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The wellbeing of immigrants in Great Britain: Mechanisms in the Relationship between Attitudes 

towards Immigrants and Their Wellbeing 

Topic and theoretical focus 

While the outcomes of intergroup contact should typically be positive, current research shows that they 

change under different circumstances, and thus the results are inconclusive (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). 

The research focused specifically on migrants' contact with non-migrants yields similarly mixed results. 

Intergroup theory proposes that distinguishing between positive or negative contact (which I call the 

'character of contact') is essential in determining the direction of effect on wellbeing. However, the 

character is not captured by the most widely used proxies of contact in quantitative research studies, 

such as ethnic composition or foreign population rate. Another approach to examining the effect of contact 

includes using of measures of perception of or an experience with discrimination (Nandi & Luthra, 2018). 

While these measures capture the character of contact, they are subjective, and it is complicated to relate 

them to other subjective measures, such as wellbeing. They also do not capture part of the scale in the 

character of contact (positive). 

 

In my study of wellbeing of immigrants in GB, I aim to overcome these shortcomings. I focus on attitudes 

towards immigrants (ATI) as a new measure of an individual's lived experience with non-migrants, i.e., a 

proxy of contact. I first ask if non-migrants ATI are associated with migrants' wellbeing. I use ATI 

aggregated on two different levels of area measures. I employ two levels of aggregation to account for 

different variations in the ATI on these levels. This reveals various combinations of exposure to ATI, 

which are produced by migrants being nested in different level areas (Petrović et al., 2018). That helps 

me to determine which level is (more) important for their wellbeing. Moreover, by exploring ATI on two 

levels, I can determine which mechanisms are behind the association between ATI and migrants' 

wellbeing on each level.  
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As potential mechanisms, I test determinants currently linked to migrants' wellbeing in the UK: 

neighbourhood ethnic composition and intergroup exposure (Knies, Nandi, and Platt, 2016), foreign 

population rate, social cohesion, and intergroup friendship. Thus, I further ask if these could be the 

mechanism through which immigrants experience ATI and whether they interact with the association. 

 

In these analyses, I test the claims from cultural threat theory, neighbourhood effect theory (Lawrence, 

Schmidt & Hewstone, 2018), and intergroup contact, and threat theory (Allport 1954). 

 

Data, research design and research methodology 

My data stem from two primary sources. Firstly, it is UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS), and 

second is the European Value Study (EVS). My main analytical sample comes from UKHLS wave 9 

(2017/2019) and consists of individuals born both outside of the UK and in the UK with at least one parent 

born outside of the UK (N=6998).  UKHLS is also the source of measures of neighbourhood interactions 

and other measures considered as potential mechanisms (i.e., neighbourhood mixing, interethnic 

friendships, neighbourhood social cohesion). The UKHLS individual data are matched to non-migrants 

attitudes to immigrants derived from the EVS (2018). Additionally, I employ measures from ONS such as 

regional foreign population rate, regional unemployment rate, and local ethnic composition. 

 

My main explanatory variable is an index of three measures of ATI (responded by the non-migrant 

population of Great Britain), which are aggregated on two levels of area measures. I focus on the regional 

attitudes NUTS1 level (N = 11) and the smaller local area level of NUTS3 (N = 68). I estimate the 

relationship between local and regional ATI (10 point-scale) and individual self-reported life satisfaction 

(7 point-scale). The association is estimated in three series of nested OLS models successively 

employing local ATI, regional ATI, and both levels together. This design allows me to compare variation 

in the association for various migrant groups and different spatial scales of migrants' lived environments.  
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Additionally, I explore the moderating and mediating effect of identified potential mechanisms. My 

regression model controls for contextual-level characteristics, which may be associated with attitudes 

towards immigrants (such as unemployment rates), and individual-level characteristics related to life 

satisfaction (socioeconomic and demographic variables). 

 

Preliminary findings and contribution 

Descriptive statistics show that the variation in ATI is limited across NUTS1 regions (between 4-6 on a 

10 point-scale), but greater on the NUTS3 level (between 2-10 on a 10 point-scale). This finding confirms 

the importance of taking seriously the within-country heterogeneity and the importance of using multiple 

measures to capture characteristics of migrants' lived environment correctly.  

 

My initial results establish there is a significant association between attitudes towards immigrants and 

their wellbeing. The first regression estimates show (Fig. 1) that migrants' wellbeing is sensitive to the 

exposure to non-migrants' negative ATI on the higher level (NUTS1), other things being equal. In this 

analysis, migrant life satisfaction decreases by 0.25 points with each increasing point of negative attitudes 

(p<0.05). The effect size is comparable with the most prominent determinants of wellbeing, such as 

highest educational attainment or employment. In comparison, the second generation's wellbeing is 

significantly associated with ATI on a smaller (local) geographical area, suggesting a stronger association 

between attitudes in their local areas and wellbeing. The ethnic composition of the region and 

neighbourhood cohesion moderate the latter, which is an important contribution to disentangling causal 

pathways in the relationship between migrants' wellbeing and the context of their lived environment. My 

paper's contribution is therefore threefold. It brings insights into variation in migrants' life-satisfaction, has 

implications for integration policies implemented on the municipal level, and contributes to the literature 

on migrants' wellbeing and intergroup contact. 
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Figure 1.  

OLS regression estimates for the subsample of immigrants and ATI aggregated on the NUTS1 level. 

 

Note: This OLS model also includes regional variables unemployment rate and foreign population rate (non-significant) and 

individual level variables education and employment (significant, p< 0.01)  which are not shown in the figure.  
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