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ABSTRACT  
Identifying with the receiving society is a crucial step in immigrants’ 
integration. However, this is hampered by perceptions of 
discrimination. We argue that inclusive integration policies (IPs) can 
moderate the relationship between perceptions of discrimination 
and identification with the receiving society among immigrants 
and children of immigrants. Combining individual-level data from 
the European Social Survey (ESS) with Migrant Integration Policy 
Index (MIPEX) scores for 20 countries observed across four waves, 
we find that the negative effects of discrimination perceptions on 
feelings of belonging among these two groups are substantially 
reduced in countries with more inclusive IPs. While immigrants 
show stronger feelings of belonging than children of immigrants in 
countries with inclusive IPs, the negative relationship between 
discrimination and belonging is much weaker among the latter 
group. Our findings thus emphasise both the harmful effects of 
discrimination on national identity and the potential of inclusive 
IPs to counteract these effects.
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Introduction

Across Europe, immigration is at an all-time high, leading to increasingly diverse popu
lations within nation-states. In response, many European countries have adopted inte
gration policies (IPs) that regulate immigrants’ economic, social, cultural, political and 
legal integration (Fouka 2024). By facilitating access, integration and naturalisation, 
these policies may foster feelings of belonging among immigrants and children of immi
grants (Gathmann and Garbers 2023; Igarashi 2019) and may ultimately benefit social 
cohesion and solidarity within nation-states by signalling a shared national identity and 
positive in-group ties (Miller and Ali 2014). At the same time, growing diversity within 
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nation-states is accompanied by support for anti-immigrant far-right parties and discrimi
natory behaviour against newcomers (Eger and Olzak 2022; Esses 2021). Indeed, discrimi
nation against ethnic minorities has increased on a global level (European Union Agency 
for Fundamental Rights 2023), with research showing that such experiences can jeopar
dise immigrants’ feelings of belonging to the receiving society, thus hindering their inte
gration (Di Saint Pierre, Martinovic, and De Vroome 2015).

In this article, we focus on these two simultaneous processes that influence immi
grants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of belonging. As IPs are not universally experi
enced in the same way, we examine whether IPs intended to benefit immigrant 
integration can mitigate the alienating effects of discrimination and thus support identifi
cation with the receiving society among these two groups – despite perceiving discrimi
nation. We distinguish in our analyses between immigrants, who migrated from another 
country, and children of immigrants, who did not themselves migrate, as previous 
research indicates that these two groups experience markedly disparate integration pro
cesses and differ in their experiences and perceptions of discrimination (e.g. Kirmanoğlu 
and Başlevent 2014; Schaeffer and Kas 2024; Van Tubergen and Kros 2025).

Discrimination is the unfair and unjust treatment of groups, for example, in housing, 
employment and the provision of public health care or social services; it involves ridicule, 
degradation and even violence (Sanders Thompson 2006). Not only does discrimination 
create unequal life opportunities (Hangartner, Kopp, and Siegenthaler 2021), it has also 
been found that (perceived) discrimination in any form negatively affects the psychologi
cal well-being of those discriminated against (Liebkind and Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000) and can 
lead to alienation and feelings of non-belonging (Korteweg and Yurdakul 2024).

Inclusive IPs that provide a framework for integration could be a strategy to counteract 
discrimination (Massey et al. 1993). We understand IPs as an umbrella term for all policies 
regulating immigrants’ admission (i.e. settlement and family reunification), integration 
(i.e. access to education, the labour market and welfare-state benefits) and naturalisation 
(i.e. access to citizenship, political participation and equal rights). These policies reflect a 
country’s level of tolerance towards diversity (Alarian and Neureiter 2021; Ersanilli and 
Koopmans 2011; Visintin, Green, and Sarrasin 2018) and serve as signals to both natives 
and immigrants. Research shows that specific policies concerning multiculturalism, access 
to citizenship, family reunification and healthcare have a positive effect on immigrants’ inte
gration, civic participation, health and well-being (Aleksynska and Tritah 2013; Dourgnon, 
Pourat, and Rocco 2023; Dronkers and Vink 2012; Giannoni, Franzini, and Masiero 2016; 
Sand and Gruber 2018). Inclusive IPs have furthermore repeatedly been shown to reduce 
natives’ anti-immigrant sentiments and perceptions of immigrants as a threat (e.g. 
Callens and Meuleman 2017; Hooghe and de Vroome 2015; Kende et al. 2022), which 
may, in turn, decrease discriminatory behaviour (Wolter, Raviv, and Mertens 2023) and con
sequently mitigate risks of alienation. However, while individual discrimination experiences 
have been found to hinder immigrants’ and their descendants’ feelings of belonging 
(Fleischmann, Leszczensky, and Pink 2019; Heath and Demireva 2014; Martinovic and Ver
kuyten 2012; Tyrberg 2024), comparative empirical evidence on the impact of IPs on these 
feelings is scarce. We address this research gap by considering individual discrimination per
ceptions and country-level IPs together. As inclusive IPs signal a society’s welcoming nature, 
and immigrants directly interact with and are affected by such policies, we argue that they 
may have the potential to shift the blame for discriminatory behaviour from the receiving 
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society to the individual perpetrators. Consequently, we expect inclusive IPs to reduce the 
alienating effects of discrimination perceptions and thus to facilitate immigrants’ and chil
dren of immigrants’ national identification.

Combining individual-level data from the European Social Survey (ESS) with Migrant 
Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) scores in a cross-country comparative setting and 
using observations from 20 European countries across four consecutive ESS waves 
between 2016 and 2024, we examine (i) whether discrimination perceptions negatively 
affect immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of belonging to the receiving 
society. Considering integration as an interactive process between these groups and 
the receiving society, we argue that not only do individual-level interactions affect feel
ings of belonging, but that country-level policies may affect both sides of the equation. 
Therefore, we also examine whether IPs affect (ii) the prevalence of these groups’ percep
tions of discrimination and (iii) their feelings of belonging. Further, we examine (iv) 
whether IPs mitigate the effect of perceptions of discrimination on feelings of belonging.

We find that perceived discrimination significantly undermines immigrants’ and chil
dren of immigrants’ feelings of belonging, but that this relationship is moderated by 
the inclusiveness of IPs at the contextual level. In countries with more inclusive IPs, par
ticularly immigrants show higher levels of feelings of belonging. Furthermore, in these 
countries, the negative relationship between perceived discrimination and feelings of 
belonging is weaker among children of immigrants.

Theoretical framework

Feelings of belonging

Belonging to a social group gives individuals a sense of who they are in relation to others 
(Tajfel and Turner 1979). Feelings of belonging enhance psychological well-being 
(Schmitt et al. 2014), cooperation (De Cremer and Van Vugt 1999), social integration 
(Hu and Cheung 2024) and social harmony (Haslam et al. 2022) and can thus be con
sidered an important aspect of immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ societal inte
gration. In the migration context, we understand feelings of belonging as an emotional 
attachment to the receiving society.

According to social identity theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979), identification with a social 
group is based on the individual’s awareness of belonging to that group. This requires 
perceiving oneself as a group member and also being recognised as such by other 
members or institutional settings. For immigrants and children of immigrants, this exter
nal recognition may manifest itself in various forms, such as integration and citizenship 
policy regimes (Ersanilli and Koopmans 2011), social mobility chances (Wang and Lin 
2024), the receiving country’s overall sentiment towards immigration and its willingness 
to include immigrants (Reeskens and Wright 2014; Simonsen 2016b), and interpersonal 
contacts (Ziller et al. 2023), all of which have been found to significantly shape feelings 
of belonging. The vast range of immigration, integration and citizenship policies regulates 
entry, settlement, participation and social interaction (Helbling 2016) while reproducing 
prevailing in-group boundaries through membership rules, reflecting historical legacies 
and public attitudes (Brubaker 1994; Koopmans and Michalowski 2017) and signalling 
the openness of societies (Ersanilli and Koopmans 2011). These institutionalised 
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boundaries shape how receiving societies perceive immigrants, thereby influencing inter
group contacts. Interpersonal interactions thus become sites where experiences of in- and 
out-group boundaries occur (Allport 1979). They serve not only as occasions for building 
social cohesion but also as settings where social norms, power relations and discrimina
tory behaviour are negotiated, reproduced or challenged (Collins 2014; Goffman 2021).

Being rejected as a member of an in-group that is generally perceived as positive, power
ful and desirable can profoundly disrupt individuals’ feelings of belonging (Branscombe, 
Schmitt, and Harvey 1999; Heath and Demireva 2014). It can also lead to disidentification 
with the majority group (e.g. Fleischmann, Leszczensky, and Pink 2019; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Lieb
kind, and Solheim 2009) and strengthen identification with the minority group to compen
sate for rejection by the majority group (Fleischmann, Leszczensky, and Pink 2019).

In summary, feelings of belonging depend on numerous factors. One of the most sig
nificant disruptions arises from perceptions of rejection, of which discrimination is the 
most dramatic and immediate form. Whether it be interpersonal or institutional, discrimi
nation severely impacts how immigrants perceive their acceptance as part of society 
(Tyrberg 2024; Verkuyten and Martinovic 2012).

Perception of discrimination

Discrimination, understood as the unfair treatment of individuals or groups based on per
ceived inferiority (due to personal characteristics such as a different nationality, religion, 
language or ethnicity), has consistently been shown to undermine immigrants’ feelings of 
belonging to the receiving society (Fleischmann, Leszczensky, and Pink 2019; Heath and 
Demireva 2014; Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind, and Solheim 2009; Martinovic and Verkuyten 
2012; Tyrberg 2024). However, previous research has been largely fragmented, with 
studies focusing on different forms and levels of discrimination, different aspects of immi
grants’ lives affected by discrimination, or specific immigrant groups or countries.

Discrimination may occur in interpersonal contacts or socially or politically institutiona
lised settings (Korteweg and Yurdakul 2024) or as a generally hostile social environment 
(Reeskens and Wright 2014; Simonsen 2016b). Psychological studies emphasise that dis
criminatory experiences have to be perceived as such to negatively impact immigrants’ 
psychological well-being (Liebkind and Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000; Pascoe and Smart 
Richman 2009; Salas-Wright et al. 2020; Simonsen 2016b) and to hinder integration 
(Heath and Demireva 2014), not least by reminding immigrants of membership bound
aries (Albzour et al. 2023). For instance, in an experimental setting, Tyrberg (2024) 
found that reminding newly arrived non-Western immigrants of their actual experiences 
of discrimination in Sweden and Germany negatively affected their feelings of belonging.

A hostile social environment seems to heighten the chances of encountering and con
sequently perceiving discrimination. For example, Simonsen (2016b) found that the 
overall level of national exclusivity significantly correlated with increased perceptions of dis
crimination. However, both the prevalence of being subjected to discriminatory behaviour 
and the perception of discrimination varies within societies. While discrimination is a con
sistent feature of immigrants’ lives (Salas-Wright et al. 2020), it seems to occur based mainly 
on religious orientation, nationality or skin colour (Liebkind and Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000), with 
male immigrants (Gereke, Schaub, and Baldassarri 2020; Liebkind and Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000) 
and socio-economically disadvantaged immigrants (Salas-Wright et al. 2020) being 
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particularly targeted by discriminatory behaviour. At the same time, in line with the inte
gration paradox, studies have repeatedly shown that immigrants who are objectively 
better integrated (e.g. in terms of education or political participation) nonetheless report 
higher levels of discrimination (Dollmann 2022; Schaeffer and Kas 2024).

Bringing together social psychological theories of group-based identities and empirical 
findings, we argue that discrimination – or more precisely the perception of being discri
minated – negatively impacts immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of belong
ing to the receiving society. We therefore hypothesise:. 

H1 (Discrimination hypothesis): Perceiving discrimination decreases feelings of belonging to 
the receiving society among immigrants and children of immigrants.

Role of integration policies (IPs)

Discrimination experiences and their consequences are shaped not only by individual- 
level perceptions (Schaeffer and Kas 2024) but also by national contexts; specifically, 
societal climate and legal settings for immigrants. Immigrants in Western democracies fre
quently face anti-immigrant rhetoric (Eberl et al. 2018) and witness the success of anti- 
immigrant far-right parties. While such an exclusive climate has been found to decrease 
immigrants’ feelings of belonging (Reeskens and Wright 2014; Simonsen 2016a, 2016b), it 
may also restrict the openness of policies regulating immigrants’ physical, social and pol
itical access (Helbling 2016). Contrary to what the term suggests, IPs are not universally 
integrative but rather may also impose constraints or assimilative demands that restrict 
immigrants’ rights and opportunities.

Thus, when we conceptualise IPs as aggregations of institutional and legal dimen
sions regulating immigrants’ admission, integration and naturalisation rather than 
demanding cultural conformity (De Coninck and Solano 2023), we acknowledge such 
policies may still convey normative expectations about desirable forms of immigrant 
integration that might put immigrants under acculturative pressure (Politi et al. 
2022). IPs are considered inclusive when they facilitate immigrants’ access to national 
membership (including access to healthcare, education, political participation, labour 
market opportunities and citizenship) by lowering legal and procedural barriers (e.g. 
by supporting family reunification laws) and promoting equal participation (i.e. anti-dis
crimination protection). Together, these policy dimensions reflect a country’s historical 
path dependency (e.g. long history of immigration) and contemporary public debates 
on immigration (Helbling 2016). As they are shaped by long- or short-term changes 
in national perspectives, IPs serve as signals of how welcoming a state is towards immi
grants (Ersanilli and Koopmans 2011).

Policy settings reflect and constitute broader social norms (Helbling 2016; Huth-Stöckle 
and Schlüter 2023). These norms stem from institutional rules engraved in everyday inter
actions through political socialisation and democratic learning, and they regulate social 
coexistence (Almond and Verba 1963). Consequently, IPs not only influence formal 
access to national services and rights but also serve as interpretive frameworks through 
which natives and immigrants understand national community and communicate the 
normative expectations attached to membership (Massey et al. 1993).

Empirical studies to date have focused primarily on the consequences of IPs from the 
perspective of receiving societies. Inclusive IPs have been found to decrease natives’ anti- 
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immigrant sentiments (Ersanilli and Koopmans 2011; Hooghe and de Vroome 2015; Kende 
et al. 2022; Tatarko, Jurcik, and Hadjar 2021) and threat perceptions (Kauff et al. 2013; 
Schlueter, Meuleman, and Davidov 2013) while also increasing tolerance towards 
ethnic minorities (Callens and Meuleman 2017). By reducing threat perceptions and 
anti-immigrant prejudice, these policies may reduce actual discriminatory behaviour 
from natives, which should also reduce experienced and thus perceived discrimination 
of immigrants and children of immigrants. Yet, empirical findings on how IPs shape immi
grants’ perceptions of discrimination and feelings of belonging are scarce and inconsist
ent. Whereas Goodman and Wright (2015) found that by conveying a certain (non- 
)discriminatory narrative of socio-political realities, IPs have a more symbolic function 
than a long-term integrative effect on immigrants’ socio-economic and political out
comes, other studies do find positive effects of integrative IPs on economic integration 
(Neureiter 2019), immigrants’ health (Dourgnon, Pourat, and Rocco 2023) and well- 
being (Sand and Gruber 2018), as well as on their overall integration (Breton 2015) and 
civic participation (Aleksynska and Tritah 2013).

In line with studies focusing on receiving societies, we argue that inclusive IPs may 
reduce discrimination due to lower anti-immigrant sentiment in these countries, 
thereby reducing perceived discrimination. Furthermore, inclusive IPs may reduce per
ceived discrimination, as there are fewer institutionalised restrictions during the recep
tion, integration or naturalisation process in receiving societies. 

H2a (Direct effects hypothesis 1): Inclusive integration policies decrease perceptions of dis
crimination among immigrants and children of immigrants.

On the other hand, as immigrants and children of immigrants are exposed to these IPs 
more frequently and thus experience their inclusiveness, this may positively affect their 
overall sense of belonging. This claim is supported by experimental studies, which 
have found that perceptions of institutional fairness during naturalisation processes 
increase immigrants’ identification with receiving societies (Dierckx et al. 2022). Hence, 
we hypothesise:. 

H2b (Direct effects hypothesis 2): Inclusive integration policies increase feelings of belonging 
among immigrants and children of immigrants.

We further argue that IPs may also moderate the negative relationship between per
ceptions of discrimination and feelings of belonging. IPs govern critical domains of immi
grants’ lives, for example, through mandatory language courses, family reunification laws, 
labour market participation, education etc., and they signal the openness of national 
societies. Although inclusive IPs are intended to reduce systemic and interpersonal dis
crimination (Ham, Song, and Yang 2020), their implementation can vary at the individual 
level, leaving room for personal experiences of discrimination, even in otherwise suppor
tive and immigrant-friendly contexts. We argue that if immigrants and children of immi
grants perceive discrimination while living in countries with inclusive and welcoming IPs, 
they are more likely to attribute such discrimination to individual perpetrators as excep
tions rather than to the receiving society as a whole. In such contexts, individual-level 
rejection through discrimination may be perceived as coming from a member of the 
majority group but not as evidence of widespread out-group prejudice or restrictive in- 
group boundaries. Discrimination may then be seen as an individual act of unfair 
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treatment rather than as a rejection of in-group membership, and it may therefore be less 
harmful to feelings of belonging. Consequently, we hypothesise:. 

H3 (Mitigation hypothesis): Inclusive integration policies mitigate the negative effect of discrimi
nation perceptions on feelings of belonging among immigrants and children of immigrants.

Generational differences

According to the integration paradox, better integrated individuals are more likely to per
ceive discrimination, which consequently undermines their feelings of belonging. At the 
same time, in line with the acculturation hypothesis, immigrants with longer residency are 
thought to be better acculturated and integrated (Berry 1997), which is expected to blur 
group boundaries and strengthen immigrants’ feelings of belonging (Alba 2005). Thus, we 
also expect to observe generational differences in our research.

Empirical studies support this generational divide. Tyrberg (2024) found that only 
newly arrived immigrants reported discrimination and weakened national identification, 
which is consistent with the acculturation hypothesis. By contrast, consistent with the inte
gration paradox, Van Tubergen and Kros (2025) found that better integrated immigrants 
and children of immigrants perceived more ethnic harassment. As immigrants become 
more interpersonally and structurally integrated, they grow increasingly aware of persist
ent group boundaries and experience more frequent rejection by majority-group 
members (Schaeffer and Kas 2024). Consequently, better integrated immigrants and 
especially children of immigrants are more likely to perceive discrimination and may 
respond by psychologically disengaging from the receiving society (Safi 2024; Verkuyten 
2016; Verkuyten and Martinovic 2012). Given these competing theoretical perspectives 
and empirical findings, we anticipate that generational status conditions both the 
direct and moderated effects of IPs on discrimination perceptions and feelings of belong
ing. We therefore explicitly test for generational differences in this work.

Data and measures1

To test our hypotheses, we combined individual-level data from Rounds 8, 9, 10 and 11 of 
the ESS, collected in 2016-17, 2018–19, 2020–22 and 2023–24, respectively (ESS ERIC 
2023), with country-level Migrant Integration Policy Index (MIPEX) scores (Solano and 
Huddleston 2020). To identify our sample within the ESS, we used place of birth variables 
for respondents and their parents, thereby distinguishing between immigrants and chil
dren of immigrants, with the latter being defined as having at least one parent born 
abroad. Although the ESS provides well-established cross-country comparative measures, 
the fact that the fieldwork is conducted in the official national languages likely leads to an 
oversampling of relatively well-integrated immigrants (Kanitsar 2025).

The MIPEX is a comprehensive measure of eight key policy areas that affect immigrants’ 
integration into receiving societies and their ability to engage with core state institutions. 
Due to its standardised approach across all countries, the MIPEX is particularly useful for 
cross-country comparisons. Recognising that policy effects on society typically manifest 
over time, we incorporated a 2-year time-lag into the data (Bartram and Jarochova 2022) 
by coupling, for example, ESS Round 10 data, collected in 2020–22, with MIPEX scores 
from 2018, and so forth. As MIPEX scores did not vary considerably across the observed 
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time period2, and to address the limitation that the immigrant case numbers were relatively 
low (as the ESS is not designed as an immigrant study), we decided to pool the four rounds 
of the ESS at the country level (Table 1). Hence, we addressed these limitations by maximis
ing the size of the immigrant sample and emphasising between-country variation.

Dependent variable: feelings of belonging

The dependent variable, feelings of belonging, was measured by respondents’ self- 
reported emotional attachment to their country of residence on a scale from 0 (“not 
emotionally attached”) to 10 (“very emotionally attached”).

Individual-level predictor: perception of discrimination

As we expected perceptions of discrimination to drive the relationship between discrimination 
and feelings of belonging, we focused on subjective perceptions of discrimination. Thus, we 
used a binary measure indicating whether respondents identified as members of a minority 
facing discrimination based on national origin, skin colour, ethnicity, religion or language 
(Simonsen 2016b). Results of a principal component analysis (PCA) indicate that all five items 
reflect a shared underlying dimension of perceived group discrimination (all λ > 0.57) with 
acceptable internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.64; see Online Appendix A2.2 for details).

State-level predictor: integration policies (IPs)

As a country-level measure of IPs, we chose the respective country’s MIPEX overall 
score, including seven areas of integration policy: labour market mobility, family reunion, 
education, political participation, permanent residence, access to nationality, and anti-dis
crimination; the MIPEX score is computed by averaging together the seven policy area 
scores (Solano and Huddleston 2020), thus combining policy areas that capture the per
meability of state and institutional boundaries (Callens and Meuleman 2017; Röder and 
Mühlau 2011). Higher scores indicate more supportive policies for immigrants’ institutional 
integration. Prior studies confirm that MIPEX overall scores yield reliable and valid results, 
indicating that they capture the same latent construct across different countries (Callens 
and Meuleman 2017; Ruedin 2011; Schlueter, Meuleman, and Davidov 2013). These 
studies further reveal that different MIPEX areas predict various outcomes consistently, 
with high correlations observed between areas.

Based on the MIPEX classification scheme and category labels, we defined four classes 
of countries with unfavourable (including “critically unfavourable” and “unfavourable”), 
halfway favourable, slightly favourable or favourable IPs. This categorisation facilitated 
the observation of differences in overall immigrant-friendliness between low-, medium- 
and high-scoring countries.3

Confounders

Feelings of belonging are known to be stronger among immigrants with higher edu
cation, better labour market positions, greater host-language proficiency and use, and 
more social contacts with members of the majority group; among those with longer 
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Table 1. Observationsa per country and ESS survey round.

Country Sample split
Round 8 

(2016-17)
Round 9 

(2018–19)
Round 10 
(2020–22)

Round 11 
(2023-24) Total

AT immigrants 146 223 151 175 695
Child. of immig. 135 178 142 140 595
Total 281 401 293 315 1,290

BE immigrants 217 229 167 152 765
Child. of immig. 168 172 101 135 576
Total 385 401 268 287 1,341

CH immigrants 331 312 341 984
Child. of immig. 165 202 173 540
Total 496 514 514 1,524

CY immigrants 51 46 97
Child. of immig. 30 21 51
Total 81 67 148

CZ immigrants 29 34 51 114
Child. of immig. 122 115 115 352
Total 151 149 166 466

DE immigrants 234 242 591 248 1,315
Child. of immig. 275 196 619 271 1,361
Total 509 438 1,210 519 2,676

EE immigrants 266 249 202 91 808
Child. of immig. 352 312 257 219 1,140
Total 618 561 459 310 1,948

FI immigrants 49 51 44 59 203
Child. of immig. 29 30 33 28 120
Total 78 81 77 87 323

FR immigrants 167 182 178 140 667
Child. of immig. 219 208 202 174 803
Total 386 390 380 314 1,470

GB immigrants 181 211 114 506
Child. of immig. 151 143 89 383
Total 332 354 203 889

GR immigrants 35 24 59
Child. of immig. 30 25 55
Total 65 49 114

IS immigrants 34 44 49 127
Child. of immig. 43 31 35 109
Total 77 75 84 236

IT immigrants 103 112 84 143 442
Child. of immig. 28 26 27 27 108
Total 131 138 111 170 550

LT immigrants 38 37 34 35 144
Child. of immig. 99 77 82 104 362
Total 137 114 116 139 506

LV immigrants 91 65 81 237
Child. of immig. 174 156 146 476
Total 265 221 227 713

NL immigrants 105 123 90 124 442
Child. of immig. 108 97 116 122 443
Total 213 220 206 246 885

NO immigrants 140 125 122 387
Child. of immig. 80 65 87 232
Total 220 190 209 619

PT immigrants 47 66 98 114 325
Child. of immig. 33 29 37 32 131
Total 80 95 135 146 456

SE immigrants 152 176 239 134 701
Child. of immig. 121 126 204 125 576
Total 273 302 443 259 1,277

SI immigrants 98 126 100 109 433
Child. of immig. 98 110 108 106 422
Total 196 236 208 215 855

(Continued ) 
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residency; and particularly among children of immigrants (Tyrberg 2024; Verkuyten and 
Martinovic 2012, 92). At the same time, education and labour market success have 
been identified as strong predictors of perceiving discrimination (Schaeffer and Kas 
2024; Van Tubergen and Kros 2025). Additionally, male immigrants are much more 
likely to be discriminated against (Gereke, Schaub, and Baldassarri 2020; Liebkind and 
Jasinskaja-Lahti 2000), whereas women tend to perceive less discrimination (Fleischmann, 
Leszczensky, and Pink 2019). Moreover, it has been argued that national identification 
may be less relevant for younger generations, as they are being socialised in a more glo
balised world (Reeskens and Wright 2014). We therefore controlled for age, gender, edu
cation, income and citizenship at the within-country level to account for educational and 
integrational effects. Before running separate models for each generation, we included 
generational status as a control in our main models.

To account for contextual factors influencing discriminatory behaviour against immi
grants and their descendants, as well as feelings of belonging at the country level, we 
further controlled for political climate, economic prosperity, and ethno-cultural diversity 
of included countries. To measure political climate, we used the vote share of far-right 
parties based on ParlGov data (Döring and Manow 2021); to identify far-right parties, 
we consulted the PopuList database (Rooduijn et al. 2019). To measure economic prosper
ity of countries, we used GDP per capita data from the World Bank (2024). Ethno-cultural 
diversity was measured based on the share of inhabitants without citizenship of the host 
country (Eurostat 2024a, 2024b). Finally, as research shows the feeling of social connect
edness of (forced) immigrants to be substantially affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, we 
included a survey-round indicator to account for these period-specific effects (Van Der 
Linden, Politi, and Dangubić 2025).

Methods

To investigate the relationship between discrimination perceptions and feelings of belong
ing across different national IP contexts, we used a multilevel modelling approach, which 
accounted for the hierarchical structure of our data. To focus on individual-level discrimi
nation effects, perception of discrimination was standardised across time points, centring 
it around the respective time-point mean and dividing it by the standard deviation. This 
step effectively controls for higher-level variance at the country level and reflects standard 
deviations above or below the average level of perceived discrimination within a country- 
year (Davidov and Meuleman 2012). All other variables were grand-mean centred across the 
pooled data set. This decomposition allowed us to disentangle individual-level effects 
within countries from between-group effects between countries, thus ensuring that we 
observed actual cross-level interaction effects (Enders and Tofighi 2007). Given our 

Table 1. Continued.

Country Sample split
Round 8 

(2016-17)
Round 9 

(2018–19)
Round 10 
(2020–22)

Round 11 
(2023-24) Total

Total immigrants 2,337 2,684 2,755 1,675 9,451
Child. of immig. 2,226 2,321 2,613 1,675 8,835
Total 4,563 5,005 5,368 3,350 18,286

aWe selected 20 of 24 ESS countries, based on (i) large enough sample size (min. being Greece, 114N) and (ii) only includ
ing countries that participated in at least two of the 4 ESS rounds.
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theoretical assumption that cross-country variation exists, we included random intercepts 
to account for unobserved contextual influences.

To reduce potential risk of biased point estimates and prevent overly conservative 
inferences at the upper level in a context with fewer than 30 upper-level 
entities (countries), we employed a restricted maximum likelihood (RML) procedure 
for estimating variance parameters and used a t-distribution with appropriate 
degrees of freedom (df > 7) for statistical inference (Elff et al. 2021). Additionally, we 
used the Satterthwaite method, which corrects for unbalanced data due to varying 
group sizes in complex multilevel designs like our cross-level interactions (Heuvel 
2010). To address variability in discrimination perceptions due to country-level differ
ences, we used random slopes to estimate the extent to which these perceptions 
differed nationally.

Results

Descriptive overview4

Figure 1 plots the share of respondents who perceived discrimination and the average 
feelings of belonging by country within the full sample and the investigated subsamples. 
Across samples, feelings of belonging (upper plot) are consistently high, with an overall 
mean of 7.39 on a scale from 0 (“no emotional attachment”) to 10 (“very emotionally 
attached”), which is very close to the average attachment of natives across all country- 
samples (7.91). However, discrimination perceptions (lower plot) varied considerably 
across countries. Overall, 12.29 per cent of respondents perceived discrimination based 
on national origin, skin colour, ethnicity, religion or language, with those living in Slovenia 

Figure 1. Percentage of respondents who perceived discrimination (lower plot) and mean of feelings 
of belonging (upper plot) by country for all respondents, immigrants and children of immigrants. The 
share of people who perceived discrimination is calculated based on the respective sub-sample. Points 
indicate the mean level of belonging, while the whiskers indicate the range of values falling within 
one standard deviation of the mean. The countries are sorted by their mean MIPEX overall scores 
from lowest (Latvia) to highest (Sweden) in the pooled dataset.

ETHNIC AND RACIAL STUDIES 11



reporting the least perceived discrimination (3.4 per cent), and those living in Latvia 
reporting the most (18.3 per cent).

Figure 2 plots the average perception of discrimination on the aggregate level and 
respondents’ mean feelings of belonging in a country-year. We observed a negative cor
relation: higher levels of perceived discrimination were associated with lower feelings of 
belonging among immigrants and children of immigrants.

Multilevel models

We analysed immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of belonging by running 
consecutive linear multilevel regression models (Table 2). The null model (M1) indicates 
that 3 per cent of the total variance (intraclass correlation coefficient [ICC] = 3.00 per 
cent) in respondents’ feelings of belonging can be attributed to country-level differences. 
Although this indicates relatively little heterogeneity in respondents’ belonging across 
countries, it confirms the presence of meaningful cross-national differences. The ICC 
confirms that feelings of belonging were not entirely country-specific and that conditions 
across countries were sufficiently comparable for our analysis.

In line with previous research, perceived discrimination was consistently negatively 
related to feelings of belonging across all models (Table 2). We thus found support for 
our baseline discrimination hypothesis (H1). The standardised β-coefficients for perceived 
discrimination indicate that, on average, immigrants and children of immigrants who per
ceived higher levels of discrimination compared with other respondents in their residence- 
country tended to report significantly lower feelings of belonging (Table 1, M2, β = −0.0540, 
p < 0.01). Importantly, we also included random slopes for discrimination in our models to 
account for variation in the effect of discrimination on feelings of belonging by country. The 
slopes vary significantly, improving our model fit and suggesting that the consequences of 
perceived discrimination may differ depending on the country-specific context.

Figure 2. Discrimination perceptions and mean feelings of belonging among immigrants. Black, grey, 
and light grey dots respectively represent country-year samples for all respondents in our sample, for 
immigrants, and for children of immigrants. See Online Appendix B 1.5 for models excluding outliers.
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Turning to the role of IPs, we hypothesised that inclusive IPs decrease perceptions of 
discrimination (direct effects hypothesis H2a) and, additionally, increase feelings of 
belonging to the receiving countries (direct effects hypothesis H2b), arguing that they 
reduce discriminatory behaviour and institutionalised restrictions. In line with H2a and 
previous research indicating that inclusive IPs reduce hostile attitudes and discriminatory 
behaviour (André and Dronkers 2017), we found perceived discrimination was lower in 
countries with strong IPs in the pooled sample (Table 3). However, this effect appears 

Table 3. Multilevel models explaining perceptions of discrimination among immigrants and children 
of immigrants.

Full sample Immigrants Child. of Immigrants

Children of 
immigrants

−0.0829***

(Ref.: immigrants) (0.00843)
IP categories (Ref.: unfavourable)
Halfway favourable 

IPs
−0.0630** −0.0374 −0.00864

(0.0265) (0.0258) (0.00567)
Slightly favourable 

IPs
−0.0591** −0.0307 −0.0118*

(0.0254) (0.0213) (0.00563)
Favourable IPs −0.0473** −0.0206 −0.00772

(0.0223) (0.0205) (0.00533)
Level 1 controls
Age −0.163*** −0.141*** −0.0623***

(0.00756) (0.0110) (0.00327)
Female −0.0103 −0.0302** 0.00415

(0.00724) (0.0102) (0.00323)
Education 0.00531 −0.00320 0.00921**

(0.00768) (0.0109) (0.00338)
Income −0.0496*** −0.0417*** −0.0194***

(0.00779) (0.0109) (0.00342)
Non-citizen 0.0217** −0.0140 0.0339***

(0.00847) (0.0108) (0.00329)
Level 2 controls
GDP per capita −9.25e-08 −0.00000137 0.000000162

(0.000000973) (0.000000726) (0.000000218)
Percent of non- 

citizens
0.000703 0.00476 −0.00174*

(0.00341) (0.00268) (0.000753)
Far-right party vote 

share
−0.000343 (0.00204) 0.000156 (0.00153) 0.000209 (0.000489)

Ess Survey Round 0.00732 0.00342 0.00149
(0.00706) (0.00993) (0.00705)

Intercept −0.00911 −0.0179 0.0225 0.00457
(0.00731) (0.0479) (0.0327) (0.0109)

Random Intercept 2.90e-11 0.00305 0.000113 2.34e-15
(4.70e-09) (0.00193) (0.000804) (.)

Residual Variance 0.976*** 0.943*** 0.975*** 0.0900***
(0.0102) (0.00987) (0.0142) (0.00136)

L1 Observations 18,286 18,286 9,451 8,835
L2 Obeservations 20 20 20 20
Log-restr. Likelihood −25727.85 −25478.75 −13342.92 . −1967.679
df 3 16 15 14
AIC 51461.7 50989.5 26715.85 3963.358
BIC 51485.14 51114.52 26823.16 4062.569

Notes: Linear multiple regression models, Standardised coefficients. Robust standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p  
< 0.05; *** p < 0.01. IP = integration policy; AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. 
Restricted maximum likelihood method (REML). Degrees of freedom (df) method: Satterthwaite. For full models incl. 
controls, see Online Appendix B1.
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to be mainly driven by group differences between immigrants and children of immigrants 
in perceiving discrimination rather than consistent reductions in perceived discrimination 
through IPs across countries (and within these groups), which is why H2a is not supported 
by our data. We discuss these generational differences further below.

Additionally, we found country variance in the specific effect of discrimination on feel
ings of belonging (slope, Table 2), meaning that each additional unit increase in perceived 
discrimination was much more harmful to feelings of belonging in some countries than in 
others. However, after all fixed effects, including IPs, were accounted for (Table 3, M1 and 
M2), there were no country-specific differences in the average level of perceived discrimi
nation for immigrants and children of immigrants (intercept, Table 3). Yet, contrary to our 
H2b, differences in feelings of belonging within countries (residual variance) and between 
countries (random intercept) remained unaffected and could not be explained by IPs 
(Table 2, M4). This finding aligns with previous research reporting similarly limited 
direct associations with IPs (Bennour and Manatschal 2019), suggesting that inclusive 
IPs do not directly increase feelings of belonging.

However, we did find a statistically significant moderating effect of IPs on the relation
ship between perceived discrimination and feelings of belonging, which is consistent with 
our mitigation hypothesis (H3). The statistically significant interaction effects largely 
explain the variance in this relationship, reflected in the decrease and statistical insignifi
cance of the random slopes (Table 2, M5).

Figure 3 plots the cross-level interactions, illustrating how IPs mitigate the negative 
relationship between discrimination and feelings of belonging, based on our four IP cat
egories. Despite wide confidence intervals (due to including random slopes and limited 
observations in perceived discrimination per country), results indicate a clear but 

Figure 3. Cross-level interactions: Moderating effect of integration policies (IPs) on the negative 
relationship between perceptions of discrimination and feelings of belonging. Predictive margins 
with 95% confidence intervals, standardised coefficients.

16 M. HILGENSTOCK AND A. C. MAY



non-linear moderating effect: starting from varying intercepts (due to uncontrolled con
textual differences in belonging per country), in countries with unfavourable IPs, 
increased perception of discrimination corresponds to sharp declines in feelings of 
belonging. By contrast, in countries with halfway favourable (Table 2, M5, ß = 0.0438, p  
< 0.001), and slightly favourable IPs (Table 2, M5, ß = 0.05291, p < 0.001), the negative 
effect of perceived discrimination is significantly mitigated. Notably, the effect is strongest 
in countries with slightly favourable IPs, where the negative effect of perceived discrimi
nation (ß(PoD) =  −0.057,p < 0.001, Table 2, M5) is almost outweighed by the positive 
effects of IPs (β = 0.053, p < 0.001, Table 2, M5). This may indicate that immigrants are 
more resilient to discrimination when living in countries with slightly favourable IPs, 
increasing their feelings of belonging.

In countries with the most favourable IPs, the buffering effect was notably weaker 
(hence the trajectory of the interaction effect remains relatively steep) and lost its signifi
cance. Thus, results hint at a ceiling effect where additional policy improvements beyond a 
certain threshold of inclusiveness show no further beneficial effect on immigrants’ feel
ings of belonging.5

Generational differences

As suggested by the literature, we test differences between immigrants and children of 
immigrants.

Regarding our baseline discrimination hypothesis (H1), perception of discrimination 
was consistently negatively associated with feelings of belonging among immigrants 
across models and countries. However, it was unrelated among children of immigrants; 
an absence of effect largely attributed to age (Online Appendix B3.1.3): perceived 
discrimination decreased with age (Table 3), while feelings of belonging increased 
(Table 4). This suggests that the co-occurrence of high discrimination perceptions 
and low belonging among children of immigrants is driven by life-course dynamics 
rather than by discrimination per se. Thus, H1 is not directly supported for this group.

We found no evidence that perceived discrimination is lower among immigrants in 
countries with inclusive IPs (H2a), yet, we do find lower perceived discrimination 
among immigrants’ children in countries with slightly favourable IPs. Conversely, we 
found that the relationship between IPs and feelings of belonging (H2b) was statistically 
significant and positive for immigrants in countries with particularly favourable IPs but not 
for children of immigrants, once interaction effects were included (Table 3, M3).

Again, the most pronounced generational difference appeared in the moderating 
effect of IPs. Results strongly support our mitigation hypothesis (H3) only for children 
of immigrants (Table 4, M3), indicating that, compared with countries with unfavourable 
IPs, all other IP categories substantially buffer the negative association between discrimi
nation and belonging. Additionally, a crucial part of the variance in discrimination per
ceived by children of immigrants was explained by differences in IPs (random slopes). 
By contrast, for immigrants, no significant effect was found, suggesting that perceived dis
crimination continues to have a more pronounced negative impact on their feelings of 
belonging than on those of children of immigrants.

Overall, comparing the two generations revealed an almost inverse pattern: whereas 
IPs significantly mitigated the negative effect of perceived discrimination on feelings of 
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Table 4. Multilevel model for feelings of belonging among immigrants and children of immigrants.
M1 M2 M3

Immigrants
Children of 
Immigrants Immigrants

Children of 
Immigrants Immigrants

Children of 
Immigrants

Perception of discrimination 
(PoD)

-0.0781***  
(0.0158)

-0.106   
(0.0766)

-0.0773***   
(0.0156)

-0.118   
(0.0762)

-0.0772***   
(0.0171)

-0.0623   
(0.0499)

IP scores (Ref.: unfavourable)
Halfway favourable 0.0693 0.0964 0.0753 0.0407

(0.0785) (0.0866) (0.0824) (0.0882)
Slightly favourable 0.0376 0.0970 0.0726 0.0419

(0.0741) (0.0857) (0.0799) (0.0874)
Favourable 0.121* 0.136* 0.123* 0.0950

(0.0646) (0.0734) (0.0690) (0.0742)
Interactions
PoD x halfway 0.00701 0.0894***
favourable IPs (0.0240) (0.0235)
PoD x slightly 0.0240 0.0897***
favourable IPs (0.0213) (0.0213)
PoD x favourable IPs 0.00397 0.0621***

(0.0201) (0.0222)
Level 1 controls
Age 0.160*** 0.245*** 0.161*** 0.245*** 0.161*** 0.246***

(0.0109) (0.0107) (0.0109) (0.0107) (0.0109) (0.0107)
Female 0.0380*** 0.0395*** 0.0380*** 0.0396*** 0.0378*** 0.0394***

(0.00986) (0.0102) (0.00986) (0.0102) (0.00987) (0.0102)
Education −0.0247** 0.0197* −0.0238** 0.0201* −0.0236** 0.0205*

(0.0106) (0.0108) (0.0106) (0.0108) (0.0106) (0.0108)
Income, 0.0233** 0.0692*** 0.0236** 0.0690*** 0.0237** 0.0693***

(0.0106) (0.0109) (0.0106) (0.0109) (0.0106) (0.0109)
Non-citizen −0.121*** 0.0167 −0.121*** 0.0171 −0.120*** 0.0165

(0.0105) (0.0107) (0.0105) (0.0107) (0.0105) (0.0107)
Level 2 controls
GDP per capita −0.0000013 0.00000110 −0.00000129 0.00000078

(0.000003) (0.000003) (0.000003) (0.000003)
Percent of non-citizens 0.00950 0.00309 0.00911 0.00348

(0.00959) (0.0112) (0.00964) (0.0113)
Far-right vote share −0.00225 −0.00417 −0.00226 −0.00488

(0.00575) (0.00684) (0.00578) (0.00687)
ESS Survey Round −0.0132 −0.00548 −0.0127 −0.00716

(0.00979) (0.0226) (0.00980) (0.0226)
Intercept 0.00491 0.0551 0.0160 0.0381 0.0203 0.0527

(0.0459) (0.0474) (0.136) (0.162) (0.137) (0.163)
Random Intercept 0.0386*** 0.0408*** 0.0450** 0.0538** 0.0462** 0.0507**

(0.0137) (0.0148) (0.0181) (0.0246) (0.0190) (0.0217)
Random slope (PoD) 0.00255 0.0673* 0.00243 0.0680* 0.00317 0.0157

(0.00164) (0.0378) (0.00158) (0.0382) (0.00198) (0.0155)
Residual variance 0.905*** 0.902*** 0.905*** 0.902*** 0.904*** 0.902***

(0.0132) (0.0136) (0.0132) (0.0136) (0.0132) (0.0136)
L1 Observations 9,451 8,835 9,451 8,835 9,451 8,835
L2 Observations 20 20 20 20 20 20
Log restr. Likelihood −12990.42 −12137.09 −13017.3 −12163.56 −13025.96 −12165.8
Df 11 11 18 18 21 21
AIC 26002.84 24296.17 26070.6 24363.11 26093.92 24373.6 
BIC 26081.53 24374.12 26199.37 24490.67 26244.15 24522.42

Note. Linear multiple regression models. Standardised coefficients. Robust standard errors in parentheses. * p < 0.1, ** p < 
0.05, *** p <0.01. IP = integration policy; AIC = Akaike information criterion; BIC = Bayesian information criterion. 
Restricted maximum likelihood (REML). Degrees of freedom (df) method: Satterthwaite. Note that generational differ
ences in perceived discrimination are explained by age. For further information, see Online Appendix B3.1.
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belonging among children of immigrants, they primarily enhanced feelings of belonging 
among immigrants without combating the detrimental impact of perceived 
discrimination.

Effects of each policy dimension (Online Appendix B1.66) were consistent with the 
overall findings, demonstrating positive associations across both generations’ feelings 
of belonging, whenever these were significant. This was evident in the direct effects 
(e.g. family reunification and labour market mobility) and interactions with perceived dis
crimination (especially political participation).

Discussion and conclusion

In this study, we investigated whether IPs could mitigate the negative effect of per
ceived discrimination on immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of belonging 
to the receiving society. Building on previous findings that perceptions of discrimination 
foster alienation among immigrants (Korteweg and Yurdakul 2024) and that inclusive 
IPs may strengthen feelings of belonging (Di Saint Pierre, Martinovic, and De Vroome 
2015; Igarashi 2019), we asked whether such policies can buffer the harmful effects of 
perceived discrimination on immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of belong
ing. Using random effects models, we found that perceived discrimination significantly 
reduced feelings of belonging among these groups. However, we did not observe con
sistently statistically significant direct effects of IPs on either perceived discrimination or 
feelings of belonging. Only in countries with favourable IPs did they have a direct posi
tive effect on belonging, and only among immigrants.

Our findings show that the main contribution of inclusive IPs lies in their moderat
ing function. In countries with inclusive IPs, we found the negative relationship 
between perceived discrimination and feelings of belonging to be weaker. We thus 
conclude that inclusive IPs may have the potential to shift the blame for perceived 
discrimination from the receiving society to individual perpetrators. However, this 
effect is not linear. Rather, in countries with the most favourable IPs, results point 
to a ceiling effect, suggesting that IPs may reach a saturation point in their ability 
to buffer the negative impact of perceived discrimination on feelings of belonging 
once a certain threshold of policy inclusiveness is reached. Hence, we observed the 
greatest differences in the effect of perceived discrimination on belonging between 
countries with unfavourable and halfway or slightly favourable IPs. One possible 
interpretation is that in highly inclusive policy contexts, additional symbolic signals 
sent by political improvements become less perceptible to immigrants and children 
of immigrants, as they do not necessarily correspond to significant structural 
changes in immigrants’ everyday lives. Meanwhile, discrimination and thus social 
and structural barriers to feelings of belonging may persist regardless of the inclusive
ness of IPs.

Beyond this overall pattern, we find important generational differences in both the 
impact of discrimination and the role of IPs. First, our study shows that discrimination 
especially impacts immigrants. However, we also found support for the integration 
paradox, with younger-age children of immigrants, who compete more directly with 
their non-immigrant peers and who are more likely to reflect on rejection, perceiving 
greater discrimination. This explains why they also expressed weaker feelings of 
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belonging: perceived discrimination decreased with age, while feelings of belonging 
increased (Online Appendix B3.1). This is true for both generations in our sample, but 
especially for children of immigrants.

Second, the role of IPs also differed across generations. Among immigrants, we 
observed a direct relationship between inclusive IPs and feelings of belonging, potentially 
reflecting their dependence on the functional and legal dimensions of such policies 
(granting them access to and the possibility of societal participation) to facilitate their 
belonging. By contrast, for children of immigrants, we found that IPs operated through 
their moderating function. Having been socialised in the receiving society and shared 
more similar socialisation processes with their peers without a migration background, 
they seem to rely less on IPs’ legal regulations. Instead, the symbolic and signalling dimen
sions of inclusive IPs, shaping the overall sentiment towards immigration in the receiving 
societies and signalling tolerance towards immigrants, have greater consequences. In this 
regard, inclusive IPs help mitigate the risks to feelings of belonging posed by perceived 
discrimination.

Finally, we found that inclusive IPs reached a saturation point, even if this was more 
obvious for children of immigrants than for immigrants. Here, age emerged as an impor
tant factor once again. With increasing age, the signalling function of welcoming IPs 
becomes more salient and counteracts the saturation effect to some extent. Put differ
ently, the mitigating effect of inclusive IPs strengthens over the life course: in both gen
erations, older individuals appear better able to persevere in the face of perceived 
discrimination and view them as independent of the broader, policy-shaped climate of 
receiving societies. Thus, the negative effect of perceived discrimination on feelings of 
belonging diminishes with age.

Our study has several limitations that open avenues for future research. First, there is a 
need for greater investigation of specific IP dimensions and their intercorrelation, which, 
due to sparse data availability and space constraints, this study could not explore in 
depth. However, our preliminary analyses (Online Appendix Table B1.6) indicate that IP 
dimensions vary in their impact on immigrants’ and children of immigrants’ feelings of 
belonging and are perceived differently across generations. For instance, when we con
trolled for labour market conditions, the effect of equal opportunities (regarding edu
cation and political participation) on feelings of belonging shifted from positive to 
negative – possibly reflecting a correlation with generally poorer labour market outcomes 
for immigrants and children of immigrants. This highlights the importance of examining 
the interaction between different policy components and their unintended consequences 
for integration.

Second, future research should investigate the different types of discrimination, as it is 
likely that discrimination manifests itself differently across immigrant generations. For 
example, language discrimination could pose a greater barrier for newly arrived immi
grants. This is, however, constrained by data availability: the ESS’s small immigrant 
samples in individual countries prevented reliable analysis at this level of specificity 
(even though ESS provides data on different types of discrimination) and required the 
exclusion of certain countries, resulting in fewer than two countries in the “unfavourable” 
and “slightly favourable” IP categories. This limits contextual variation, making it difficult 
to distinguish policy effects from country-specific characteristics. Addressing both gaps 
would require targeted oversampling of immigrants to provide more detailed insights. 
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Unfortunately, to our knowledge, cross-country surveys with suitable immigrant sample 
sizes do not exist.

Third, investigating two subjective concepts, perceptions of discrimination and feel
ings of belonging, raises the issue of potential endogeneity, as both may be shaped by 
unobserved factors such as political socialisation, migration experiences or psychological 
well-being. An experimental design could provide a promising avenue for future research 
to address these endogeneity concerns.

Finally, we acknowledge a potential selection bias in our data. As participation in the 
ESS requires legal residence status and a certain level of language proficiency, our sample 
was likely skewed towards better-integrated immigrants, reporting relatively low discrimi
nation and high feelings of belonging. Our estimates may therefore be conservative, and 
true effects may be stronger among less integrated groups who were not captured in our 
sample (Grosskopf, Landes, and Barmeyer 2022).

Despite these limitations, our findings are significant. They demonstrate that IPs do not 
simply increase or reduce perceptions of discrimination, but rather, they are most conse
quential when they provide a tangible framework that allows immigrants and their des
cendants to persevere in the face of discrimination. In doing so, inclusive IPs help sustain 
feelings of belonging and contribute to social cohesion. Future studies should build on 
this by disentangling specific IP components, distinguishing types of discrimination, 
and employing designs that allow causal inference.

Notes

1. Online Appendix A 1.1 for more detail on the data.
2. Results remain substantively unchanged without the two-year time-lag, with minor variation 

in significance of policy categories on feelings of belonging (see AppendixB1.4).
3. The direction and statistical significance of the effects remain consistent when MIPEX is 

treated as a continuous variable. However, the categorical specification suggests that the 
relationship is not strictly linear: the marginal gains in belonging appear to decrease at 
higher levels of policy inclusiveness. (Online Appendix B1.3 and D).

4. See Online Appendices A1 and A2 for all variables included in the analyses.
5. Notably, models with no 2-year time-lag show the buffering effect to be most pronounced in 

the favourable category. This divergence aligns with our theoretical framework: non-lagged 
models are more likely to capture an immediate symbolic signalling effect of inclusive pol
icies, whereas the lagged specification better reflects the functional, structural processes 
that unfold over time (Online Appendix B1.4).

6. Appendix B1.6 also provides detailed information on effects of anti-discrimination laws as an 
integration policy area.
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