation values are asso-
ciated with negative evaluations of immigrants, less support for allowing immigration, and support 
for stricter conditions for immigration (Hypothesis 1a), while self-transcendence values are related 
to willingness to allow immigrants into the country, a preference for fewer restrictions on immigra-
tion, as well as positive attitudes towards immigrants (Hypothesis 1b).

While the effect of personal values on individual behavior is already well established, less is 
known about the relationship between personally held and socially shared values – especially in 
cases where an individual’s personal values emphasize goals that conflict with those of the broader 
social environment. We argue that societal values influence the context within which political phe-
nomena take place, and that when in conflict with personally held values, they affect the stability 
of individual attitudes and reliance on personal values as a guide.

Societal values1 have evolved over long periods of time and function as the broadest and most 
fundamental context for social interaction (Johnston and Klandermans, 1995). Even when indi-
viduals do not fully adopt their society’s dominant values, their mental schemas and ways of think-
ing, acting, and behaving are affected by social values (Smith et al., 2006). In fact, individuals tend 
to use terminology and principles central to their society’s shared values when discussing policy 
preferences, even if their personal value orientations are in conflict with those of society (Feldman 
and Zaller, 1992). Even beneath sharp societal disagreements, citizens of the same country may 
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show more than a little consensus on certain issues since they share a common moral vocabulary 
(see Bellah et al., 1985).

One of the ways in which societal values influence attitude formation is by media and elite 
framing of key issues. Political frames are affected by shared societal values (Hertog and McLeod, 
2001) and they are a powerful source of influence since they work to structure the social and politi-
cal world in a symbolic and meaningful manner (Reese, 2001). Frames also define and diagnose 
the social and political problems and prescribe solutions to them (Gamson, 1992). If, for example, 
immigration were framed in terms of the problems caused by the influx of immigrants into a coun-
try, then responses to immigration would focus on how to curb it. Yet, if immigration is framed in 
terms of immigrant rights and integration, then the debate will center on the definition of integra-
tion or how best to achieve it.

Despite some diversity in issue frames within any nation, there is also evidence of considerable 
hegemonic framing, as well as substantial cross-national variation on issue frames, campaigning 
styles, and the political information available to viewers (Semetko and Mandelli, 1997). For exam-
ple, in the Netherlands, newspapers representing different ideological standpoints use similar 
frames for discussing immigration (Roggeband and Vliegenhart, 2007). Poverty in American dis-
course is often framed in a way that places responsibility on the individual (Iyengar, 1991), whereas 
an article about poverty is likely to be framed differently in most European social welfare states 
(Semetko and Mandelli, 1997). There is also evidence of cross-national variation in issue frames 
that can be attributed to different societal values. Public discourse and issue frames in universalist 
nations, such as Sweden and Norway, generally reflect concern for the successful integration of 
immigrants into their society, immigrants’ rights, and battles against discrimination (Benito, 2007; 
Hagelund, 2002), while a large sector of the media in nations, such as Greece or Italy, which place 
greater emphasis on conservation values, assumes nationalistic and xenophobic standpoints, and 
even the moderate media shy away from criticizing extremist frames (Cotesta, 1999; Pavlou, 2001; 
Triandafyllidou and Veikou, 2002).

The framing of issues by the media and elite is obviously not the only factor that exposes indi-
viduals to societal influences. People interact with others in various environments. Although it may 
be argued that people select their social networks and prefer to interact with those who hold similar 
values, studies find that social networks often provide competing political attitudes and points of 
view that have an impact on individual attitudes (e.g. Huckfeldt, Mendez et al., 2004).

In one way or another, individuals are aware of information and opinions that reflect the influ-
ence of socially shared values even if these are in conflict with their own personal values (DiMaggio, 
1997). In addition, most people are not sufficiently well informed and cognitively active to develop 
counterarguments to the influences to which they are exposed (Iyengar, 1991; Zaller, 1992) and 
thus end up retaining nearly all the information that reaches them, usually without questioning its 
source or credibility (DiMaggio, 1997). When the social and political context emphasizes values 
that are contrary to the individual’s desired goals, this information still provides competing consid-
erations that the individual takes into account when constructing her responses to policy prefer-
ences. Because the considerations that derive from an individual’s core values compete with 
socially derived influences, they push her opinion in a different direction, leading to greater ambiv-
alence. For instance, in a society in which conservation values are widely shared, individuals who 
hold less conservative values are still exposed to arguments about threats to social order due to the 
rising number of immigrants in the society; whereas in a society where self-transcendence is val-
ued, individuals who do not hold these values strongly are exposed to frames that emphasize toler-
ance and concern with the well-being of migrants. In both cases, individuals are exposed to 
influences that reinforce the effect of competing considerations. As a result, as individuals deviate 
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from their country’s mean level of conservation or of self-transcendence values, their attitudes 
towards immigration and immigrants should be less stable, and manifest greater ambivalence 
(Hypothesis 2).

While Hypotheses 1a and 1b expect values to be used as a key guide in the formation of immi-
gration attitudes, exposure to competing considerations should decrease the extent to which the 
value is relied upon in constructing the attitude. Classic theories in psychology claim that people 
seek consistency and are motivated to avoid change in existing attitudes, and thus prefer to derive 
their attitudes from stable constructs (see Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). However, the inherent insta-
bility of ambivalent constructs decreases reliance on them in constructing attitudes so as to avoid 
potential change and inconsistency (Basinger and Lavine, 2005; Ben-Nun Bloom et al., 2011). 
Accordingly, as an individual is exposed to competing influences that are contrary to his or her core 
values, the probability that they will rely on this value when forming their political attitudes should 
decrease. On the other hand, those with greater congruence between their positions and those of 
society as a whole tend to rely on the values that represent both their and their country’s outlook. 
Therefore, we expect an interaction between individual values and deviation from society’s values 
to diminish the effect of values on immigration attitudes (Hypothesis 3).

The model, data and variables

Our hypotheses are tested via Heteroskedastic ML Regression, which enables the researcher to 
infer ambivalence from the estimation of error variance (e.g. Alvarez and Brehm, 1995, 2002; 
Franklin, 1991). Unlike OLS regression, Heteroskedastic ML Regression allows one to test hypoth-
eses on the basis both of variables that affect the predicted value of a dependent variable (mean 
equation), and of variables that increase or decrease instability, i.e. error variance, in the dependent 
variable (variance equation). A positive coefficient for an independent variable in the variance 
equation indicates that, holding all else constant, it has a positive effect on the error variance, 
which means less predictability in the dependent variable. We define a normal function for the 
model, and, since the variance in the dependent variables is non-negative, we define an exponential 
equation to constrain it accordingly.

The data come from the 2002–2003 wave of the European Social Survey (ESS), which contains 
a battery of questions on attitudes towards immigration in twenty-one European countries. Since 
some of the countries lack the Schwartz values or some independent variables, the final analysis 
includes data from eighteen countries.2 All variables, with the exception of age, are coded to vary 
0–1. For full measures and summary statistics see the online appendix at the authors’ website. 

In our analysis, we use three different dependent variables as measures of attitudes towards 
immigration and immigrants: positive attitudes towards immigrants, constructed from six ques-
tions about whether respondents see the presence of immigrants in their country as a positive thing; 
support for allowing immigrants to one’s country, composed of six questions that tap the readiness 
of individuals to accept immigrants into their country; and support for less strict conditions for 
immigration, which taps the extent to which respondents support less or more strict conditions for 
allowing immigrants into their country. Where necessary, items are recoded in such a way that 
higher values represent higher support for immigration and more positive attitudes towards 
immigrants.

For each of the three measures, we use a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to test for the inter-
nal consistency of the items and differential item functioning by using the multi-group CFA model 
(Reise et al., 1993; Van de Vijver and Leung, 1997). We first run a baseline model in which all 
the factor loadings for each scale are constrained to be equal in all countries, while factor means, 
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variances, covariances, and residuals are freely estimated for each country. Next, we evaluate 
modification indices and introduce several modifications to the models by relaxing the measure-
ment invariance constraints for certain items. The final partial invariance models all have fit indi-
ces that are above the acceptable thresholds. We then save the factor scores for each latent variable, 
in which the items that perform differently across countries are given different weights to ensure a 
common measurement scale (Reise et al., 1993).3

The key independent variables in the analysis are the Schwartz values of conservation and self-
transcendence. We use them to compute both personal values and the individual’s deviation from 
societal values. The items are recoded so that higher scores represent greater acquiescence with the 
statements. Adhering to the instructions provided in the ESS Codebook, we first compute the 
scores of the values by taking the means of the items that index them, and then correct them for 
scale use by computing the centered scores of these values by subtracting the mean of the items that 
index the values from the individual’s mean score on all value items.4 In order to measure an indi-
vidual’s deviation from his or her country’s dominant value orientation, we take the absolute value 
of the z-score. That is, we measure how many standard deviations a respondent is from his or her 
country’s mean level on that higher-order value in absolute values.

We also include a number of control variables in the mean and variance equations. One expects 
interpersonal trust and higher income and education levels to be associated with positive attitudes 
towards immigrants and support for immigration. Those who identify with the political right and 
those who feel they have a low level of personal safety are expected to hold negative attitudes 
towards immigrants, oppose immigration, and support stricter conditions for allowing immigrants 
into the country, while those who have more contact with immigrants and those with an immigrant 
background are expected to be more supportive of immigration and have more positive attitudes 
towards immigrants. In addition, we also control the effects of gender, age, and religiosity.

A number of factors may also influence the error variance since they may affect the cognitive 
capacity or the existence of relevant contextual knowledge. Young adults may have less crystal-
lized attitudes. Therefore we expect error variance to decrease as age increases. Education is 
expected to reduce stochastic variance since it implies more contextual knowledge and may also 
be a proxy for cognitive capacity. Respondents with higher income may experience less ambiva-
lence due to less competition with immigrants for material resources. Interpersonal trust is also 
expected to decrease ambivalence since those who are more trusting should be more willing to 
embrace immigration. Those who feel personally unsafe in their environment as well as those 
with immigrant backgrounds may have more crystallized attitudes towards immigrants, which is 
expected to decrease the error variance. On the other hand, personal contact with immigrants 
may lead individuals to have different types of experiences that lead to less stable attitudes. 
Finally, religiosity may be a source of cognitive constraint for individuals and decrease attitude 
ambivalence. In addition to these variables, we also provide controls for the effects of gender 
and political right. Although we do not expect personal values to have a systematic effect on 
ambivalence, we still include the values of conservatism and self-transcendence in the variance 
equation since they pose an alternative intuitive explanation for any results of value conflict, and 
are thus essential controls.

The context within which immigration debates take place may also influence one’s attitudes 
towards immigration. Although evidence on the effect of contextual factors is mixed (see Green, 
2009; Sides and Citrin, 2007), a large immigrant population as well as poor economic conditions 
may lead to greater opposition to immigration and immigrants. We include two measures for the 
presence of immigrants – immigration flow to the country in the last five years (in percentages), 
the percentage of foreign-born population in the country (as of 2001), and two measures for the 
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well-being of the economy: logged GDP per capita averaged over the 1997-2002 period, and 
unemployment rates (in percentages, as of the year 2001).

Results

The dependent variables are each regressed on individual values of conservation and self-tran-
scendence, measures of deviation from societal values, and a set of control variables as well as 
country-level fixed effects both in the mean equation (Table 1) and in the variance equation (Table 2).

Mean equation

Table 1 presents the results for the mean equation, in other words, estimates for the effects of pri-
vately held values, deviation from societal values, and control variables on immigration attitudes 
in all three models.

Table 1. Personal and societal values and attitudes towards immigration: mean equation

Mean equation Positive attitudes 
towards immigrants

Support for allowing 
immigrants to one’s 
country

Support for less 
strict conditions 
for immigration

Values
Difference from country level 
conservation

-.033 (.008)** .015 (.010) .029 (.010)**

Difference from country level self-
transcendence

-.015 (.010) -.003 (.012) .080 (.011)**

Conservation -.146 (.008)** -.159 (.010)** -.117 (.010)**
Self-transcendence .276 (.010)** .301 (.012)** .225 (.012)**
Individual level controls
Feels unsafe -.054 (.004)** -.048 (.004)** -.038 (.004)**
Contact with immigrants .070 (.003)** .064 (.004)** .033 (.004)**
Parent immigrated to country  .022 (.003)** .016 (.004)** -.008 (.003)**
Trusts people .136 (.004)** .117 (.005)** .058 (.004)**
Political right -.075 (.004)** -.074 (.005)** -.075 (.005)**
Religiosity .015 (.003)** .002 (.004) -.024 (.004)**
Age .000 (.000) -.001 (.000)** -.001 (.000)**
Male .003 (.002)* .004 (.002)** -.006 (.002)**
Education .106 (.004)** .137 (.005)** .033 (.004)**
Income .040 (.007)** .035 (.009)** -.006 (.008)
Countries fixed effects
GDP per capita, last 5 years (logged) .029 (.004)** .012 (.005)** .054 (.005)**
Migration, last 5 years (percentage) -.005 (.001)** -.003 (.001)** .003 (.001)**
Foreign born 2001 (percentage) -.002 (.000)** .003 (.000)** -.002 (.000)**
Unemployment 2001 (percentage) .000 (.000) .003 (.000)** .000 (.000)
Constant .022 (.041) .153 (.054)** -.253 (.047)**
Log likelihood 
Hetero/Homo

15369.35/
14774.85

9851.11/
9533.05

11917.11/
11381.13

N 28012 27617 27972

Table entries are maximum likelihood coefficients, std. errors in brackets; ** significance in two-tail 95% confidence 
level, * one-tail 95% confidence level.
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Values. The higher-order values of conservation are associated with more negative attitudes 
towards immigrants, less support for allowing immigrants into the country, and support for harsher 
conditions for immigration. On the other hand, holding all else constant, as individuals increas-
ingly value self-transcendence they show more support for immigration and evaluate immigrants 
more positively. These findings are consistent with both our hypotheses and previous findings (e.g. 
Davidov et al., 2008b).

One must also note that a comparison of the magnitude of the effect of independent variables in 
the mean equation, made possible by coding all individual level variables except age between 0 
and 1, reveals that these higher-order values have the strongest effect on attitudes towards immi-
gration in all three models. Self-transcendence is the single strongest explanatory variable, explain-
ing on average 27% of the range in immigration attitudes (28% of attitudes towards immigrants, 
30% of support for allowing immigrants into the country, 23% of support for easier conditions for 
immigration). The second strongest is conservation, which explains between one eighth and one 
sixth of the variance in the three dependent variables (15%, 16%, and 12%, respectively).

Our hypothesis on the effect of deviation from societal values is interactive, and we do not 
expect deviation in itself to have any systematic effect on attitudes towards immigration in the 
mean equation. In fact, results show that the effect of deviation from a country’s values is either 
insignificant or inconsistent and small if individual-level values and other controls remain con-
stant. Deviation from a society’s self-transcendence values is not a significant predictor of attitudes 
towards either immigrants or support for allowing immigration. It weakly increases support of less 
strict conditions for immigration, explaining 8% of the range of the dependent variable. Similarly, 
deviation from a society’s conservation values is not statistically significant in explaining support 
for allowing immigrants into a country. It is weakly associated with attitudes toward immigrants, 
weakly increases support for less strict conditions for immigration, and explains only about 3% of 
the range of the two latter dependent variables. Therefore, it seems that when the effect of personal 
values is controlled, deviation from societal values does not lead to a systematic and significant 
change in attitudes towards immigration and immigrants.

To test the third hypothesis, which states that the effect of personally held values on attitudes 
towards immigration will decrease as an individual deviates more from her society’s values, we 
rerun the three models and include interactions between personal values and deviation from soci-
ety’s values. All other specification choices remain intact. Five of these six interactions fall in the 
expected direction, and three of them are statistically significant. Figure 1 presents the effects of 
the significant interactions.5

The interactive effect of conservation values and deviation from society’s conservation values 
is statistically significant when predicting attitudes towards immigrants (b = .16, p = .00), but the 
interaction is not statistically significant for self-transcendence values even though the coefficient 
is in the expected direction (b = −.12, p = .14). The upper left panel of Figure 1 shows the signifi-
cant interaction for conservation values. Holding the mean of all independent variables constant, 
the value of conservation vs. openness leads to more negative attitudes towards immigrants when 
an individual’s value orientation is congruent with that of the society (minimum deviation). 
However, as respondents increasingly deviate from their society’s conservation values, the effect 
of personally held conservation values on dependent variables decreases, and nearly flattens out 
when deviation is at its maximum.

The lower panel of Figure 1 replicates this effect on support for less strict conditions for immi-
gration. Again, the interactive effect of conservation values as well as the deviation from society’s 
values is statistically significant (b = .13, p = .07),6 while the interaction for self- transcendence 
falls in the expected direction but is statistically insignificant (b = –.10, p = .26). Individuals rely 
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more on their personal values to construct their attitudes towards conditions for immigration if 
their conservation values are compatible with those of their society, but reliance on conservation 
value decreases as individuals deviate from their society’s values. The effect of personal values on 
the attitude is almost nonexistent in those whose deviation is at maximum.

Finally, the effect of interactive terms for self-transcendence values in predicting support for 
immigration is statistically significant (b = –.26, p = .01). These effects are presented in the upper 
right panel on Figure 1. As expected, the effect of self-transcendence values on attitudes towards 
allowing immigrants to a country is stronger when individuals’ values are congruent with those of 
society, while this effect completely disappears in those whose values are in total conflict with 
those of society. Interactions for the conservation values are insignificant and do not assume the 
expected direction (b = –.11, p = .12).

Individual level controls. Control variables usually have the expected effects on dependent variables. 
Holding all other variables constant, having contact with immigrants, interpersonal trust, and 
higher education increase the endorsement of immigrants, support for allowing immigration to 
one’s country, and support for less strict conditions for immigration. While higher income, being 
male, and having a parent who was not born in one’s country have a positive effect on the first two 
dependent variables, they do not have a significant effect on the third dependent variable. As 
expected, a sense of personal insecurity in one’s environment and identification with the political 
right are associated with less positive attitudes toward immigrants and generate more opposition to 
immigration as well as support for stricter conditions for immigration. Age has a negative effect on 

Figure 1. Interactions between deviation from societal values and personal values: mean equation
Figure depicts the interactive effects of deviation from societal values and personal values on immigration attitudes for 
the minimum, mean, and maximum levels of value conflict.
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the latter two dependent variables. Finally, religiosity does not have a systematic effect on any of 
the three attitudes to immigration.

Country-level fixed effects. As hypothesized, holding all else equal, higher national income is associated 
with positive attitudes towards immigration in all three models. We also find that both a stronger 
migration flow to a country and a stronger presence of foreign-borns lead to more negative atti-
tudes towards immigration in two of the three models.7 Finally, unemployment has no significant 
effect on immigration attitudes in two of the three models, but surprisingly increases support for 
allowing immigrants to one’s country.

Variance equation

The key hypothesis of this paper concerns the effect of deviation from society’s values on the 
variance of the error residual. To test this hypothesis, we examine the heteroskedastic compo-
nent of the model.8 Table 2 presents the results for the variance equation, in other words, the 
estimates for the effects of privately held values, value deviation, individual-level determinants, 
and country fixed effects on the error variance in immigration attitudes for all three models.

Table 2. Personal and societal values and attitudes towards immigration: variance equation

Variance equation Positive attitudes 
toward immigrants

Support for allowing 
immigrants to one’s 
country

Support for less 
strict conditions 
for immigration

Values
Difference from country level 
conservation

.189 (.042)** .119 (.043)** .093 (.042)**

Difference from country level self-
transcendence

.421 (.048)** .177 (.048)** .566 (.049)**

Conservation .059 (.042) -.185 (.043)** -.200 (.042)**
Self-transcendence -.203 (.050)** -.016 (.050) .647 (.050)**
Individual level controls
Feels unsafe .071 (.016)** -.002 (.017) -.089 (.017)**
Contact with immigrants .122 (.017)** .040 (.018)** .131 (.018)**
Parent immigrated to country  .074 (.015)** .007 (.015) -.016 (.015)
Trusts people -.161 (.017)** -.077 (.018)** .061 (.018)**
Political right .079 (.020)** -.103 (.021)** -.133 (.021)**
Religiosity -.015 (.015) -.069 (.016)** -.115 (.015)**
Age .001 (.000)** .000 (.000) -.003 (.000)**
Male .046 (.009)** -.004 (.009) -.020 (.009)**
Education -.215 (.020)** -.150 (.020)** .011 (.019)
Income -.034 (.038) -.097 (.038)** -.080 (.038)**
Countries fixed effects
GDP per capita, last 5 years (logged) .001 (.022) -.110 (.023)** -.035 (.024)
Migration, last 5 years (percentage) .035 (.003)** .038 (.003)** .002 (.003)
Foreign born 2001 (percentage) -.006 (.001)** -.005 (.001)** .005 (.001)**
Unemployment 2001 (percentage) .015 (.002)** .005 (.002)** .000 (.002)
Constant -2.089 (.217)** -.442 (.225)** -1.606 (.231)**
Log likelihood 
Hetero/Homo

15369.35/
14774.85

9851.11/
9533.05

11917.11/
11381.13

N 28012 27617 27972

Table entries are maximum likelihood coefficients, std. errors in brackets; ** significance in two-tail 95% confidence 
level, * one-tail 95% confidence level.
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Values. Hypothesis 2 expects higher deviation from society’s values to induce ambivalence in 
attitudes towards immigration, thus increasing the error around the dependent variable. Indeed, the 
significant positive coefficient for the two deviation variables in all three models implies that noise 
around the attitude significantly increases with increasing deviation from societal values, when 
personal values and all other control variables are held constant.

Since, with the exception of age, all variables in this equation are coded to vary 0–1, their 
relative explanatory power on dependent variables is comparable. In both models, deviation 
from society’s self-transcendence values has either the strongest or the second strongest effect 
on the variance around immigration attitudes. In addition, all else being equal, deviation from 
self-transcendence values is a stronger explanatory variable of the error in immigration attitudes 
when compared with deviation from conservation values, although both effects are strong and 
significant. 

We did not have any particular expectations for the effect of conservation and self-transcend-
ence values on ambivalence towards immigration issues. Indeed, the effects of these variables are 
not consistent and systematic. First, holding conservation values to a greater extent has a positive 
but insignificant effect on attitudes towards immigrants, and generally decreases ambivalence in 
support of immigration and imposing less strict conditions. Second, valuing self-transcendence 
values to a greater extent decreases ambivalence in attitudes towards immigrants, has no effect on 
ambivalence in support for allowing immigration, and increases the noise in support of less strict 
conditions for immigration. Still, the key point is that regardless of a person’s level on these values, 
the absolute difference between her value level and societal values increases the error in her 
response on all three dependent variables, and thus indicates greater ambivalence in attitudes 
towards immigration and immigrants.

Individual-level controls. Several factors are controlled for in the variance equation. As expected, 
religiosity, which acts as a value system that supplies cognitive constraint, decreases ambiva-
lence in two of the three models. Education decreases ambivalence in support for immigration 
and attitudes towards immigrants, and thus supports the hypothesis that, ceteris paribus, error 
variance decreases as cognitive skills increase. Similarly, higher income levels reduce ambiva-
lence in two of the dependent variables, suggesting that less competition for material resources 
leads to more crystallized attitudes towards immigration. As expected, higher interpersonal trust 
decreases ambivalence in support for allowing immigrants and attitudes towards immigrants, but 
the variable has an unexpected positive coefficient in support for less strict conditions for immi-
gration. Finally, personal relationships and contact with immigrants contribute to rich idiosyn-
cratic experiences and increase the noise around immigration attitudes. Contrary to our 
expectations, the age of respondents did not have any systematic effect on ambivalence. Although 
we did not have any particular expectation for the effects of feeling safe, having a parent with an 
immigrant background, gender, and an ideology regarding ambivalence, we included them in our 
variance equations as controls. These variables also have inconsistent and unsystematic effects 
on the error variance. 

Country-level fixed effects. The variance equations also provide controls for certain contextual vari-
ables. Results show that holding all else constant, both a stronger migration inflow and higher 
levels of unemployment in the country lead to more ambivalence in attitudes towards immigration 
in two of the three models. However, the stock of foreign-born population and the economic standing 
of a country show non-systematic or no effect on the error variance.
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Robust analysis

We conducted a series of robust analyses. First, results were robust to model specification changes, 
such as the inclusion or omission of contextual and individual-level variables in the mean and vari-
ance equations. Second, results were replicated while running non-imputed models for the initial 
Heteroskedastic ML estimation. Finally, although Hypothesis 3 was fully supported, we also tested 
whether the variance in the model is in fact constant. Since the homoskedastic model is a reduced 
form of the heteroskedastic model, we used the likelihood ratio to compute this test. In all three 
models χ² test statistics from this likelihood ratio permit a rejection of the null hypothesis of homo-
skedasticity at the 5% significance level. This further confirms our claim about the influence of 
social–individual value conflict on the variance of immigration attitudes.

Conclusion

Political attitudes are formed in collective contexts and are to a great extent affected by the social 
environment. Yet, research on public opinion has largely neglected the crucial role played by social 
context in the construction of attitudes. As Mutz et al. (1996: 5) state, ‘more often than not, our 
topics of study and the methods we employ fail to take into systematic account the power of situa-
tions to influence political attitudes.’ However, social scientists have recently revived their interest 
in the effect of inter-personal interactions on attitude processes with the understanding that politi-
cal attitudes cannot be explained by individual-level variables alone (see Levitan and Visser, 2009; 
Mutz, 2006; Visser and Mirabile, 2004). In addition, research has started to pay attention to the 
effect of institutional and cultural context on individual attitudes (Blekesaune and Quadagno, 
2003; Green, 2009; Sides and Citrin, 2007; Weldon, 2006). This paper adds to these efforts by 
stressing the influence of societal values on the relationship between individual values and atti-
tudes towards immigration.

At a time when the EU has overtaken the US as the world’s premier destination for people seek-
ing a better life abroad (Theil, 2010), opposition to immigration is reflected in immigration laws 
(such as Italy’s 2009 immigration bill and laws undermining immigrants’ rights, and the constitu-
tional amendment banning minaret construction in Switzerland), election outcomes (e.g. the recent 
success of PVV in the Dutch general elections), and European public opinion. To date, some stud-
ies have confirmed that values explain immigration-related attitudes (Davidov et al., 2008b; Sagiv 
and Schwartz, 1995). This paper’s contribution lies first and foremost in investigating the role of 
societal values in the ambivalence that surrounds attitudes towards immigration. We verified the 
hypothesis that when personal values are in conflict with collectively held values, personal values 
actually lead to less crystallized and more ambivalent attitudes towards immigration. When an 
individual’s values are at odds with the societal values, the latter provide countervailing positions, 
which push the attitude in a different direction, and thus lead to more unstable attitudes. The find-
ings for three different dependent variables in a comparative dataset that includes observations 
from eighteen countries are robust. This strengthens the generalizability of our conclusions. 
Although our hypothesis is verified for both value dimensions, the effects are stronger for conser-
vation values.

Another contribution of this paper lies in the discovery of a boundary condition for the effect of 
personal values on immigration attitudes. We find that the effect of personal values on attitudes 
towards immigration is at times contingent on the congruency of individual values with social 
values. As individuals deviate from societal values, and accordingly show increased attitudinal 
instability, they rely less on their values to construct their attitudes.
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Our results provide empirical evidence for the importance of social pressure on the formation 
and nature of political attitudes. All individuals are exposed to various social influences through 
socialization, enculturation, and the media. Such influences may provide competing or congruent 
considerations depending on the initial predispositions of the individuals. Even if people may 
choose the media sources from which they get information, or the people with whom they interact, 
they are exposed to broader social influences and competing political values. All the same, this 
paper does not speak to the specific mechanisms by which people are exposed to societal values or 
to individual differences that make some people more susceptible to value conflict then others; we 
leave this path open to future research.

The findings also have implications for political behavior. Literature on the subject demon-
strates several effects of ambivalence on political attitudes, including reduction in the predictabil-
ity and stability of attitudes (e.g. Lavine, 2001; Zaller and Feldman, 1992), decrease in attitudinal 
extremity, declining confidence in judgments, improvement in the level of balance, or accuracy in 
political judgments (Lavine, 2001; Meffert et al., 2004; Zaller and Feldman, 1992). In addition, it 
has been shown that individuals embedded in attitudinally heterogeneous networks tend to experi-
ence ambivalence that leaves them more susceptible to persuasion appeals (Bassili, 1996; Visser 
and Mirabile, 2004), and prone to increased consumption and scrutiny of external information, 
such as news (Levitan and Visser, 2009; Scheufele et al., 2004). In this sense, a certain amount of 
tension with the societal status quo may allow for truly critical thinking, openness, self-doubt and 
information seeking – characteristics of the ideal citizen in a democracy.

Ultimately, our findings yield not just a greater theoretical understanding of how those around 
us influence the formation and maintenance of our attitudes, but also a fuller picture of the different 
ways in which social contexts affect political cognition and public opinion, not only by strictly 
changing people’s opinions, but also by affecting their confidence in their own attitude, their atti-
tude stability, and their reliance on their own values when forming a political opinion.
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Notes

1. We aggregate social values at the national level. Although nations may not necessarily be homogenous 
with regards to shared values, forces towards integration in established nations such as the common 
dominant language, political and educational systems, shared mass media and national symbols could 
be said to produce substantial sharing of values (Hofstede, 1980). Many nations are characterized by 
language policies mandating a lingua franca for use in education or government; national policies of 
education that permit only slight regional variations in curricula or procedures; and are small enough to 
be subject to relatively uniform geographical conditions (Smith et al., 2006). Therefore, despite diversity, 
society’s institutions press their inhabitants towards greater unity (Smith et al., 2006). In fact Schwartz’s 
comparison of within and between country cultural values’ distances shows that the distance between 
samples from different countries is almost always greater than the distance between samples from the 
same country (e.g. Schwartz, 2004) suggesting that nations could be taken as meaningful units.

2. These are Belgium, Czech Republic, Denmark, Germany, Finland, France, Great Britain, Greece, Hun-
gary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and Switzerland.

3. When saving factor scores for the dependent variables, in order to prevent listwise deletion due to missing 
values, we use MPLUS software’s missing command, which uses full information maximum likelihood 
from all available data unless all items in the factor model are missing (Muthén and Muthén, 2006).
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4. ESS human values scale meets the tests of configural and metric invariance of the latent factors across 
countries (see Davidov et al., 2008b). This means that we can confidently compare values’ correlates as 
well as value means for the countries in the dataset.

5. For the tables detailing these analyses see the online appendix at the authors’ website.
6. Note that the hypothesis in this case was directional, and thus the correct p value should come from a 

one-tailed distribution, which is .034, half of the two-tailed p value of .067.
7. While this result is seemingly in contrast with our finding that contact with immigrants increases positive 

attitudes, note that the country-level variables do not indicate actual contact with the incoming immi-
grants.

8. Note that we took the logs in order to constrain the variance to positive values; thus changes in the inde-
pendent variables predict changes in the logs of the variance.
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