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Abstract

Purpose – The paper presents a study on whether citizens’ immigration attitudes shape their attitudes
towards social welfare in three Nordic countries.
Design/methodology/approach – The main analysis was performed using linear regression analysis.
Data were retrieved from the eighth round of the European Social Survey (2016). The data cover the Finnish,
Norwegian and Swedish respondents (N 5 5,021).
Findings – The analyses indicate that citizens’ immigration attitudes are associated with their social welfare
attitudes. The more positive the attitudes towards immigration are, the more positive the attitudes toward
social welfare will be. Further, people in the political Left have more positive attitudes towards social welfare
compared to those in the political Right; but, the immigration issue ismore divisive of the political Left’s opinion
than that of the Right.
Research limitations/implications – Public opinion research has its limitations because behind an
individual’s opinion there are many hidden factors. An individual may also have different opinions depending
on the dimensions of the welfare state.
Social implications – If the immigration issue reduces the support for social welfare among the political Left,
it may reduce the legitimacy of theNordic social policy because the support of the political Left has traditionally
been in favour of the universal principles of the welfare state.
Originality/value – The association of the immigration issue and social welfare attitudes has been broadly
studied; but, the interaction of the immigration issue and political opinion on social welfare attitudes is less
studied.

Keywords Social welfare attitudes, Immigration, Political opinion, Social policy, Social security,

European Social Survey

Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
TheNordic countries are seen as examples of the nations of the universal social policy system
(Anttonen and Sipil€a, 2012) and social-democratic welfare regime (Esping-Andersen, 1990).
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Citizens’ support of the principles of universalism has maintained its stability through
turbulent economic times in the beginning of 21st century (Rantanen et al., 2015; Ellingsæter
et al., 2017; Scarpa and Schierup, 2018). In the big picture, the Nordic countries are still nations
with a high level of income redistribution, which is the basis of the state-funded universal
social policy (Cantante, 2020).

Many recent studies have shown that immigration is a significant issue which explains
citizen’s social welfare attitudes (e.g. Diermeier et al., 2020; Gugushvili et al., 2021).
Schmidt-Catran and Spies (2019) showed that native-born populations becomemore reluctant
to support welfare programmes when the proportion of foreigners at the regional level
increases. They also found that native citizens turn to having more negative attitudes
towards social welfare programmes when the immigration rate is increasing. Burgoon and
Rooduijin (2021) write on the “Immigrationization of welfare policy” and emphasise that the
attitudes towards immigration are associated with the support for the social welfare system.
They found a negative connection between attitudes towards immigration and support for
welfare redistribution.

In this study, we focus on three Nordic countries (Finland, Norway and Sweden), where the
public support for the welfare state has traditionally been strong (e.g. Rantanen et al., 2015;
Ellingsæter et al., 2017; Svallfors, 2011). We study the immigration issue in relation to the
citizens’ social welfare attitudes. Sweden has a long tradition with labourmigration, inclusive
of migration policy (Scarpa and Schierup, 2018), while Finland and Norway have been more
homogenous countries, although Norway has had more labour migration compared to
Finland. However, at least since the refugee crisis in 2015 [1], immigration has become a key
issue associated with public policy in all three Nordic countries. From this perspective, we
study whether the immigration issue plays a significant role in attitudes towards social
welfare and, moreover, whether the effect of the immigration issue depends on
socio-economic factors, such as citizens’ education levels, political opinions and income
levels. Our main interest is in the association of immigration attitudes and political opinions
which, to our knowledge, have not been studied to date (cf. Breznau, 2018; Eger and
Bohman, 2016).

2. Theoretical background
2.1 Attitudes towards social welfare
Welfare states have made different choices for securing citizens’ well-being. These choices
can be divided according to the questions regarding collective responsibility and individual
responsibility. In some countries, the role of the public sector is central in securing citizens’
well-being, but some other countries emphasise the individual’s own responsibility towards
their own well-being. The question of responsibility includes a discussion on the role of
people who belong to the labour force and those who do not belong to the labour force
(Esping-Andersen, 1990). Social political choices are strongly related to measures for
helping dependents and poor people; hence, it is a question of deciding who are the
deserving poor and who are the undeserving poor (van Oorschot, 2000; Mackenzie and
Louth, 2020).

National social policy has an attitudinal basis (cf. Ervasti, 2012; Kumlin and
Stadelmann-Steffen, 2014). To be effective, social policy must be accepted by the citizens
it is meant to serve. It is assumed that individuals’ social political attitudes can be
deduced from long-term class interests (power resource theory), short-term self-interest
(new politics theory) or internalised values and norms (culture theory) (Larsen, 2008).
Referring to power resource theory (Korpi, 1983), it is assumed that the middle class have
formed a kind of welfare coalition with the working class in the Nordic welfare states and
an anti-welfare coalition with the upper class in the Liberal welfare states. Especially, the
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political Left has been supporting and defending the ideology of the Nordic welfare state
(Nyg�ard, 2006).

On the other hand, it is seen that citizens’ social welfare attitudes are based on their
self-interests. It is assumed that people support social welfare if it is within their own
interests. According to interest theory, people whose income does not cover their basic needs
are more likely to defend social welfare than people without economic difficulties (Davids and
Gouws, 2013; van Oorschot and Halman, 2000). According to Pierson (2001), the
“welfare clientele” (those who receive benefits) are big in the socio-democratic regime,
moderate in the conservative regimes and small in the liberal regimes. Furthermore, scholars
have emphasised the importance of “culture” or “dominant welfare state ideology” as an
instrument which explains how citizens adopt a certain view towards the welfare state
(Toikko et al., 2021; Blekesaune and Quadagno, 2003).

However, social welfare attitudes have been found to be multidimensional. People have
different attitudes towards the different dimensions of the welfare state, such as the role of
the state in different policy areas, its efficiency and its intended and unintended outcomes.
People are positive about some of these dimensions, but they might be more critical about
other dimensions (Roosma et al., 2014). Furthermore, it has been found that the
relationship between social welfare attitudes and the dimensions differs between
countries: Southern and Eastern Europeans have positive attitudes towards the role of the
state but have more critical attitudes towards the welfare policy outcomes (Roosma et al.,
2013). On the other hand, the welfare states are not as coherent in their social political
systems as one may assume. Social policy of the Nordic countries includes the features of
universal social policy, which is their trademark; but their social welfare system also
includes means-tested measures; and its basis lies in the labour force, similar to all other
welfare states.

2.2 Socio-economic factors of social welfare attitudes
Different factors may explain variations in social welfare attitude within countries.
For instance, it has been assumed that women benefit relatively more from the social benefits
and services of the welfare state thanmen, because women are still more outside of the labour
force than men (Rantanen et al., 2015; Fern�andez and Jaime-Castillo, 2018; Kim and Yushin,
2018; Pederson and Shekha, 2018; Wulfgramm and Starke, 2017). Age is another significant
factor for social welfare attitudes, but research results are contradictory. For instance,
Blekesaune and Quadagno (2003) found that older people’s attitudes to welfare are more
positive than young people’s attitudes, but the opposite pattern has also been found
(Ervasti, 2001).

According to self-interest theory, citizens’ income levels are a key factor related to the
support of the welfare state. It is in the interests of low-income people to take a positive view
of social benefits and services. They themselves can utilise social benefits and services in
their current situation or in the future. For instance, unemployed people are accustomed to the
support of social benefits more than employed people. Those in employment are also in
favour of social benefits if their employment relationship does not seem to be stable
(e.g. Davids and Gouws, 2013; van Oorschot and Halman, 2000).

Further, citizens’ education levels affect their social welfare attitudes, although the results
of previous studies are contradictory. Education increases social capital, which, according to
the interest theory, couldmean that the highly educated do not need thewelfare state asmuch
as the less educated. Thus, the attitudes of the highly educated towards the welfare state and
social welfare may be more reserved than those of the less educated who have a vested
interest in supporting social policy (cf. Valdimarsd�ottir, 2010). On the other hand, according
to path dependency theory (cf. Breznau, 2020), the meaning of education is related to societal
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systems in a country. In a strong welfare state, the state invests in education, which, in turn,
raises the support of public-funded education among the citizens. Also, if people support
public-funded education it is likely that they also support other socio-political measures that
are funded by the state (cf. Allmendinger and Leibfried, 2003;West and Nikolai, 2013). In this
sense, a high education level is associated with those citizen’s views on the government’s
social responsibility.

Political opinion is also a factor that explains citizens’ attitudes towards social welfare.
The political Left has traditionally emphasised the state’s social responsibility and the state’s
role in social policy. Instead, the political Right underlines the importance of an individual’s
social responsibility. It is shown that when the political view goes from Right to Left, the
support for social benefits and services goes up (Blekesaune, 2007; Pederson and Shekha,
2018; Roosma et al., 2014; van Oorcshot, 2006; Wulfgramm and Starke, 2017). It can be
concluded that differences underlying political opinion are deep in the philosophical thinking
of society and its cultural values.

2.3 Immigration as a new explanatory factor of social welfare attitudes
Many recent studies have shown that immigration is a new and significant factor explaining
citizen’s social welfare attitudes. While, as aforementioned, Burgoon and Rooduijin (2021)
write on the “Immigrationization of welfare policy”, Schmidt-Catran and Spies (2016) showed
that native citizens have negative attitudes towards social welfare programmes when the
immigration rate is high. Garand et al. (2017) found a strong connection between attitudes
towards immigration and attitudes towards welfare redistribution.

Furthermore, Kulin et al. (2016) argue that the majority of Europeans do not support
both social welfare and immigration. Avdagic and Savage (2019) found that negative
information on immigration weakens citizens’ support for social welfare with an impact
that is strong and pervasive. Concannon and Elsner (2020) showed that immigration has a
negative effect on the support for redistribution, taxation and spending. Also, an insecure
life situation affects the results: the more adverse the economic situation is, the more
negative the attitude towards immigration becomes (Avdagic and Savage, 2019). Eger and
Bohman (2016) found evidence that immigration attitude is associated with political
ideology.

However, there are studies that argue contrariwise and Crepaz and Damron (2009) found
evidence for a positive connection between comprehensive welfare state and tolerance
towards immigrants. Meanwhile, Eger and Breznau (2017) remind us that we should not
combine welfare state attitudes and welfare state nationalism because they are different
phenomena. Auspurg et al. (2019) claim that the rate of immigration does not influence
welfare state support, instead there is the association of immigration and social welfare
support moderated by economic hardship (in terms of high unemployment rates).
Whereas, Schmidt-Catran and Spies (2019) showed that native-born populations become
more reluctant to support welfare programmes when the proportion of foreigners at the
regional level increases. This effect is particularly strong in the initial phase of immigration,
and it is further moderated by the economic context: the higher the unemployment rate is, the
more negative the effect of foreigners on natives’ attitudes towards providing welfare
becomes. Those authors used the same basic data as Auspurg et al. (2019) but in a
longitudinal form and also in regional contexts.

Attitudes towards immigration within a social political context may be explained by
interest theory, which assumes that people’s reactions to immigration are based on their own
self-interests. In that, a citizen’s attitude is negative if his/her societal position is insecure, and
vice versa. On the other hand, the immigration issue may be approached from cultural and
value perspectives, which emphasise the narratives that are attached to the issue.
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According to Kymlicka and Banting (2006), multiculturalism is likely to sustain, rather than
erode, national solidarity when it is integrated into a national narrative that is a source of
collective pride.When it takes place, the effects of heterogeneity are unlikely to be corrosive in
the context of the welfare state.

3. Research question, data and methodology
3.1 Hypothesis
As aforementioned, we focus on the Nordic countries, which are the classic representatives of
universal social policy. In these countries (Finland, Norway andSweden), thewelfare state has a
strong public support. On the other hand, immigration is a social issue which seems to divide
citizens’ opinions, and also may challenge citizens’ traditional support on socio-political
universalism; that is, discerning between the deserving and the undeserving (Mackenzie and
Louth, 2020). With this rationale, we study the effect of immigration on citizens’ social welfare
attitudes. We hypothesise (Hypothesis 1) that citizens’ opinions of the immigration issue are
associated with their attitudes towards social welfare. We also hypothesise (Hypothesis 2) that
the attitudinal effect of the immigration issue on social welfare attitudes depends on socio-
economic factors, such as education level, political opinion and income level.

3.2 Data
The data were retrieved from the eighth round of European Social Survey’s (ESS,
2014). The data were gathered in 2016, and they include 23 countries (44,387 respondents).
The survey involves strict random probability sampling, a minimum target response rate of
70% and rigorous translation protocols. The hour-long face-to-face interview includes
questions on a variety of core topics that are repeated from previous rounds of the survey,
and two modules developed for Round 8 including social welfare attitude. For this study, we
gathered the data from the following countries: Finland, Norway and Sweden (raw data,
N5 5,021). The data were weighted following the recommendations of the ESS (2014), which
means that the number of respondents in each Nordic country are adjusted to the size of the
country. The number of respondents in the weighted data for the Nordic countries
(Finland, Norway and Sweden) was 1,770.

This study has a focus on social welfare attitude which was operationalised through
four questions on social benefits and services. The dependent variable consists of the
following four items: “Social benefits and services in [country] place too great a strain on
the economy?” (Question E9), “Social benefits and services in [country] cost businesses
too much in taxes and charges?” (Question E12), “Social benefits and services in [country]
make people lazy?” (Question E13) and “Social benefits and services in [country] make
people less willing to care for one another?” (Question E14). The scales of those four
variables go negative to positive using the scale from 1 to 5. Cronbach’s alpha for the sum
variable was 0.722. Table 1 shows the distribution of the dependent variable for the entire
data and the groups of three countries. The mean over the entire data is 3.02
(Standard Deviation 5 0.766) (Table 4). There were some differences between the
countries in the mean of attitudes towards social benefits and services: Finland 3.03
(Standard Deviation5 0.733), Norway 2.99 (Standard Deviation5 0.729) and Sweden 3.03
(Standard Deviation 5 0.780).

Table 2 shows the distribution of the independent variables: age, gender, education level,
income level and political opinion (which is operationalised into political placement).
The selection of the independent variables was based on the previous studies. The means of
the independent variables are presented in Table 4.

Immigration attitude was operationalised by creating a sum variable from two items
(Table 3): “Would you say that [country]’s cultural life is generally undermined or
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Categories N %

Entire Data 1 5 negative 34 2.0
2 300 17.7
3 802 47.4
4 499 29.5

5 5 positive 57 3.4
Finland 1 8 1.8

2 89 19.4
3 198 43.3
4 148 32.4
5 14 3.1

Sweden 1 17 2.1
2 138 17.2
3 385 47.8
4 233 28.9
5 32 4.0

Norway 1 7 1.8
2 73 17.1
3 218 51.1
4 117 27.5
5 11 2.5

Categories N %

Age Under 35 520 30.5
35–60 688 40.5
Above 60 492 29.0

Gender Men 850 50.0
Women 850 50.0

Education level Less than secondary level 148 8.7
Secondary level 836 49.4
Higher than secondary level 709 41.7

Political placement 0 5 Left 46 2.8
1 29 1.8
2 79 4.8
3 191 11.7
4 175 10.7
5 407 25.0
6 177 10.9
7 248 15.2
8 181 11.1
9 43 2.6
10 5 Right 55 3.4

Income level 1. decile 137 8.7
2. decile 136 8.6
3. decile 140 8.8
4. decile 146 9.2
5. decile 161 10.1
6. decile 156 9.9
7. decile 165 10.4
8. decile 188 11.9
9. decile 178 11.3
10. decile 177 11.2

Total 1,700 100.0

Table 1.
Dependent variable
(frequency
distribution,
weighted data)

Table 2.
Independent variables
(frequency
distribution)
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enriched by people coming to live here from other countries?” (Question B42) and “Is
[country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other
countries?” (Question B43). The scale of the variables was from 0 to 10. Cronbach’s
alpha of the sum variable was 0.722. The mean of the variable was 6.25 (Standard
Deviation 5 2.046) in the group of all countries (Table 4). There were some differences
between the countries in the mean of immigration attitude: Finland 6.23 (Standard
Deviation 5 1.905), Norway 5.71 (Standard Deviation 5 1.99) and Sweden 6.56
(Standard Deviation 5 2.097).

Categories N %

Entire Data 0 5 negative 9 0.6
1 23 1.4
2 36 2.1
3 70 4.2
4 120 7.2
5 234 14.1
6 300 18.0
7 316 19.0
8 298 17.9
9 158 9.5

10 5 positive 100 6.0
Finland 0 3 0.6

1 4 1.1
2 9 1.8
3 16 3.6
4 34 7.5
5 58 12.8
6 89 19.7
7 98 21.6
8 85 18.7
9 41 9.0
10 16 3.6

Sweden 0 2 0.3
1 12 1.4
2 16 2.1
3 32 4.0
4 43 5.5
5 92 11.7
6 131 16.5
7 146 18.4
8 153 19.3
9 92 11.7
10 73 9.2

Norway 0 4 1.0
1 7 1.7
2 11 2.6
3 22 5.3
4 43 10.2
5 83 19.8
6 80 19.1
7 72 17.2
8 61 14.5
9 25 6.0
10 11 2.5

Table 3.
The variable of

immigration attitude
(frequency

distribution)
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3.3 Methodology
We carried out the analysis as follows. We undertook the descriptive analysis by examining
the normality and the mean of the dependent variable social welfare attitude both at the
country-level and at the group-level of all three countries.We conducted the variance analysis
(ANOVA) for the dependent variable social welfare attitude and the independent variables
between countries and on the entire data set (one-sample t-test). Also, we calculated the
Spearman’s correlation coefficients between social welfare attitude and the independent
variables.

The main analysis was performed using linear regression analysis (the “enter” method).
A review of the assumptions for regression analysis found that there is no interfering
multicollinearity between the variables. The values of variance inflation factor were less than 1.2.
The linear relationship between the response variable and the explanatory variables was
examined using a residual pattern that showed no violations, and residuals were normally
distributed. However, theBreusch andPagan test describing the uniformity of variance of residual
termsdid not yield an acceptable result. The linear regression analysis utilises the listwisemethod,
which causes problems in a situation of missing information. The share of missing values for the
dependent variablewas 0.65%, and in the case of the independent variableswas between 0.06 and
7.2% (see Table 4). According to Little’sMissing Completely at Random (Little 1988) test, the data
was observed to be missing completely at random (Chi-Square 5 16.852, Degrees of freedom
(DF)5 22, Sig.5 0.771). All descriptive and linear regression analysesweremade in the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 27 programme. The graph of the interaction term was
figured by using the PROCESS programme and was edited using Microsoft Excel.

4. Results
4.1 Descriptive analyses
According to the descriptive analysis, there was no difference between men and women
regarding their attitudes towards social benefits and services (Table 5). Age and income level
were not statistically significant; hence, those factors did not correlate with the dependent
variable. Whereas, education level, political placement and immigration attitude were
statistically significant. Political placement was in a negative relationship with the dependent
variable, whereas education level and income level were in a positive relationship with the
dependent variable. The more Left-wing the respondent was with his/her political placement,
the more positive the attitude she/he had towards social benefits and services.
For simplifying the interpretation of education level, we coded it also into three categories.
The respondentswith higher than secondary school education seem to support social benefits
and services more than the lower education respondents. However, the difference is
negligible.

N (missing) Mean Standard deviation

Social welfare attitude 1,690 (11) 3.02 0.766
Gender 1,700 (1) 0.5 0.500
Age 1,698 (2) 47.59 19.536
Income level 1,585 (115) 5.8 2.854
Education level 1,698 (2) 4.26 3.298
Political placement 1,698 (2) 5.32 2.209
Immigration attitude 1,666 (35) 6.25 2.046
Total 1,700

Table 4.
Dependent variable
and independent
variables (number of
cases, mean, standard
deviation)
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4.2 Effect of immigration issue
The results of the linear regression analysis are presented in Table 6. The non-standardised
and standardised β coefficients are presented in the table; hence, the explanatory variables
can be viewed as independent as well as being compared with each other. The explanatory
factors were added in five phases: Model 1 (age and gender), Model 2 (the socio-economic
factors were added into the previous model), Model 3 (immigration attitude was added into
the previous model), Model 4 (the interaction terms of the socio-economic factors were added
into the previous model) and Model 5 (the interaction terms of immigration and the
socio-economic factors were added into the previous model). Model 3 explains 17.3% of the
variance of the dependent variable and the last model (Model 5) with interaction terms 18.5%
of the variance. The three-ways Interactions were also tested in the analysis, but not reported
because they were not statistically significant.

Gender was a statistically significant factor in Model 1, but it was displaced by the
socio-economic factors (political placement, education level and income level) in Model 2.
Age was not a statistically significant factor in either of the models. Political placement
(p < 0.001) and education level (p < 0.01) were statistically significant factors. The value of
political placement was negative: the more Left-wing a respondent was, themore of a positive
attitude she/he had towards social benefits and services. Whereas, when the value of
education level was positive: the more educated a respondent was and the more positive
attitude she/he had towards social benefits and services. Also, income level (p < 0.05) was
positively associatedwith attitude towards social benefits and services. However, the effect of
income level was no longer statistically significant when immigration attitudewas added into
the model (Model 3). Immigration attitude (p < 0.001) was positively associated with attitude
towards social benefits and services. According to the standardised coefficients, political
placement (β 5 �0.294***) and immigration attitude (β 5 0.232***) had the biggest effects
on attitude towards social benefits and services. Hence, Hypothesis (H1) was supported
because attitude towards the immigration issue was associated with attitude towards social
welfare.

In Model 4, the interaction terms of the socio-economic factors were added into the
analysis, from which only the interaction term of education level and political placement was
statistically significant (p < 0.001). In Model 5, the immigration attitude (β 5 0.370***) was
the only statistically significant factor of all the individual variables. In this model, the
interaction terms of immigration and the socio-economic factors were added into the analysis,
of which only the interaction term of immigration attitude and political placement was

The dependent variable: Social benefits and services
N Mean Standard deviation F

Total 1,690 3.02 (p) 0.766 –
Gender, man 846 2.97 0.765 F1, 1,687 5 6.458
Gender, woman 844 3.07 0.764
Age 663 �0.020 (S) 0.604 –
Education level 665 0.227 0.000 (p)
Education, lower than secondary 146 2.75 0.779 F2, 1,680 5 19.994 (p)
Education, secondary 830 2.97 0.714
Education, higher than secondary 708 3.14 0.799
Income level 609 0.054 0.179 –
Political placement 637 �0.387 (S) 0.000 (p) –
Immigration attitude 650 0.340 (S) 0.000 (p) –

Note(s): S 5 Spearman correlation; p 5 sig. (0.001 is significant)
One-Sample t-Test: Total; One-way ANOVA: gender, education; Spearman correlation: age, education, income,
political ideology, immigration attitude

Table 5.
Associations between
the dependent variable
and the independent
variables (one-sample

t-test, one-way
ANOVA and

Spearman correlation)
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statistically significant (standardised β 5 - 0.255**). The interaction term is statistically
significant also when tested separately in each country (Finland, Norway and Sweden,
respectively), although these analyses are not reported. In this sense, Hypothesis (H2) was
partially supported, because the attitudinal effect of the immigration issue on social welfare
depended only on political opinion. In addition, the interaction term of education level and
political placement was still statistically significant (β 5 �0.272*) in Model 5.

4.3 Visualising the interaction between immigration attitude and political placement
The effect of the interaction term between immigration attitude and political placement can
also be visualised, which makes it clearer what is happening in the data. According to
Figure 1, immigration attitude and attitude towards social benefits and services is positively
associated. The more positive the immigration attitude is, the more positive the attitude
towards social benefits and services becomes. Furthermore, attitude towards social benefits
and services is more positive among the supporters of the political Left than the people who
place themselves as Right-wing. But the slope linking the immigration issue with attitude
towards social benefits and services is steeper among those who are in the political Left.
In this sense, the difference between positive and negative immigration attitudes is wider in
the political Left than in the political Right. The Right-wing people’s opinions on social
benefits and services seem to be more coherent, so that change in the view of the immigration
issue does not affect their view on social benefits and services as much as it affects on the
views of Left-wing people.

5. Discussion
The starting point of this study was to examine whether attitude towards social welfare
(operationalised into social benefits and services) and immigration attitude are associated in
the Nordic countries, and whether the attitudinal effect of immigration issue on social welfare
attitude depends on the socio-economic factors, such as education level, income level and
political opinion (operationalised into political placement). According to the results of this
study, we wish to raise and include three issues into the theoretical discussion.

First, the immigration issue divides citizens’ opinions, and it seems also to be associated
with their attitudes towards social welfare. The view is the same in all three Nordic countries

Figure 1.
Visual representation

of themoderation of the
effect of political

placement on social
welfare attitudes by
political placement
(Left-wing 5 black,
Right-wing 5 grey)

(þ/� 1 Standard
Deviation of the Mean)
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that are involved in this study: Finland, Norway and Sweden. A person who does not support
immigration also has a more negative attitude towards social welfare compared to those who
support immigration. In this sense, the immigration issue seems to be a key factor for
understanding the mechanism of citizens’ support of the welfare state. The same result is
widely reported in the previous studies (i.e. Burgoon and Rooduijin, 2021; Concannon and
Elsner, 2020; Garand et al., 2017). For instance, Schmidt-Catran and Spies (2016) remark more
specifically that citizens becomemore reluctant to support social welfare when the proportion
of immigrants increases (cf. Auspurg et al., 2019). This effect is particularly strong in the
initial phase of immigration. On the other hand, Kulin et al. (2016) demonstrate that within the
three countries of this study there are different clusters of opinions, in which people have a
negative or positive attitude towards immigration and social welfare, but additionally they
found a cluster where people had a positive attitude towards social welfare but a negative
attitude towards immigration.

Second, our main focus was on the interaction of the immigration issue and the
socio-economic factors. We found that of all the socio-economic factors only political opinion
and immigration attitude interacted together and affected attitudes towards social welfare
(Figure 1). We found that the effect of immigration attitude on social welfare attitudes
appears to be stronger among those who had Left-wing political views compared to those
who had Right-wing political views. On the other hand, the difference between the effects of
positive and negative immigration attitudes on social welfare attitudes was wider in the
political Left than in the political Right. To the best of our knowledge, the interaction between
the immigration factor and political opinions has not been reported in the previous studies.

It seems that the immigration issue might even be a kind of prismwhich divides the views
of the political Left on social welfare. The Right-winger views on social welfare seem to be
more coherent, so that the views on immigration do not affect their views on social welfare as
much as on the views of the Left-winger views. In this sense, our result might compliment the
evidence of Kulin et al. (2016) who showed that there is a division for positive and negative
views on immigration within the group with a positive social welfare attitude. A part of those
who support social welfare do not support the immigration issue. They claim that the group
has a “pro welfare and anti-immigration” attitude, which in their ownwords is a challenge for
progressive political parties. Our study found evidence that the challenge is especially
focused on the political Left, which typically has been supporting social policy measures.
The whole system of the Nordic welfare state is based on the ideas of social democracy
(Esping-Andersen, 1990) which indeed is not only owned by the Left-wingers; however, the
idea of universalism is more symbolic for the Left-wingers.

Third, the question of socio-economic factors is a complex.We found that income level did
not affect people’s support of social welfare, contrary to the previous studies (Davids and
Gouws, 2013; vanOorschot andHalman, 2000). However, political opinion and education level
were statistically significant before the interaction terms were included in the analysis.
The more Left-leaning the people are, the more they support the welfare state (van Oorcshot,
2006; Wulfgramm and Starke, 2017). Also, it was found that citizens’ attitudes towards social
welfare was more reserved if they were less educated (cf. Valdimarsd�ottir, 2010).
Political opinion and education level were statistically significant in the model before the
interaction term of immigration attitude and political placement was included into the
analysis; however, in this final model, the interaction term of political opinion and education
level appeared to be statistically significant.

In general, our study found evidence for the significance of the immigration issue on
citizens’ opinion on social welfare. However, there are also some limitations regarding this
study. First, this study is focused on Finland, Norway and Sweden, which are traditional
Nordic welfare states; but, the Nordic welfare state is not a coherent entity. There are also
differences between the social political systems of each of the three countries. Second, there
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are also differences regarding the factual rates of immigration in these countries. Sweden has
the largest population of immigrants compared to Finland and Norway. The factual
immigration rate has been found to be a significant factor for citizens’ opinions on social
welfare (Schmidt-Catran and Spies, 2016). Third, citizens’ opinions are not unambiguous
issues. They have different attitudes towards the different dimensions of social welfare.
People are positive about some of these dimensions, and they are more critical of other
dimensions (Roosma et al., 2014; Zaller, 1992). In this sense, we underline that our results are
tentative and further research is needed in the future for verifying these results.

6. Conclusions
According to this study, the Nordic welfare state and its social security system is strongly
supported among citizens in three countries, that is, Finland, Norway and Sweden. However, the
immigration issue seems to be a significant attitudinal factor which affects citizens’ opinions on
social welfare. We found that the immigration issue affects citizens’ attitudes towards social
welfare and the social security system in theNordic countries. Peoplewhohave negative attitudes
towards immigration also have negative attitudes towards social welfare. The result is consistent
with the broadbulk of recent studies (e.g.Burgoon andRooduijn, 2021; Schmidt-Catran andSpies,
2016; Eger and Breznau, 2017).

Further, our main result was that the immigration issue is associated with political opinion so
that its effect divides the supporters of the political Left more than the political Right. This gives
us an interesting perspective of the legitimacy of social policy in theNordic countries, because the
Nordic welfare state has been thought to be, above all, a product of socio-democratic ideology,
although, of course, universal social policy had also been adopted by the Right-wing parties
during the time when the welfare state was built (Anttonen and Sipil€a, 2012; Korpi, 1983). The
result is inconsistent with the traditional theory of social policy (Korpi, 1983), as the welfare state
has generally received strong support, and especially from the Left. According to that study, it
seems that a part of the Left views immigration negatively, which also reduces their confidence in
the principle of universalism.

Although our study cannot reveal the rationale behind the mechanism of citizens’ support for
the welfare state, we can assume that the so-called deservingness theory might be a potential
theoretical direction to be considering for further research. According to deservingness theory,
citizens use different criteria to rate the deservingness of different groups of welfare recipients.
Immigrants may be seen as less deserving of social benefits and services compared to the native
population (van Oorschot, 2000). Furthermore, the rationale behind the mechanism of citizens’
support for the social welfare state may refer to the welfare magnet hypothesis, which assumes
that especially the tax-financed welfare states are attractive for immigrants because of their
universal social benefits and services, and because of this, the native citizens’ confidence in the
welfare statemaybe reduced (Martinsen andWerner, 2019). The studies on “welfare chauvinism”
have also focused on the similar situation (Eick and Larsen, 2021), but further research is needed
before we can address the issue in a more detailed way.

In this sense, the current Nordic welfare state model is challenged, not only from the
perspective of the new Right-wing and neoliberalism (Kamali and J€onsson, 2018), but also from
the perspective of immigration (Scarpa and Schierup, 2018). In that, the transition in public
opinion can even change the future welfare state structures and their functions. However, it is
noteworthy that changes in the social policy system are slow and thus require considerably long
period of time before they can actually be verified. In this sense, we underline that the issue of
immigration seems to be one of the key factors shaping the attitudinal basis of social policy (cf.
Meinander, 2021), but we cannot be certain regarding whether or not this effect is long term and
whether or not it will cause factual changes in the social security system.
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Note

1. The immigration crises in 2015 had an effect on discussions on social welfare at the national level
(Eger et al., 2020). At the time of the immigration crises in 2015, Sweden received relatively the
majority of refugees in Europe, 1.60% of its population. Finland and Norway both received refugees
amounting to 0.58% of their population, which is at the same level as Germany, which received
refugees amounting to 0.54% of its population.
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