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If anti-immigration parties perform well in national elections, the media also in other countries will cover their
success. This initiates a process of cross-national influence, which we argue polarizes public opinion abroad. This
article examines the case of migration attitudes and how they are shaped by national election outcomes in other
countries. We analyze data from the European Social Survey (ESS), and individual-level data from the Austrian
National Election Study (AUTNES) in the context of the 2017 federal election in Germany. The combined findings

from these analyses support our argument: citizens’ polarization in one country is influenced by foreign anti-
immigration parties’ electoral success. Our research holds direct implications for the understanding of public
attitudes toward migration, how public opinion is formed, political polarization, and cross-country political

diffusion processes.

When explaining the polarization of attitudes in the electorate,
existing studies mainly focus on the role and influence of political elites
(see, e.g., McCarty et al. 2006; Lenz, 2012; Ezrow et al., 2014). For
example, Feddersen and Adams (2022; see also Bishin et al., 2015)
demonstrate that citizens’ migration attitudes polarize in reaction to
parties’ messages: when a party communicates anti-migration positions,
partisans of that platform update their views in a similar direction (i.e.,
in-party “legitimization™), but supporters of other parties show more
positive attitudes toward immigration (i.e., out-party “backlash™). Along
these lines, Bursztyn et al. (2020) argue that Donald Trump’s election in
2016 allowed citizens to feel more comfortable in expressing xeno-
phobic viewpoints. In the European context, Bischof and Wagner (2019)
similarly provide theoretical and empirical evidence that voter polari-
zation is affected by political parties, especially when radical-right
parties enter parliament. The underlying cause of polarization
following the success of radical parties is that anti- and pro-radical-right
segments of the population are influenced by subsequent legitimization
and backlash effects.

National election outcomes are the starting point of the theoretical
mechanisms in Bursztyn et al. (2020) and Bischof and Wagner (2019).
But citizens are not only responsive to national elections (see also

Anderson and Guillory 1997), but also to elections at other levels. The
performance of a political party in one set of elections thus influences its
prospects in elections at other jurisdictional levels. According to Dinas
and Riera (2018), for instance, European Parliament elections shape
outcomes at the national level. And Bolleyer and Bytzek (2013) provide
evidence that regional election outcomes have significant implications
for new party success in national elections. These arguments directly
relate to the research on diffusion, which emphasizes that actors
belonging to one “spatial context” may be influenced by actors in other
“spatial units” (see Elkins and Simmons 2005; Franzese and Hays 2007,
2008; Gilardi 2010; see also Cook et al. 2022). Numerous works of this
stream in the literature report that not only do governing policies diffuse
across countries, but so too do parties’ policy positions (e.g., Bohmelt
et al., 2016, 2017; Diipont and Rachuj 2022; Schleiter et al., 2021;
Senninger et al., 2022).

We combine insights from these literatures — on citizen polarization,
election outcomes, and cross-national diffusion — to evaluate whether
election results in one national context also exert an influence across
borders by shaping and indeed polarizing citizens’ political preferences
in another. We contend that anti-immigration parties’ electoral success
leads to legitimization and/or backlash effects and, hence, polarized
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migration attitudes — not only among citizens in their own country, but
also that legitimization and backlash influences travel cross-nationally.’
To this end, national election results abroad are, as we claim, an
important stimulus that polarizes public opinion on migration “at home”
— through media coverage as the vehicle of diffusion (Knigge 1998; Bos
et al., 2010; Lubbers and Scheepers 2001; Vliegenthart and Boomgaar-
den 2010; Koopmans and Vliegenthart 2010; Murphy and Devine 2020;
Malet 2022).

The focus of this article is on the electoral performance of anti-
immigration platforms as the movement of people across borders has
risen significantly over the last few decades, making migration one of
the most salient political issues of our time (see also Bohmelt and Mehrl
2022). Indeed, international migration has become a “fundamental
driver of social, economic, and political change” worldwide (Cornelius
and Rosenblum 2005: 99). Examining whether parties with
anti-migration platforms in other countries shape voter polarization “at
home” sheds new light on what we know of the factors behind public
opinion formation, polarization, and cross-national influences.

As advanced by Vliegenthart and Boomgaarden (2010), Murphy and
Devine (2020), or Malet (2022), the vehicle for wide-ranging cross--
country effects of election outcomes is the media: anti-immigration
parties’ stronger performance tends to attract more extensive media
coverage. Mass media are more likely to cover election results that
produce unexpected results, i.e., when peripheral parties, including
anti-migration platforms, perform well (Knigge 1998; Bos et al., 2010;
Lubbers and Scheepers 2001; see also Koopmans and Vliegenthart
2010). The visibility of and increased media attention to such electoral
outcomes initiates a process of cross-national influence that reaches
other countries, which likely produces backlash against and legitimi-
zation of anti-migration attitudes (Bischof and Wagner 2019; see also
Schwartz et al., 2021; Valentim 2021; Malet 2022). Eventually, voter
polarization in one national context should increase due to the electoral
success of anti-migration parties in other countries: those in favor of
anti-immigration parties will foster their anti-migration attitudes, while
citizens opposing such party platforms increase their pro-migration
views.

We provide empirical evidence for our argument using different sets
of observations, different units of analysis, and different data sets. First,
we use data from the European Social Survey (ESS) in 2002-2016° and
estimate models with a spatial variable that captures the effect of foreign
election results on voters’ polarization at home. Second, to assess micro-
level influences, we have compiled data from the Austrian National
Election Study (AUTNES) 2017 (Wagner et al., 2020) before and after
the 2017 federal election in Germany. In that election, the Alternative
fiir Deutschland (AfD), a right-wing anti-immigration party, performed
relatively well and entered parliament for the first time. Our empirical
findings from both data sets (ESS and AUTNES) support the theoretical
argument that migration views polarize when anti-immigration parties
performed well in national elections abroad. In addition, our main an-
alyses and the estimations in the Supporting Information (SI) provide
evidence for the legitimization and the backlash mechanisms: in
response to electoral performances, some citizens abroad develop more
skeptical attitudes (the legitimization effect), while the study of Austrian
attitudes shows that the electorate became more pro-migration (the
backlash effect).

This research contributes to our understanding of democratic politics
from several angles. First, there is an extensive literature on how public
opinion is formed (e.g., Erikson et al., 2002; see also Soroka and Wlezien
2010) and how voters’ attitudes polarize (e.g., McCarty et al. 2006;

! We focus on anti-immigration parties, which are defined by their position
on the migration issue. These parties may differ from (the more general)
populist or radical-right-wing platforms. The research-design section provides
detailed information on how anti-immigration parties are defined.

2 Available online at: http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/.
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Lenz, 2012; Ezrow et al., 2014; Bischof and Wagner 2019; Feddersen and
Adams 2022). In this context, the “thermostatic” model by Wlezien
(1995, 1996) suggests that public opinion responds to government
policy: when policy outcomes are to the left, the electorate’s demand for
rightward policies increases. More recently, Van Hauwaert (2023)
demonstrates similarly that when immigration policies are more
restrictive (permissive), the demand for these decreases (increases). We
contribute to these works by raising the possibility that foreign election
results influence public opinion polarization at home.

Second, our research produces new insights for the literature on at-
titudes toward migration. A number of prominent studies provide evi-
dence that public opinion on migration is affected by a several,
predominantly domestic-level factors (e.g., Mayda 2006; Sides and Jack,
2007; Dustmann and Preston 2007; McLaren and Johnson 2007; Boh-
man and Hjerm 2016; see also Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Valen-
tino et al., 2019; Van Hauwaert, 2023). We add to this by showing that
immigration-opinion polarization, which thus far has been treated as a
domestic-level phenomenon, is also driven by transnational influences,
namely the success of anti-migration parties abroad.

Third, our results are important for the general literature on trans-
national diffusion as we explore a new election-to-public opinion
pathway of diffusion. Traditionally, the diffusion research has focused
on government-to-government influences (Elkins and Simmons 2005;
Franzese and Hays 2007, 2008; Gilardi 2010; Gilardi and Wasserfallen
2019). More recently, the literature began looking at several other
possible levels of cross-national diffusion such as from party to party
across countries (Bohmelt et al., 2016, 2017; Schleiter et al., 2021;
Senninger et al., 2022; see also Ezrow et al., 2021), election-to-election
influences (Delis et al., 2020), or election-to-public opinion diffusion
(Bateson and Weintraub 2022; Carreras et al. 2021). Moreover, Czaika
and Di Lillo (2018) report how public opinion diffuses across regions.
We show that all of the above level-to-level diffusion results —
government-to-government, party-to-party, election-to-election, or
public-to-public — do not occur in a vacuum. Instead, important insights
arise when cross-level diffusion effects are taken into account: elections
abroad can affect public opinion polarization at home, highlighting the
election-to-public opinion pathway.

1. Anti-immigration parties’ electoral performance abroad and
voter polarization at home

Based on a set of studies (Bischof and Wager 2019; Feddersen and
Adams 2022; Adams et al., 2022) that mainly focus on the domestic
level, we derive that two components principally drive the mechanism
that citizens “at home” will be influenced by the electoral performance
of foreign anti-immigration parties. The first component of attitude
polarization is the “legitimization” of extreme positions. That is, the
electoral success of anti-immigration parties will increase the number of
citizens who are comfortable self-reporting anti-migration positions (see
also Bursztyn et al., 2020; Valentim 2021). Hence, anti-immigration
parties can push citizens (especially those who already identify as
their partisans) toward more restrictive views on migration. The second
component pertains to anti-migration parties also creating a backlash to
their policies — pushing opposition supporters toward adopting more
strongly pronounced views in favor of migration (see also Schwartz
et al., 2021). When backlash in this context occurs, pro-migration citi-
zens adopt even more pro-migration stances.

Bischof and Wagner (2019) explore the effects of the success of
radical-right parties, which are almost exclusively anti-immigration
platforms, at the domestic level. They evaluate how voters react to
radical-right parties’ entry into parliament. Bischof and Wagner (2019)
report that public opinion polarizes, i.e., the variance of political atti-
tudes increases in response to radical-right parties’ electoral success, due
to legitimization and backlash effects (see also Bohman and Hjerm 2016;
Valentim 2021). Feddersen and Adams (2022) find that parties can
(weakly) persuade their supporters on the immigration issue. However,
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party positions also generate backlash effects, whereby citizens who
support platforms that are ideologically hostile to the focal party shift
their positions away from the that party’s announced position (see also
Bishin et al., 2015; Schwartz et al., 2021). Adams et al. (2022) analyze
how populist governments influence foreign political parties’ policies
across a range of issues, including immigration, multiculturalism, Eu-
ropean integration, and economic policy. Their study concludes that
political parties in other countries distance their policies from populist
governments, which is a finding that is consistent with the backlash
arguments. To summarize, existing research highlights the combination
of backlash and legitimization effects in contributing to polarization. We
extend these predictions by proposing that this occurs when foreign
anti-immigration parties perform well in elections.

We argue that the vehicle for a cross-country influence stemming
from foreign anti-immigration parties’ electoral performance is the
media (Knigge 1998; Bos et al., 2010; Lubbers and Scheepers 2001;
Vliegenthart and Boomgaarden 2010; Koopmans and Vliegenthart 2010;
Murphy and Devine 2020; Malet 2022). When anti-immigrant parties
win more votes in elections, more extensive media coverage — also in
other states — is the likely outcome. Citizens from one national context
are then exposed to anti-immigrant parties’ success and their policy
platforms from another. As Murphy and Devine (2020: 894), among
others, emphasize, mass media coverage is “the primary channel
through which the electorate receives information about politicians and
parties.” To this end, the cross-national influence, which we contend
emerges from the electoral performance of anti-immigration parties
abroad and that comprises legitimization and backlash effects, is facil-
itated by the media, given that coverage of foreign election results is
more likely and more extensive when an election produced somewhat
unexpected results such as non-mainstream parties, including
anti-migration platforms, performing well (Knigge 1998; Bos et al.,
2010; Lubbers and Scheepers 2001; Vliegenthart and Boomgaarden
2010; see also Koopmans and Vliegenthart 2010).

There is theoretical and empirical evidence that citizens pay atten-
tion to foreign elections, and that this is due in part to the role of the
media. For example, the German media covered the 2017 presidential
election in France quite extensively. A search of the archive of the
relatively large German newspaper Siiddeutsche Zeitung in the month
prior to the election indicates that Marine Le Pen, the leader of the Front
National campaigning on an anti-immigration platform, was mentioned
in 77 articles. By contrast, Le Pen’s competitor, Emmanuel Macron who
went on to win the election, was mentioned in only 56 articles.® In light
of studies like Malet (2022), Rooduijn (2014), and Deacon and Wring
(2016), it is plausible that the German news coverage of the French
election, combined with and the electoral success of the Front National,
led to greater exposure to anti-immigration arguments to the wider
German public. Malet (2022) argues that the results of the French ref-
erendum on the European Constitution in 2005, which was widely
covered by news media sources across Europe and beyond, led to
increased Eurosceptic attitudes in other countries. Rooduijn (2014) re-
ports that the degree of populism in the media is influenced by populist
parties doing well in national elections. Deacon and Wring (2016)
analyze media coverage of the anti-EU, anti-immigration United
Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and suggest that media attention
of UKIP was directly influenced by the party’s strong political standing.

The media also draws upon and reports statements released by the
parties “at home” (Haselmayer et al. 2017) to cover foreign elections,
which in turn shapes domestic polarization. This clearly occurred in
Austria, for example, in the immediate aftermath of the 2017 German
national election, with Austrian parties publicizing their reactions to the
outcome.” Herbert Kickl, the general secretary of the Austrian Freedom

3 We thank Roni Lehrer for sharing these analyses.
4 The press releases were obtained from the OTS archive (https://www.ots.
at/) following Miiller et al. (2017).
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Party (FPO), stated that the German election outcome demonstrates that
Europeans would oppose Angela Merkel’s migration policy and he
congratulated the AfD party on their performance.” The New Austria
and Liberal Forum (NEOS) congratulated their Liberal counterpart in
Germany, and they also expressed their dissatisfaction with the AfD’s
entry into parliament.® Yet another example is the Austrian Green party
leader, Ulrike Lunacek, who described the AfD success as “worrying.””
Thus, Austrian parties were quick to comment on the German elections,
and media outlets widely reported on these statements across the po-
litical spectrum, e.g., the newspaper Kurier," which is one of the
best-selling daily outlets in Austria. As a result, the public pays attention
to the media and there is sufficient news coverage. While elections in
European countries are covered through media attention across the
globe, they will be reported more extensively in Europe as such, hence
generating more facilitative conditions for cross-national influence
here.’

To summarize, our theory suggests that foreign election results
matter for public opinion in another country. A cross-level (election-to-
public opinion channel) transnational diffusion effect occurs when anti-
immigration parties perform well in their national elections abroad. The
media “at home” then cover these elections and likely do so more
extensively when there is a strong performance of an anti-immigration
platform. Hence, with citizens paying attention to election results in
other countries, the media serve as a vehicle for the cross-national in-
fluence, which generates legitimization and backlash effects “at home.”
The empirical implication is an increasing polarization of attitudes,
which we seek to test in the following:

Anti-Immigration Hypothesis: Anti-immigration attitudes in one
country polarize when anti-immigration parties perform well in national
elections abroad.

2. Research design

Our empirical findings are derived from two different designs that
rely on two different data sources: one analysis is located at the country-
year level and employs the European Social Survey (ESS) between 2002
and 2016 (“Study 17). For this first set of models, we seek to explore the
macro-level effects of anti-migration parties’ success abroad on polari-
zation “at home.” The ESS’s key advantage over other, similar data sets
is that their survey practices are harmonized, which reduces the likeli-
hood of different results between countries being driven by variation in
how the surveys are conducted from country to country (for a discus-
sion, see De Vries, 2017).

A second analysis uses data from the Austrian National Election
Study (AUTNES) 2017 (Wagner et al., 2020) and concentrates on the
individual as the unit of analysis (“Study 2”). The AUTNES fielded a
number of online survey waves before the Austrian national election in
October 2017. Conveniently, for our purposes, one of these waves was in
the field just before the German federal (parliamentary) election held on
September 24, 2017: data for wave #3 was compiled between August 30
and September 14, 2017. The next wave (wave #4) was in the field just
after the German election, namely between October 2 and 13, 2017. It is
important to note that this last wave was completed before the Austrian
election on October 15, 2017. Combining waves #3 and #4 of the
AUTNES Online Panel provides an ideal testing ground for our theory at
the individual level and for the micro-level impact of the postulated
mechanism as the German election saw an anti-migration party per-
forming exceptionally well: the AfD entered parliament for the first time

Available online at: http://tinyurl.com/4dkyc4nf.
Available online at: http://tinyurl.com/4cncrn9w.
Available online at: http://tinyurl.com/yc6326h4.
Available online at: http://tinyurl.com/2hzutpnc.
Below and in the SI, we empirically examine the claim about individuals’
media attention in more detail.
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and they secured 12.6 percent of the vote, which made them the
strongest opposition party. The outcome of the German election, espe-
cially due to the performance of the anti-migration right-wing party,
received considerable media attention abroad.'® Thus, the AUTNES
Online Panel allows us to examine migration-attitude polarization at the
individual-level in Austria, caused by the strong performance of the
German AfD.

The dependent variable in both analyses is an issue—specific po-
larization measure based on public attitudes toward migration. For the
ESS analyses, we use the survey question “[t]o what extent do you think
that your country should allow immigrants from poorer countries
outside Europe.”'! The responses to this question include “allow many
to come and live here,” “allow some,” “allow a few,” and “allow none.”
We omitted individuals who have not responded to this question or
expressed no opinion (“do not know”). Next, we calculated the standard
deviation of this question for each country-year to arrive at our final,
country-level polarization score. Larger values stand for a more polar-
ized society on the migration issue.

For the AUTNES analysis, both surveys (waves #3 and #4) comprise
several questions on attitudes towards migrants. For the main analysis
below, we rely on the question: “[t]o what extent do you agree with the
following statement: immigrants pay more into the Austrian social se-
curity system than they take out.”'? The possible responses (and values)
include “completely agree (1),” “somewhat agree (2),” “partly agree/
disagree (3),” “somewhat disagree (4),” and “completely disagree” (5).
Again, we omitted individuals who have not responded to this question
or expressed no opinion (“do not know™). For this set of analyses, the
operationalization is at the individual-level, and so polarization is
calculated for each individual respondent as the squared distance to the
overall mean response. Correspondingly, large (small) values indicate
polarized (centrist) views.

We opt for these issue-specific questions as they are directly related
to the electoral performance of anti-migration parties. Hence, they shed
direct light on the “underlying structure of the ideological space” (Bis-
chof and Wagner 2019: 892) for migration. Furthermore, the
issue-specific questions are widely available. Although these questions
are less general than, e.g., the traditional left-right self-placement
scores, left-right responses may not actually capture the changes in the
issue content of debates surrounding elections and anti-migration
parties’ success abroad. Ultimately, the most direct test of our theory
and the closest approximation of public-opinion polarization due to
anti-migration parties’ electoral performance in other countries pertains
to issue-specific questions on migration. Following the discussion above,
we explore different specifications of the dependent variable and we
control for respondents’ left-right self-placements in the SI.

”

”

3. Empirical results: study 1 - European Social Survey
2002-2016

The sample of the first analysis comprises 27 established European
democracies including non-EU states such as Switzerland and Norway. "
The sample’s country-time coverage is driven by data availability of the
core variables of interest, most crucially the systematic definition of
anti-migration party platforms. The country-year is the unit of analysis
in this time-series cross-sectional data set. To this end, this first analysis
does not look at the effect of the elections only, but at the entire term

10 See online, e.g., at: https://tinyurl.com/2p8tect8.

11 A question not linked to the degree of wealth/poverty of immigrants’ home
countries does not exist in the ESS.

12 This item is simple with the corresponding results easy to interpret. In the
SI, we also examine the robustness of our analysis using factor analysis that
combines several survey items.

13 The ESS also has data on Ukraine or Israel, which we omit from our analysis
with a view toward increasing case homogeneity.
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between elections and, therefore, we capture the broad, macro-level
impact of anti-migration parties’ success abroad on polarization “at
home.”

Our theory posits that a country’s migration-attitude polarization is
driven by other states’ anti-immigration parties’ electoral performances.
Hence, voters’ polarization on migration is modeled as a function of
neighboring countries’ success of anti-migration parties in national
elections. To this end, we created a spatial variable operationalized as
the logarithmized average vote share of all anti-migration parties in
other countries in each year of our sample. To code anti-migration party
platforms, we use data from the Chapel Hill Expert Survey (CHES) and
Van Spanje and Joost (201 1).'* We focus on parties’ positions on
migration, and whether they are for or against it. In particular, a party is
coded as an anti-migration party if its mean expert placement on the
0-10 anti-immigration scale is larger than 8 in the CHES data. A list of
anti-immigration parties per country and years is provided in the SI.
Although we leave issue saliency aside for simplicity, we address its
implications in the SI. The data on election dates and vote shares are
mostly reported in the CHES data, but we rely on Doring and Manow
(2012) if vote shares were not available from the CHES. To rule out that
the possibility that elections took place after people already expressed
their attitudes in the ESS, we lag the spatial variable by one year.

We further control for three variables from the World Bank Devel-
opment Indicators that capture alternative influences to ensure that we
identify a genuine cross-country social influence effect (see Buhaug and
Gleditsch, 2008). These controls are also temporally lagged by one year.
First, to address the impact of economic development, we use the log-
arithm of GDP per capita (in current US Dollars), which is defined as the
gross domestic product divided by midyear population. GDP is the sum
of gross value added by all resident producers in the economy plus any
product taxes and minus any subsidies not included in the value of the
products. Moreover, we consider the influence from unemployment,
which is measured by the logged total number of unemployed as a share
of the total labor force. Unemployment refers to the share of the labor
force that is without work but available for and seeking employment.
Third, we control for the logarithmized total population of international
migrants and refugees per capita in a country. The World Bank defines
international migrants and refugees as “people born in a country other
than that in which they live. It also includes refugees.” Hence, this
variable captures the entire population of foreign-born individuals per
capita in a state.

We employ two-way fixed effects OLS regression models with a
lagged dependent variable. The temporally lagged dependent variable
controls for voter polarization in the previous year and thereby ad-
dresses concerns over the potential influence of the public’s past opinion
on current polarization levels. Country fixed effects capture time-
invariant, unobserved influences at the country level (including any
possibly existing electoral thresholds of countries), while year fixed ef-
fects control for system-wide shocks.

We summarize our main models in Table 1, where we present six
estimations. Model 1 comprises the main explanatory variable of inter-
est only next to the fixed effects as well as the lagged dependent variable.
In Model 2, we add the controls introduced above. In Model 3, we
include the logarithmized vote share of anti-migration party platforms
at home, thereby incorporating the core variable from Bischof and
Wagner (2019). This item controls for the possibility that a successful
anti-immigrant party exists “at home” and, hence, the success of

4 In case CHES data were not available, we rely on Van Spanje and Joost
(2011) coding who applies the same cut-off (after adjusting the scales from
different surveys to 0-10). The CHES lists the legislative term a party was
coded. We use this coding for all that term’s years. If no CHES data for a given
election are available, but there are data within four years prior or past a given
year, we use the closest future or past value. A list of anti-immigration party
platforms per country is provided in the SL
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Table 1
Polarization of migration attitudes and anti-migration party success abroad.
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
Lagged Dependent Variable 0.909%** 0.921 *** 0.925%** 0.925%** 0.941*** 0.920%**
(0.026) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029) (0.029)
Anti-Migration Party Success Abroad 0.036%** 0.036%** 0.062%** 0.064***
(0.012) (0.012) (0.016) (0.017)
Anti-Migration Party Success Home 0.003** 0.003** 0.003*
(0.001) (0.001) (0.002)
Foreign Population per capita (In) 0.016* 0.015 0.015 0.013 0.015
(0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.009) (0.010)
GDP per capita (In) 0.011 0.015 0.013 0.017 0.010
(0.012) (0.012) (0.012) (0.011) (0.012)
Unemployment (In) —0.002 —0.001 —0.001 —0.001 —0.001
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)
Effective Number of Parties —0.001
(0.001)
Party Success Abroad (5%) 2.010%**
(0.428)
Party Success Home (5%) 0.109%**
(0.023)
Party Success Larger Countries 0.063***
(0.022)
Constant 0.024 —0.043 -0.131 -0.114 —0.707 %% -0.102
(0.030) (0.117) (0.123) (0.125) (0.192) (0.125)
Obs. 298 298 298 298 298 298
R? 0.959 0.921 0.915 0.919 0.917 0.926
Country Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year Fixed Effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Table entries are two-way fixed effects OLS coefficients; standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.
anti-immigrant parties abroad then likely has little legitimizing effects.
Model 4 additionally incorporates a control for the effective number of 1.50
parliamentary parties, which is also based on Bischof and Wagner (2019: 0.90
898), and Model 5 replaces our main explanatory variables by a more
simple operationalization of anti-migration parties’ success “at home” s
and abroad: instead of foreign anti-migration parties’ vote share, we =
focus on a binary specification so that a value of 1 is assigned to a N 085 460
. . @© .
country-year if at least one party secured at least five percent of the votes °
- - : L o
in the last national election of that country. Similarly, we average b o
anti-immigration parties’ vote shares across all other states for Party @ %
Success Abroad (5%), and a value of 1 is assigned if foreign countries’ % 0.80 Z
anti-immigration parties’ average vote share is above five percent. This >
operationalization considers that possible electoral thresholds in some :?_), / e 0.50
. ., . . s o 3]
countries could make parties’ entrance into parliament more difficult — S 1
this may affect their media coverage and, ultimately, whether a &’ 075 il
. s . . - s
cross-national social influence occurs. Finally, Model 6 assigns weights s —
to the size of countries so that anti-migration parties’ electoral success s
only in larger states is covered, with the spatial variable in Model 6 being
0.70 0.00

based on countries with a logarithmized income level of greater than 9.
This excludes countries such as Poland, Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, or
Hungary in certain years. The rationale behind this specification is to
proxy media attention: the electoral results of smaller countries with less
economic weight in Europe might be less comprehensively covered
abroad.

The results in Table 1 consistently show that anti-migration party
platforms abroad affect voter polarization in the focal country. The
estimated coefficients are very stable and the estimates for Anti-Migra-
tion Party Success Abroad are positively signed and significant in all
models. In Model 4, for example, for each 10 percent increase in the vote
share of anti-migration platforms abroad, the difference in the expected
mean polarization is estimated at 0.0061 units. Fig. 1 displays the

025 050 075 100 125 150 175 200 225 250

Anti-Migration Party Success Abroad

Fig. 1. Predicted Values of Polarization as a Function of Anti-Migration Party
Success Abroad

Notes. The dashed lines are 90 percent confidence intervals; histogram shows
distribution of variable Anti-Migration Party Success Abroad, ;; graph based on
Model 3.

predicted values of Polarization of Migration Attitudes when altering Anti-
Migration Party Success Abroad (specifications of Model 3). The pattern
summarized in this figure mirrors our interpretation of Table 1: voter
polarization “at home” increases with anti-migration parties’ success
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abroad.'®

Due to the temporally lagged dependent variable, our coefficient
estimates of the spatial variables only reflect the short-term effect, i.e.,
the impact in a current year. In order to estimate the asymptotic, long-
term impact of the spatial variable, we consider the coefficient of the
temporally lagged dependent variable (see Pliimper et al. 2005: 336):

T
Z (/’ZM/}’,/el)ﬂgl
t=1 J

“where f is the coefficient of the lagged dependent variable, T is the
number of periods with t denoting a single period” (Pliimper and Neu-
mayer 2010: 425), and i and j pertain to units (countries). Accordingly,
we estimate asymptotic long-term effects (in addition to short-term ef-
fects) for the spatial variable and summarize them in Fig. 2. The
short-term effect for Anti-Migration Party Success Abroad in Model 1 is
0.66 (Model 3: 1.157), which it is calculated from its (rounded) coeffi-
cient multiplied by 18.568, which is the average number of neighbors
(other countries besides the focal state) for this spatial variable. The
asymptotic long-term effect is 7.261 (Model 3: 15.357), which is
calculated using the equation described above. These estimates are all
statistically significant.

For the theoretical mechanism, we claim that the public pays
attention to the news and that there is sufficient news coverage. While
the latter is generally given in a geographical region as dense as Europe
and we discuss it above theoretically and empirically, we compiled data
on news media consumption to address the first component: that the
public pays attention to the news. For this, we merged all integrated data
files of the ESS covering 2002-2016 and focus on the question “how
much of your time watching television is spent watching news or pro-
gram about politics and current affairs?” Respondents could answer on a
0-7 scale with 0 standing for “no time at all” and 7 “more than 3 h”'® We
first deleted all individuals who have not responded to this question or
expressed no opinion (“do not know”) before aggregating this
individual-level variable to the country level by averaging across re-
spondents. We thus end up with a variable measuring average news
media consumption in each country-year between 2002 and 2016, while
country-years not covered by the ESS are linearly interpolated. Ac-
cording to our calculations, the variable has a mean value of 2.093,
which translates into an average weekday consumption of programs
about politics and current affairs of 30 min to 1 h. The patterns of this
variable across countries and over time are plotted in Fig. 3, and they are
consistent with the claim that the public follows the news on a regular
and thorough basis. We further support this assessment by analyzing
Google Trends data for Austria, Portugal, and Germany in the SL

With respect to the control variables, the coefficient on Migrant/
Refugee Population per-capita (In) is positive and statistically significant
in Model 1, and it approaches statistical significance in the other models.
The positive estimates suggest that the more foreign-born individuals for
each citizen of a state, the more polarized voters’ opinions will be on
migration. This pattern echoes other findings in the literature in that the
exposure to migrants and refugees may lead to both more hostile and
more sympathetic feelings: on one hand, more migrants and refugees
can be seen as a threat to one’s own economic security levels (e.g.,
Mayda 2006; Dinesen et al., 2016; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2014; Bello
2017). On the other hand, more exposure to foreign-born people could

15 Note that effects are in both directions. If anti-immigration parties perform

poorly, this suggests that migration attitudes abroad should converge, or de-
polarize. This is consistent with Turnbull-Dugarte and Rama, 2022 who find
that the Spanish far-right party Vox lost popular support also due to Donald
Trump’s electoral defeat in 2020.

16 2016 is an exception as the question is reformulated into “[o]n a typical
day, about how much time do you spend watching, reading or listening to news
about politics and current affairs?” We thus divided the variable first into seven
equally sized quantiles to make the coding consistent with previous ESS rounds.
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also lower distrust and uncertainty, thus raising familiarity and trust
towards refugees and migrants (see, e.g., Dinesen et al., 2016; Bello
2017). If both sets of arguments are correct, we will observe higher
levels of polarization. In addition, Anti-Migration Party Success Home is
positively and significantly associated with Polarization: the larger the
success of anti-migration party platforms at home, the higher the degree
of voter polarization. This finding is, as discussed earlier, consistent with
Bischof and Wagner (2019).

Our main result is robust across several different specifications and
operationalizations. Specifically, we operationalize the main explana-
tory variables in a straightforward way by focusing on a five-percent
threshold of votes as a success criterion for anti-migration parties
(Model 5 above) and when excluding smaller countries from the spatial
effect (Model 6). We also replaced the dependent variable by a factor
score and an average value of all migration-related questions that are
included in the ESS (SI Tables Al and A2). Next to parties’ positions on
migration, we furthermore considered their issue salience scores, i.e.,
how much a party stresses migration in their platforms (SI Table A3). We
also control for election years (SI Table A4) and take into account
people’s views on the EU (SI Table A5). Additionally, we control for
citizens’ left-right self-placements (SI Table A6) and replaced the
dependent variable by the actual public opinion item in order to explore
how polarization has shifted in response to electoral outcomes abroad
(SI Table A7 and Fig. A1). This allows us to assess whether and in which
countries the polarization pattern we identify above is driven by people
becoming more in favor of migration (backlash effect) or by those
becoming less supportive of migration (legitimizing effect). Finally, we
present a random effects model estimation (SI Table A8) and interact
Anti-Migration Party Success Abroad with Anti-Migration Party Success
Home (SI Table A9 and Fig. A2). All estimated coefficients provide
further support for our argument.

4. Empirical results: study 2 — Austrian National Election Study
Online Panel 2017

The success of anti-migration platforms abroad may not only have
macro-level effects as estimated in the previous section, but also more
micro-level impact. In the following set of analyses, we focus on the
German federal election in 2017, which saw a huge success for a right-
wing anti-migration party. As discussed earlier, we evaluate the influ-
ence of the German election on Austrian migration attitudes, using the
AUTNES Online Panels waves #3 and #4, which were in the field in
August/September 2017 and October 2017, respectively. As these two
surveys are temporally close to each other, we minimize the risk that
Austrian respondents interviewed before the German election outcome
systematically differ from people interviewed afterwards — except for the
“treatment,” i.e., the German national election (see Bohmelt 2020).
However, we do not have a quasi-experimental design as we cannot fully
rule out confound treatments (see Bischof and Wagner 2019). For
instance, there may be some time-varying influences such as the inten-
sified election campaign in Austria as such, which are causally before the
German election and related to voter polarization. We sought to assess
and control for the influence of other treatments or sample differences,
though. That is, first, to weaken an effect from a potentially intensified
election campaign in Austria, we present models (Models 9 and 10 in
Table 2) that are based on a more narrowly defined sample, i.e., the later
phase of wave #3 (last two days in the field) and the early phase of wave
#4 (first two days in the field). Second, we compare respondents’ de-
mographics across treated and non-treated groups below (Model 8) and
find no statistically significant differences. Third, the control variables
in Table 2 are meant to address any remaining imbalances in the data.

The dependent variable in the following analysis is based on one item
asking respondents about whether they think immigrants pay more into
the Austrian social security system than they take out. We focus on each
respondent’s squared distance to the mean value in survey wave #3 and
after the election (survey wave #4) to capture polarization (see also
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Fig. 2. Short-Term and Asymptotic Long-Term Spatial Effects of Spatial Variables
Notes. The horizontal bars are 90 percent confidence intervals and the vertical dashed line represents a spatial effect of 0. Estimates are based on Models 1 and 3
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Table 2
Austrian voter polarization in response to German Election Outcome 2017.
Model 7 Model 8 Model 9 Model 10 Model 11 Model 12
Placebo Test
Treatment 0.048%** 0.063** 0.248* 0.176* —0.456 0.098
(0.018) (0.026) (0.136) (0.095) (0.411) (0.104)
Female —0.047 0.029 0.037 —0.050
(0.051) (0.062) (0.068) (0.055)
Age 0.000 —0.000 —0.000 0.001
(0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001)
Political Orientation —0.193%** —0.179%* —0.179** —0.229%**
(0.068) (0.085) (0.084) (0.078)
Social Class 0.003 —0.051 —0.053 0.043**
(0.025) (0.053) (0.053) (0.018)
Unemployed —-0.018 —0.152* —-0.140 0.094
(0.038) (0.086) (0.090) (0.064)
Media Consumption —0.609
(0.397)
Treatment x Media Consumption 0.707*
(0.406)
Constant 0.930%** 1.076%** 0.744%** 1.099%** 1.660%** 0.921%%*
(0.016) (0.060) (0.137) (0.093) (0.406) (0.105)
Obs. 5326 3518 1765 1255 1255 1676
Prob. > ¢? 0.000 0.000 0.068 0.081 0.000 0.000

Table entries are coefficients; standard errors in parentheses.
*p < 0.10, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01.

Bischof and Wagner 2019). Fig. 4 gives a descriptive overview of this
dependent variable. The vertical line allows for a distinction between
the pre-election and post-election period: polarization among Austrians
seems to be higher after the German election. This may provide some
initial evidence supporting our ESS findings and the theory. Note that
the point estimate of polarization decreases when approaching the end

11

1.0

0.9

Polarization

0.8

0.7

-15 -10 -5

of wave #3 and, hence, the German election, but, on the other hand, the
confidence interval increases. This is driven by fewer respondents at the
end of wave #3. To account for temporal dynamics against this back-
ground, Models 9 and 10 in Table 2 concentrate on interviews conducted
in the later phase of wave #3 (last two days in the field) and the early
phase of wave #4 (first two days in the field).

5 10

0
Standardized Days Before End of Wave #3 and After Beginning of Wave #4

Fig. 4. Voter Polarization in Austria Before and After the German Election

Notes. The graph presents local polynomial regression plots with 90 percent confidence intervals (shaded areas); the vertical solid line marks the German election: left
part of the graph pertains to survey wave 3 (before election; fieldwork period: August 30, 2017 to September 14, 2017) and right part pertains to survey wave 4 (after
election; fieldwork period: October 2, 2017 to October 13, 2017); data points farther away on the horizontal axis from the vertical solid line pertain to surveys
compiled more temporally distant from the election; days on horizontal axis have been standardized by the end of wave 3 (e.g., August 30 is day —15; October 2 is

day 1).
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To further substantiate this descriptive assessment, Table 2 provides
a thorough analysis of Austrian interviewees’ polarization. The unit of
analysis in the models of Table 2 is the individual. Due to the hierar-
chical nature of the data, we use multilevel mixed-effects linear
regression considering the fact that individuals are nested in Austrian
states and waves. Thus, we use a random-intercept (country-level,
modeled according to a normal distribution) approach (Gelman and Hill
2006). This accounts for unobserved heterogeneity at the country level
(Skrondal and Rabe-Hesketh, 2009). We employ a demographic and
political weight based on wave #4 that adjusts the populations of all
Austrian states as a group. The main independent variable is Treatment:
a binary variable that receives a value of 1 for each respondent in wave
#4 (i.e., after the German election) and a value of 0 for wave #3 (before
the German election). We include controls for gender (Female, binary
item scoring 1 for female respondents, 0 otherwise), age (Age, actual age
of interviewee at the time of the survey), political factors (Political
Orientation, left-right self-placement based on the prospective party
choice), and economic circumstances (Unemployed, binary item scoring
1 for respondents who were unemployed at the time of the survey,
0 otherwise; and Social Class ranging between 1 (very good income
situation) and 4 (very difficult income situation)).

Model 7 focuses on the core variables of interest, and we add the
control variables in Model 8. The control variables capture influences
from and remaining sample imbalances pertaining to gender, age, po-
litical orientation, social class, and employment status. All of these
variables, except for Political Orientation, are time-invariant and thus do
not differ across waves #3 and #4 of the AES, however. But even for
Political Orientation, the sample differences over treated and untreated
groups are not statistically significant (p-value of 0.3128 in a t-test).
Models 9-10 mirror the setup in Models 7-8 in terms of the variables,
but we use a more constrained sample. Specifically, Models 9-10 are
about the later phase of wave #3 (last two days in the field) and the early
phase of wave #4 (first two days in the field). Finally, Model 11 interacts
the treatment variable with an item on media consumption (and is also
based on the constrained sample used for Models 9-10), while Model 12
provides a placebo test that estimates the effects on citizen migration
attitudes before the elections took place so that there is a baseline esti-
mate for citizens that do not observe the electoral success of the anti-
immigration parties (i.e., for citizens not exposed to the treatment).
For this placebo test, we divide the survey sample based on wave #3
only - into respondents interviewed before and after the last seven days
in the field.

As expected, we obtain evidence for a positive and significant effect
of Treatment, which ranges between 0.048 and 0.248 in Models 7-10.
These calculations suggest that the marginal treatment effect in the
Austrian electorate is about 0.048-0.248 units after the election in
Germany. The evidence for this positive effect is consistent across the
models in Tables 2 and it is substantively important, because the positive
treatment effects for Models 7-11 provide evidence that Austrian atti-
tudes polarized after the German election outcome. The findings are
robust to adding the control variables (Models 8 and10) or employing a
more narrowly defined sample (Models 9-10). Our estimation is also
robust when considering a variable on news-media consumption: the
Austrian election study comprises an item on how often respondents
have informed themselves about political events through television,
newspapers, radio, internet, and social media. Responses range between
“several times a day” to “never.” We constructed a binary variable
receiving a value of 1 if respondents indicated that they informed
themselves via either medium “several times a day,” “nearly daily,” or
“several times per week” (0 otherwise). This variable is interacted with
the treatment variable, and we estimate a coefficient of 0.707 in Model
11 (statistically significant at conventional levels). This suggests that, as
argued in our theory, political news-media consumption amplifies the
treatment effect on polarization as the media are the vehicle for the
cross-country diffusion effect we explore.

Also note the effect of the left-right variable (Political Orientation):
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the negative coefficient estimate highlights that right-wing supporters
are characterized by a smaller squared distance to the mean value of the
migration survey item. This supports the idea of a backlash effect (rather
than legitimization) after the German election in this case as polariza-
tion, or the distance from the mean migration preference, increases
especially for citizens on the left of the political spectrum who are
generally more supportive of migration.

Turning to the placebo test in Model 12, we divided the survey
sample of wave #3 into respondents interviewed before or after the last
seven days in the field. Hence, the outcome of the German election was
unknown to any survey respondent and there was no “shock” stemming
from the electoral success of the AfD. As expected, the treatment vari-
able is statistically insignificant in Model 12. This placebo test, for which
respondents did not observe the electoral success of the AfD, addition-
ally supports our theoretical argument that anti-migration party plat-
forms’ success at home influences voter polarization abroad.

In the SI, we created a polarization variable that captures in-
dividuals’ squared distances to the mean value, based on factor scores
that are derived from several different migration items (SI Tables A10
and A11). We also assess in which direction public opinion moved after
the German election to evaluate backlash and legitimization effects
more directly (SI Table A12). Furthermore, we analyze data on Google
Trends in various countries before and after the electoral success of anti-
immigrant parties abroad, and to evaluate the role of information con-
sumption and the media again (SI Figures A3-A5). These additional
analyses further support our argument and the empirical findings pre-
sented above.

5. Conclusion

Our study extends earlier research on public opinion, polarization,
and diffusion. The arguments and empirical analyses support the finding
that migration attitudes polarize when foreign political parties that
promote anti-immigration policies perform well in their national elec-
tions. This result contributes to our understanding of how the public
attitude changes (e.g., Soroka and Wlezien 2010), how it sees migration
(e.g., Van Hauwaert, 2023), how it polarizes (e.g., Bischof and Wagner
2019), and the role of international trends that occur outside of domestic
politics (e.g., Cook et al., 2022).

Several questions remain to explore in future research. For example,
economic conditions at the country-level or ties with other states in the
form of trade might influence the effects that we have identified. Cross-
national effects may be stronger, e.g., between states with closer eco-
nomic, language, or historical ties. We address some of these aspects
with Model 6 above that weighs the influence of larger countries more
strongly, and the second analysis based on the Austrian National Elec-
tion Study may be seen as a most-likely scenario for the mechanisms at
work due to the close ties between Germany and Austria.

Further analyses may also seek to evaluate the influence of clear
election victories/losses for political parties that compete on additional
dimensions of political contestation such as the environment, welfare, or
European integration. Indeed, current research suggests that in the US,
citizens’ attitudes toward immigration influence their views on the
welfare state (Garand et al., 2017). It is plausible, in light of Garand et al.
(2017), that anti-immigration party success facilitates — through its ef-
fect on migration attitudes — the diffusion of polarized attitudes toward
the welfare state. Also, there is evidence that the success of the green
movement and parties in other countries may have given rise to
pro-environmental views across borders (Dunlap 2012; Marquart-Pyatt
2016, 2018; Jorgenson and Givens, 2014), but this could (potentially)
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polarize attitudes on this dimension, too.!” Moreover, political in-
stitutions could facilitate the transmission of cross-border effects (e.g.,
Bohmelt et al., 2017). Anti-immigration parties may perform better
under proportional electoral systems, because these systems feature
lower electoral thresholds to gain representation in parliament. If
anti-immigration parties have more success in proportional systems, the
implication is that these systems will influence migration attitude
diffusion more than disproportional systems. Finally, our central argu-
ment focuses on the media as a vehicle for a cross-country effect. We
explore the validity of this component in detail above where we look at
respondents’ media consumption and in the SI using Google Trends data,
but more extensive future analyses could concentrate on actual media
analysis of elections abroad including the tone of reporting.

Nonetheless, the theoretical arguments and empirical analyses sup-
port the Anti-Immigration Hypothesis, and they are relevant to under-
standing attitudes towards immigration (e.g., Hainmueller and Hopkins
2014; Valentino et al., 2019; Czaika and Di Lillo 2018), because they
imply that citizens are influenced by election outcomes in other states
when specific parties do well. Our findings are also relevant for scholars
of diffusion (e.g., Elkins and Simmons 2005; Gilardi 2010; Gilardi and
Wasserfallen 2019). While several of these works focus on
government-to-government policy diffusion, prominent works on po-
litical representation have shown that policy outputs are influenced by
public opinion or the median voter (Kang and Powell, 2010; see also
McDonald and Budge 2005; Budge et al., 2012). Thus, our research on
migration highlights a different channel for policy diffusion through
which elections abroad influence political attitudes “at home” — which,
in turn, influence policies.
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