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Does the neighborhood context explain attitudes toward immigration? A
study of opinions on immigration in the city of Turku, Finland

Staffan Himmelroos & Mikko Leino
Åbo Akademi University, University of Turku

The aim of this study is to find out if or to what extent residential context can explain attitudes
toward immigration. Although immigration is a global phenomenon, the practical challenges
related to integration need to be solved locally. For integration to succeed, the majority pop-
ulation needs to accept the influx of new and different cultures as part of a common society.
Against this background, it is important to understand the basis of different opinions on im-
migration and how they are dispersed in the local community. We make use of large data set
(n=2977) on attitudes toward immigration in Turku collected in 2012. It allows us to analyze
how attitudes toward immigration vary within different parts of the municipality and whether
neighborhood context can explain attitudes toward immigration. We find that the most potent
explanation related to residential context is the general sentiment toward immigration in a
neighborhood.
Keywords: Attitudes, immigration, Turku, neigborhoods, residential segregation

Introduction
While immigration to Finland has been, and still is, rela-

tively moderate compared to many other European countries,
it has increased significantly in recent years. As a result of
this development, attitudes toward immigration have become
increasingly politicized. At the same time it is important to
note that immigration is not evenly spread out over the coun-
try and the presence of immigrants in the lives of the majority
population varies to a large degree. The aim of this study is
to gain a better understanding of the extent to which the ma-
jority population’s attitudes toward immigration are affected
by residential context.

Like in other EU member states, immigrants in Fin-
land are concentrated to larger cities (Vaattovaara, Vilkama,
Yousfi, Dhalmann, & Kauppinen, 2010; Horttanainen &
Wikman-Immonen, 2010). The case at hand, the city of
Turku, is second only to the metropolitan area of Helsinki
in the size of the immigrant population. European cities
in general are becoming increasingly segregated and subse-
quently some inhabitants are more likely than others to come
into contact with the growing number of immigrants (Semy-
onov & Glikman, 2009). According to Rasinkangas (2013;
2014), this increasing segregation is apparent also in Turku,
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and consequently, the suburbs of Turku are one of the places
where the majority population is most likely to come into
contact with immigrants.

Our research question is whether neighborhood context
affects attitudes toward immigrants in the city of Turku, in
southwestern Finland? Contextual explanations for attitudes
toward minority groups have long been an area of intense
debate among social scientists (Rocha & Espino, 2009; Se-
myonov & Glikman, 2009, p. 694). Primarily two plausi-
ble, but at the same time conflicting, explanations for how
residential context may affect attitudes toward immigration
have been presented. First, according to contact theory, inter-
group contact is an efficient means to reduce prejudice and
group conflict, in other words, more contact with immigrants
will make the majority population more likely to accept them
(Allport, 1979; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Second, inter-
group threat theories suggest that residential proximity will
induce rather than reduce prejudice due to competition over
resources. According to this line of reasoning, the influx
of immigrants will increase competition, especially in the
lower socio-economic tiers, thereby producing negative atti-
tudes toward immigration (Blalock, 1967; Hjerm, 2009; Key,
1949).

The contributions of the study are in part methodologi-
cal and in part substantive. The methodological contribution
comes from our focus on a relatively small residential con-
text, neighborhoods, the importance of which has not been
widely analyzed. Even when this is the case, the studies fo-
cus on cities and countries with established and sizeable mi-
norities (see for example Sturgis et al., 2014). In this respect,
a Finnish city makes an interesting case in the sense that it
represents an area where immigration until recently has been
relatively small scale. Also, our interest lies with the case
of Turku itself, since local differences – and their probable
causes - in attitudes toward immigration have not been ex-
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tensively studied in Finland. It remains uncertain how rel-
evant theories that rely on the presence of immigrants (or
other minority groups) are in conditions where immigrants
are relatively few and far in between. Therefore, we add an
additional explanation, which gauges the influence of living
among like-minded people on individual attitudes.

The present paper is organized as follows. Next, we dis-
cuss more deeply the theoretical explanations related to atti-
tudes toward immigration as well as previous findings on the
effects of residential context. After that, we describe the data
collected by the Social Science Research Institute at Åbo
Akademi University in 2012 and the variables we use. We
then present the results from our empirical analysis on the
effects of individual and context-level predictors of attitudes
toward immigration. Finally, we draw conclusions based on
our findings and discuss the potential link between residen-
tial segregation and attitudes toward immigration.

Theory and background
What do we mean by attitudes toward immigration? Ac-

cording to Ajzen (2005, p. 3), an attitude is a disposition
to respond favorably or unfavorably to an object, person, in-
stitution, or event. An attitude is not behavior, but rather a
predisposition to respond in a particular way to the attitude
object. Attitudes toward immigration are generally discussed
under the concept of prejudice. Prejudice can be defined as
an intolerant, unfair or irrational unfavorable attitude toward
another group of people, but it can also involve unfounded
favorable attitudes toward a group (Jones, 1997).

Some authors (cf. Rydgren, 2008) argue that we should
differentiate between immigration skepticism, which may
have a different rationale from xenophobic or racist attitudes.
Rydgren (2008, p. 740) points out that people with racist
attitudes are probably xenophobic and immigration sceptics
as well, but xenophobic voters are not necessarily racists and
immigration sceptics are neither necessarily xenophobes nor
racists. Nevertheless, empirical studies suggest that restric-
tive and prejudiced attitudes often tend to be conflated (Grön-
lund, Herne, & Setälä, 2015; Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2014,
p. 231). In this paper, we refer to attitudes toward immigra-
tion in more general terms, which according to Rydgren’s
line of reasoning should also include attitudes concerning
immigrants more specifically.

At the level of the nation-state, at least in European wel-
fare states, the formation of attitudes toward immigration
is linked to two kinds of explanations: socio-psychological
and economical. The first explanation relies on an argument
that immigration implies ethnic, linguistic and/or racial di-
versity, which would break down the homogeneous identity
and broad sense of solidarity that laid the ground for national,
encompassing welfare arrangements. The second explana-
tion relies on an argument that the social expenditure costs
increase if immigrants are disproportionally dependent on
welfare (van Oorschot, 2008).

Attitudes toward immigration tend, however, to vary
rather considerably within countries. According to Jaakkola
(2009, p. 25), Turku and Helsinki display the most positive

attitudes toward immigration. For a long time there was a
large disparity in attitudes toward immigration between rural
and urban areas in Finland, with the rural areas being more
reluctant to accept the influx of immigrants. Even though
this difference is much smaller today than it was some twenty
years ago, residents from the large cities in Finland are still
more tolerant of immigration than people from the country-
side (Jaakkola, 2009).

Research on intergroup contact or local intergroup threat
has traditionally played an important role in explaining atti-
tudes toward minority groups on a subnational demographic
context. Residential proximity provides the opportunity to
interact with immigrants, potentially affecting out-group cat-
egorization by the majority population (Hainmueller & Hop-
kins, 2014, p. 236). Residential context can affect attitudes
toward immigration through two principal channels, both of
which are related to group identity. The first, and perhaps
most important explanation is that residential context medi-
ates the frequency of everyday contact between the major-
ity population and minority groups. Second, residential con-
text can affect attitudes toward immigration through in-group
consolidation: attitudes develop or become strengthened as a
result of coming into contact with shared views (Schkade,
Sunstein, & Hastie, 2010).

How these mechanisms can shape attitudes toward immi-
gration depends partly on residential segregation. Contact
between the majority population and immigrants or other mi-
norities is neither completely random nor purely based on
individual preferences. Education, occupation and income
influence people’s choice of residence and this results in
certain demographic groups being overrepresented in some
neighborhoods while underrepresented in others (Rasinkan-
gas, 2013, p. 32; Semyonov & Glikman, 2009, p. 694).
Residential location affects access to the job market, trans-
portation, and education and, when social differentiation be-
tween different demographic groups and geographical areas
increase, some neighborhoods can experience failed devel-
opment and become stuck in socio-economically weaker po-
sitions (Barr, 2012; Rasinkangas, 2013). When these differ-
ences become pervasive, it is referred to as residential seg-
regation. Residential segregation divides population groups
into various neighborhood contexts and shapes the living en-
vironment at the neighborhood level and is viewed as major
aspect of urban socio-economic inequality (Charles, 2003;
Massey & Denton, 1993).

Due to the economic realities of most immigrants, they
seldom share neighborhoods with the more affluent parts of
the majority population (Semyonov & Glikman, 2009, p.
694). Hence, residential segregation becomes a factor for in-
teractions between members of minority group populations
and members of the majority group population, by reduc-
ing contact potential in homogenous areas and increasing it
in more heterogeneous areas. The varying levels of contact
with immigrants has in turn spurred two distinct theories on
how contact with immigrants affect people’s attitudes toward
immigration.

According to contact theory, as originally advanced by
Allport (1979), inter-group contact is an efficient means to
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reduce prejudice and ethnic conflict. Since group identity
and out-group stereotyping are considered intrinsic to prej-
udice, limited contact with immigrants would be conducive
to the emergence of prejudiced views and to the preserva-
tion of social distance between the majority population and
immigrants. Social contact is not directly a contextual vari-
able, but it is greatly influenced by contextual factors such
as ethnic segregation. Attitudes toward immigration would
subsequently be explained by the fact that some groups are
more likely than others to come into contact with people
unlike themselves. Direct contact with minority groups in-
creases affability because increased contact makes it difficult
for groups to accept typically negative stereotypes (Forbes,
1997). A general condition for contact theory (Allport, 1979)
is that the contact should be of such frequency, duration and
closeness that it has the potential to lead to meaningful rela-
tionships between the individuals concerned. This is a crite-
rion that can be quite hard to measure, especially in Finland
where the minority groups are of such limited size that most
residential areas have little ethnical diversity. Nonetheless,
increase in the relative size of the minority population would
increase the odds that two random individuals from different
ethnic groups meet and thereby establish ‘positive’ and ‘con-
structive’ contacts (Wagner, Christ, Pettigrew, Stellmacher,
& Wolf, 2006).

Previous research supports the idea that intergroup contact
can affect racial attitudes favourably (cf. Tropp & Pettigrew,
2005). Jaakkola (2009, p. 29) finds that personal contact with
immigrants in Finland is correlated with more positive atti-
tudes toward immigrants. The more immigrants the respon-
dents had a personal relationship with, the more positively
they view both employment-based and humanitarian based
immigration. In accordance with the social contact thesis we
present the following hypothesis (H1): In residential areas
where the majority population is more likely to come into
contact with immigrants, they are less likely to view immi-
gration in negative terms.

Theories of inter-group threat have suggested that residen-
tial proximity can also increase prejudice due to competition
over scarce resources (Hopkins, Tran, & Williamson, 2014;
Key, 1949; Oliver & Mendelberg, 2000). Group threat the-
ory identifies an implicit or explicit challenge to dominant
group’s position as the catalyst for prejudice. Hence, fear of
competition would be a likely source for prejudice and neg-
ative sentiments (Blalock, 1967; Blumer, 1958). This the-
ory finds support from studies examining individuals’ atti-
tudes toward ethnic minorities, which consistently show that
prejudice tends to be more pronounced among individuals
with low socio-economic status (e.g. low education, low
income, unemployed). Due to residential segregation, low
socio-economic status individuals from the majority popu-
lation also are more likely to share neighborhoods with im-
migrants. Prejudice would be higher among this group due
to a threat generated by the presence of subordinate minor-
ity populations (Schneider, 20088; Semyonov & Glikman,
2009). Because the competition in question is mainly eco-
nomic and not cultural, the proportion of the minority group
or groups in a neighborhood is of special importance. In

line with this reasoning the majority views a larger minority
group as a bigger threat than a smaller one (Hjerm, 2009). In
accordance with the inter-group threat thesis we expect that
(H2): In residential areas where there are more immigrants,
the majority population, especially if they belong to low SES
groups, is more likely to view immigration in negative terms.

The contact and threat theories have played a major part
in explaining the prejudice by whites toward blacks and
other minorities in various areas in the United States (Hjerm,
2009), but they are not necessarily as useful in the Finnish
context, where immigration is and has been very small scale
in comparison and racial conflict is more or less non-existent.
In such circumstances it might be necessary to look for alter-
native explanations. According to theories on group polar-
ization (cf. Sunstein, 2009; Schkade, Sunstein, & Hastie,
2010), attitudes become strengthened as a result of coming
into contact with shared views. Due to the growing segrega-
tion in our societies, neighborhoods consist to an increasing
extent of people who share similar characteristics. Whether it
is of their own choosing or not people have a tendency to af-
filiate with people like themselves (cf. Mutz, 2006, p. 9), and
thereby they are likely to be affected by the general sentiment
in their nearby environment. Residential segregation makes
it more likely for people to meet other people who experience
the world in the same way as they do and less likely to meet
those with another perspective. In neighborhoods where a
large portion of the population holds a positive view of im-
migration, one is likely to meet people who experience the
world the way they do and less likely to meet those who are
more critical of immigration. And the opposite is of course
true for neighborhoods where a large number of immigration
critics reside. We might, therefore, expect people’s attitudes
to become consolidated by the dominant attitudes of their
immediate surroundings. According to our third hypothesis
(H3): the dominating view, whether pro-immigration or anti-
immigration, in a neighborhood will correspondingly affect
individual views.

In summary, we expect that the residential context influ-
ences individual attitudes, which cannot be explained apart
from the environments where individuals live in. In the fol-
lowing section, we present the data and methods we use to
explore the three hypotheses we have formulated based on
theoretical literature and earlier empirical findings.

Data and variables

The case of Turku
The City of Turku is located in the southwestern part of

Finland and has a population of approximately 200,000. The
dispersion of immigrants in the City of Turku is quite un-
even (Salminen, 2012; Rasinkangas 2014), and in a study
of the Turku area Rasinkangas (2013) shows that ethnic seg-
regation is increasing. The influx of immigrants is mostly
concentrated to the largest suburban areas. The share of
immigrants is the highest in Varissuo (40 per cent are non-
native speakers, making it the most multicultural residential
area in Finland) and there are altogether five neighborhoods
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where more than 20 per cent of the population speaks a for-
eign native tongue as their first language. On the other hand,
there are many areas in Turku with very few immigrants. The
majority of native-born Finns are actually very likely to re-
side in neighborhoods that are extremely homogenous when
it comes to ethnic composition. Hence, neighborhoods are
very different when it comes to interaction between majority
and minority populations.

Data
The study makes use of both survey and register data. The

data on attitudes toward immigration used in this study orig-
inate from a research project on deliberative democracy. The
main purpose of the research project was to organize an ex-
periment where a large group of citizens gathered to discuss
immigration policy in Finland. However, as part of the re-
cruitment process for this experiment, a random sample of
potential participants in the experiment was surveyed on their
attitudes toward immigration.

The recruitment survey (T1) in the research project was
mailed out to a simple random sample of 12,000 adults in
the Turku region in early 2012. Of the addressed sample, 39
percent (n = 4,681) responded to the survey. Of these respon-
dents, 3,350 lived in the City of Turku. We decided to leave
out the Swedish-speaking national minority from our data,
because their position in relation to other minority groups is
not strictly comparable to that of the Finnish-speaking major-
ity (final sample n = 2,977). T1 was fairly short, consisting
only of 14 questions whose aim was to measure the respon-
dents’ attitudes toward immigration. It included items on
how the respondents feel about the scale of immigration, how
they feel about immigrants’ adaptation to Finnish society, the
economic impact of immigration, as well as about working
with or living next to immigrants. The survey also included
a few questions regarding basic socio-demographic factors.
Other surveys (T2-T5) and an experimental treatment were
used to measure additional factors and attitude change in a
smaller subsample of the population, but these data are not
suited for the purposes of this study.

The benefit of having a large-N survey in a single mu-
nicipality is that it allows for comparisons of units at the
sub-municipal level. We decided to use neighborhoods as
the contextual factor, because we think that neighborhoods,
rather than larger areas like zip codes, represent the area
where people actually live their daily lives and with which
they identify. Neighborhoods are sufficiently small for res-
idents to have shared experience and for the inhabitants to
be in frequent contact with other people living in the area.
A zip code might not only include neighborhoods with very
different characteristics, it is also likely to be so large that the
residents do not necessarily have comprehensive first-hand
knowledge of what is going on in the area.

The City of Turku is divided into nine larger sub-areas
and 134 smaller sub-areas or neighborhoods. The register
data on small sub-areas in the municipality of Turku were
collected by Statistics Finland for the City of Turku in 2012.
The register data include information on a number of socio-

economic variables at the neighborhood level. For the pur-
pose of our analysis, the survey data on individual attitudes
toward immigration were combined with information from
these municipal sub-areas.

In this study, we include 107 small areas or neighbor-
hoods. This includes all neighborhoods from which we have
respondents in our survey data. The neighborhoods naturally
vary in many respects. Some are densely populated, the cen-
tral parts and major suburbs in particular. Others are more
sparsely populated with mostly detached housing, particu-
larly on the islands outside Turku and in other more periph-
eral areas. The number of inhabitants in the neighborhoods
varies from a few hundred to almost 9,000, and the number
of respondents varies between 1 and 135. Neighborhoods
that were not included in our analysis simply had no or very
few inhabitants. Due to the small number of people living
in some neighborhoods they may not have been part of the
random sample or the few who got the survey have chosen
not to fill it out.

Dependent variable
Our dependent variable is an index variable consisting of

eight items (out of 11 surveyed) regarding different issues
related to immigration in Finland. Each item was first re-
coded into a scale from 0 to 1, so that 1 indicates the most
immigration-friendly attitude. While the index touches upon
quite different themes regarding immigration, its items cover
the central aspects related to attitudes toward immigrants, in-
cluding the socio-psychological and economical aspects. All
11 attitudinal items loaded on one single factor (using prin-
cipal components analysis), but to create a more coherent
index we included only the eight with highest correlations (ρ
> 0.65) with this factor. This resulted in a strongly coherent
index. The questions together with the principal components
analysis can be found in the appendix.

Independent variables
The following variables measure differences in residential

context between the neighborhoods: (I) share of young adults
(20-29), (II) share of adults above 15 years of age with a col-
lege level degree or higher, (III) level of unemployment, (IV)
average income for adults above 15 years of age, (V) share
of non-native speakers, and finally, (VI) a population density
measure that takes into account both population size and the
share of detached housing. In some of our analyses we also
use a neighborhood specific measure of attitudes toward im-
migration based on the average attitudes of the respondents
in each neighborhood.

The share of young adults in the neighborhood (20-29) is
perhaps not the most obvious choice among contextual vari-
ables for explaining attitudes toward immigration, but it can
be considered an important variable for several reasons. Pre-
vious research indicates young people are more tolerant than
older generations. Thus, a large share of young people may
contribute to a more tolerant environment. Since Turku is
one of the most prominent student cities in Finland, with stu-
dents making up about 10% of the population (Statistics Fin-
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Table 2
Top 5 neighborhoods with the most positive and negative attitudes toward immigration.

Immigration in Young adults Highly educated Unemployed Non-native Income Population
Finland (0-8) (%) (%) (%) speakers (%) 1000 € density (0-100)

Yliopisto I 5.07 38.07 38.83 8.67 10.47 22.8 17.6
Tuurepori VI 4.96 29.94 42.75 7.2 3.68 30.2 19.0
Sirkkala I 4.76 46.39 37.89 7.48 3.63 23.9 69.9
Länsiranta 4.73 19.37 34.00 13.02 3.76 28.0 17.9
Verkatehdas VI 4.70 34.3 38.11 11.51 4.04 27.2 36.2

Länsi-Maaria-Jäkärlä 2.98 12.8 17.68 17.24 9.02 24.8 13.4
Härkämäki-Jyrkkälä 2.96 16.94 11.07 25.27 12.72 20.0 37.1
Varissuo 2.96 14.89 15.7 29.24 39.45 18.6 100.0
Etelä-Paattinen 2.83 6.99 25.74 6.75 2.2 29.1 1.8
Asuin-Pitkämäki 2.72 7.14 44.93 5.67 1.86 35.9 1.7

Note: only neighborhoods with 20 or more respondents.

land, 2012), the age group of 20-29 year olds is quite dom-
inant. Moreover, this age group in Finland belongs to the
first generation that has had a lifelong experience of a more
ethnically heterogeneous society. The remaining residential
context variables are much more straightforward. Educa-
tion, employment and income are considered key variables
for socioeconomic status (Brady, Verba, & Schlozman, 1995;
Rosenstone & Hansen, 2003) and these variables are there-
fore important indicators of residential segregation. These
indicators are measured by the share of highly educated in-
dividuals within the neighborhood, the unemployment rate,
and mean income. The share of non-native speakers in the
neighborhood (non Finnish or Swedish) is a variable used to
represent the level of ethnic diversity in each neighborhood.
Our last measure is a measure of population density and acts
as proxy for how likely people are to come into contact with
each other in a neighborhood. The closer people live to each
other the harder it is to avoid interactions with others.

Anti-immigration attitudes are not only influenced by
inter-ethnic contacts, but also by individuals’ socio-
demographic characteristics. It is well known that opinions
on immigration vary a lot between different demographic
groups. Previous research has found that women, younger
people, and those with higher education have more positive
attitudes toward immigration, while men, older people and
those with lower education tend to be more negative (Claw-
son & Oxley, 2012, p. 253). For this reason, we also include
basic socio-demographic variables in our analysis in order to
control for the relative importance of the contextual effects.
More information on each variable can be found in Table 1.

Methods
In the following section we make use of the above-

mentioned variables in order to test the hypotheses laid out
in the theoretical section. Our analysis proceeds in three
steps. A common starting point for studies on segregation is
to identify differences at the area level (Rasinkangas, 2013).

Following this approach, we start by examining how neigh-
borhoods vary when it comes to both attitudes and social dif-
ferentiation. The next step is to take a more systematic look
at the characteristics of the different neighborhoods by look-
ing at how attitudes and the different residential characteris-
tics correlate. Finally, after having established the variation,
as well as the main systematic differences for the neighbor-
hoods in Turku, we engage in the main analysis using a num-
ber of multi-level regression models.

Multi-level regression models (Hox, 2010; Luke, 2004;
Rabe-Hesketh & Skrondal, 2012) are used to gauge the effect
of all contextual factors simultaneously, while at the same
time controlling for the influence of individual level factors.
Multi-level modelling assumes that individuals interact with
the social context in which they belong, which is an empirical
way of understanding the relationship between the context
and the individual. Thereby it is able to account for the fact
that all the individual respondents are nested within neigh-
borhoods with specific characteristics. Another benefit of
using multilevel regression analysis is that we do not have
to worry about the relatively large variance in the number
of respondents at the neighborhood level. A common prob-
lem when using multi-level modelling is relatively few cases
at the level of the nesting, but since our data set includes
more than 100 neighborhoods this is not a major concern. In
the regression analysis we start by looking at the effect of
the context level variables used in the descriptive part of the
analysis. In subsequent models we include individual level
characteristics of the respondents and different interactions.
In our final models we also include the mean attitude of the
neighborhoods as an independent variable.

The empirical analysis
Since it would be almost impossible to engage in a more

in depth descriptive analysis of all 107 neighborhoods in our
data set, we begin by looking at a sample of ten different
neighborhoods in Turku. These show that attitudes toward
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immigration indeed vary between neighborhoods. The sam-
ple represents some of the neighborhoods with the most posi-
tive and the most negative attitudes toward immigration. This
way it should be possible to get some idea of the variation
within Turku both when it comes to attitudes toward immi-
gration and residential context.

As seen from Table 2, the areas vary on a number of char-
acteristics. The first five neighborhoods are the areas that are
most positive toward immigration and have noticeably higher
score on our dependent variables compared to the bottom five
which represent the most neighborhoods with the most neg-
ative attitudes. The difference is large, but it is by no means
extreme. For the index variable, which includes 8 variables,
the most positive neighborhoods score around 5 and the most
negative have scores below 3.

Among the neighborhoods where the respondents display
the most positive attitudes toward immigration we find that
a relatively large share of the residents are young adults and
highly educated. Of the five neighborhoods with the most
positive attitudes toward immigration, four are notable for
their large student populations (between ten and twenty per-
cent of the inhabitants). Not only do the neighborhoods with
the most negative attitudes display quite the opposite pat-
tern on these variables, they also have higher levels of un-
employment and of non-native speakers. While income has
no apparent relationship to the respondents’ attitudes, based
on these select cases there seems to be a positive relation-
ship between socio-demographic residential segregation and
negative attitudes toward immigration.

With regard to our hypotheses, the neighborhood of Varis-
suo seems to fit the inter-group threat theory quiet well. Not
only is there a large share of non-native speakers in Varissuo,
but its unemployment rate is also relatively high, while in-
come and education levels are markedly lower. At the same
time the neighborhood displays some of the most negative
attitudes toward immigration. In line with group threat the-
ory, it seems that a competition over resources is a plausi-
ble explanation for the negative attitudes in this neighbor-
hood. However, the negative relationship between attitudes
and the presence of minority groups within a neighborhood
is by no means linear. The neighborhoods of Etelä-Paattinen
and Asuin-Pitkämäki are ethnically very homogenous, while
at the same time displaying quite negative attitudes toward
immigration. Not only are they ethnically homogenous, they
also have relatively low unemployment and relatively high
mean incomes. In this sense, the attitudes in Etelä-Paattinen
and Asuin-Pitkämäki would seem to be explained by lack of
contact with minority and would thereby be a better match
for our first hypothesis, which suggests that if the majority
population come into contact with immigrants, they are less
likely to view immigration in negative terms. However, it
should be noted that both neighborhoods differ from the most
positive neighborhoods on one account, the share of young
adults living in the area.

While comparing neighborhoods in this manner is an in-
teresting exercise, we should keep in mind that the sample
was drawn at the municipal level and, even though we picked
out neighborhoods with more than 20 respondents, the num-

bers are not necessarily representative. Nonetheless these re-
sults indicate that there might be very different explanations
for attitudes toward immigration at the neighborhood level.

To get a better idea as to how the different contextual level
characteristics and individual attitudes toward immigration
are related, we ran bivariate correlations (see table 3). This
also gives us more systematic evidence on the presence of
residential segregation in the neighborhoods of Turku. The
correlations between the neighborhoods’ characteristics in-
dicate a clear pattern of residential segregation. A large
share of highly educated individuals is strongly negatively
correlated with unemployment and the share of non-native
speakers in the neighborhood, while having a large share of
highly educated in the neighborhood is strongly correlated
with the mean income. Neighborhoods with a large share of
non-native speakers suffer from high unemployment, while
the mean income of a neighborhood is strongly correlated
with its share of unemployed and non-native speakers. Con-
sidering findings from previous research on segregation (cf.
Rasinkangas, 2013; Salminen, 2012), these finding are quite
expected.

The results from bivariate correlations not only indicate
a marked level of segregation, they also suggest that atti-
tudes toward immigration vary with regard to characteris-
tics of the neighborhood. We find that neighborhoods with
a larger share of young adults or larger share of highly ed-
ucated and prosperous individuals tend to be more positive
towards immigration. However, neighborhoods that lack the
aforementioned characteristics or struggle with high levels of
unemployment tend to be less enthusiastic regarding immi-
gration. Regarding our hypotheses we find little to suggest
that a higher share of non-native speakers in a neighborhood
would produce more positive or more negative attitudes. The
second hypothesis fares slightly better, as levels of unem-
ployment are correlated with negative attitudes. It is, never-
theless, hard to draw any conclusions with regard to our third
hypothesis based on this analysis.

The mere presence of residential segregation or bivariate
relationships between neighborhood characteristics and atti-
tudes toward immigration gives only a preliminary answer to
the primary research question (does contextual variation ex-
plain attitudes). For this reason we make use of multi-level
modelling in the final part of our analysis. We ran five differ-
ent multi-level regression models using the attitudes toward
immigration index as the dependent variable. Although our
previous analyses already indicate that the contextual level
variables are related to the phenomenon we are examining,
we began our regression analysis with an empty model in or-
der to assess the relationship between the different analytical
levels. The empty or null model indicates that 7 per cent
of the variation can be explained by between neighborhood
variations. In the second model we include all the variables
describing the residential context. Neighborhoods that have
a larger share of young adults or inhabitants with higher ed-
ucation are clearly more positive toward immigration, even
when controlling for other residential characteristics. For
each increase of ten-percentage points in the share of young
adults the average attitude toward immigration increase by
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Table 3
Correlations between immigration attitudes and neighborhood context variables (N = 107).

Immigration Young Highly Unemployed Non-native Income Population
attitudes adults educated Speakers density

Immigration attitudes 1.00 0.18 0.34 -0.20 (-0.16) 0.21 (-0.03)
Young adults 1.00 (0.10) (0.06) (0.15) -0.42 0.43
Highly educated 1.00 -0.74 -0.52 0.75 -0.27
Unemployed 1.00 0.73 -0.58 -0.38
Non-native speakers 1.00 -0.44 0.48
Income 1.00 -0.39
Population 1.00

Note: All correlations significant at 0.05 level, except for ()

0.22 points and a ten percentage point increase in the share of
the highly educated translates into 0.45 points of more posi-
tive attitudes. The share of unemployed, non-native speakers
or the level of income does not have a significant relationship
with the attitudes toward immigration in the second model.

In the third model we also include age, gender and ed-
ucation as individual level variables. The individual level
indicators are included in order to control the effect of the
group-level indicators. Previous research has indicated that
these socio-demographic factors strongly influence attitudes
toward immigration and they should thereby be a good way
of controlling for the relative influence of the residential con-
text. We find that the individual level variables included are
indeed potent explanatory factors. Gender and education are
both strongly significant (p < 0.001). The directions of these
relationships follow a well-known pattern. Women are on av-
erage 0.25 units more positive toward immigration than men
and respondents with a matriculation exam or more educa-
tion are 1.20 units more positive than those with lower edu-
cation. The effect of the respondents’ age is however not sig-
nificant when controlling for the neighborhood context vari-
ables. The contextual variables have an apparent impact on
attitudes toward immigration, but so do individual level mea-
surements like gender and the level of education.

The inclusion of the individual level variables has limited
effect on the variables describing residential context. Both
variables that had a significant effect in model 2 remain sig-
nificant in model 3, which would suggest that attitudes can-
not be explained simply by individual level factors. The
share of young people in the neighborhood loses some of
its explanatory power, but still remains strongly significant.
The relative stability of the residential context variables indi-
cate support for our third hypothesis regarding the effect of
the dominating view on attitudes toward immigration at the
neighborhood level. Unemployment also becomes signifi-
cant in this model, indicating that neighborhoods with higher
unemployment would be more positive toward immigration.
This is quite interesting since the simple correlations in table
3 indicated the opposite relationship. In order to more explic-
itly test the first and second hypothesis we also introduce two
interactions in model 3. The first interaction examines the
relationship between population density and share of non-

native speakers in order to gauge the likelihood for people to
come into contact with immigrants (H1) and the second in-
teraction examines relationship between low education and
the share of non-native speakers (H2). The inclusion of the
interaction terms have little effect and thereby give no further
support for our hypotheses regarding inter-ethnic contacts.

Our fourth and fifth models are somewhat different from
the previous models, the reason being our introduction of a
variable measuring the average attitude of the respondents in
each neighborhood. We included the mean for attitudes to-
ward immigration at the neighborhood level to get a better es-
timate of the influence of neighborhood characteristics on in-
dividual attitudes (H3). As we rely on an average calculated
based on our respondents in each neighborhood, we left out
the neighborhoods with five or fewer respondents in the last
two models. The threshold had almost no effect on the out-
come, but we still did not want a single or just a few individ-
uals to represent the average of the neighborhood and chose
to remove all neighborhoods with five or fewer respondents
from this analysis. Our fourth regression model suggests that
the effect of the mean attitudes in the neighborhoods is very
strong. The regression coefficient of 0.9 implies that holding
constant all other variables, the individual attitude increase
by 0.9 for each point the mean attitude increases. Based on
our findings from table 2 indicating that most neighborhoods
vary between 2.7 and 5.1 on our index of attitudes toward im-
migration (on a scale from 0-8), this would in practice mean
that an individual in a restrictive area is approximately two
points more negative than in a permissive area. Since the
effect is quite substantial we decided to run a fifth regression
model to further test the robustness of these findings. In order
to avoid potential problems related to multicollinearity, we
removed all neighborhood context variables included in the
previous model. In the fifth model, where we include only
the individual level measurements and the mean attitude the
results still remain very similar1. The regression coefficient

1 The robustness of the analysis was also tested by removing
all neighborhoods with less than 20 respondents and the outcome
still remained intact. The analyses where we have removed some
neighborhoods, subsequently have fewer units of analysis both at
the individual and neighborhood level. It is also worth noting that
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for the mean attitude of the neighborhood is smaller (0.7),
but it is still substantial and clearly significant. All in all,
there appears to be a strong relationship between the general
attitude in a neighborhood and individual attitudes toward
immigration, which lends considerable support to our third
hypothesis.

Discussion
Despite the fact that the initial observations regarding con-

textual effects on racial and minority attitudes were made
more than 60 years ago (Key, 1949), social scientists are still
working toward a detailed understanding of how social con-
text is linked to attitudes toward immigration. Some sug-
gest that increased contact with minority groups generates
more positive attitudes among the majority population (All-
port 1979, Tropp & Pettigrew 2005), while others claim the
exact opposite (Blalock, 1967; Hjerm, 2009; Key, 1949).
Interaction with minority groups is strongly related to resi-
dential segregation, as this phenomenon not only affects the
likelihood for the majority population to come into contact
with minority groups, but also the conditions under which
these interactions happen. Since European cities are becom-
ing increasingly segregated, this is an increasingly important
dimension for understanding attitudes toward immigration.

The aim of this paper has been to contribute to this dis-
cussion by looking at how characteristics of neighborhoods
in the city of Turku may explain attitudes toward immigra-
tion among the majority population. We expected a variation
in attitudes between different neighborhoods and that these
variances would be explained by different characteristics,
which define these neighborhoods. Based on the theoretical
discussion, we formulated three hypotheses regarding resi-
dential context and how it is associated with attitudes toward
immigration. Our two first hypotheses were based on contact
and inter-threat theories respectively, the first (H1) suggest-
ing that in residential areas where the majority population
are more likely have first hand experience with immigrants,
they are less likely to view immigration in negative terms.
The second hypothesis (H2) suggested basically the opposite
and that a higher share of immigrants leads to more nega-
tive attitudes especially among low-SES groups. Since much
of the work on attitudes towards immigration and minority
groups originates from the United States, where the condi-
tions are very different from Finland (due to the late influx
of immigrants in the latter), we included a third hypothesis
regarding the impact of residential context. This hypothesis
(H3) suggested that main contextual driver for immigration
attitudes at the neighborhood level would be general attitude
regarding the issue in the neighborhood.

In line with the primary theories in the field of ethnic and
racial attitudes we find that the residential context is related
to attitudes toward immigration. However, contrary to most
other studies on the subject, we do not find much to support
for the contact nor the threat hypothesis. Some neighbor-
hoods display features that would seem to go in line with
these hypotheses, but the evidence does not hold up in more
systematic tests of the data. Most studies where the neigh-

borhood context is used to explain attitudes toward minority
groups originate from the United States. In a rare study on
the impact of the neighborhood context in the European con-
text Sturgis et al (2014) find support for the contact theory,
but only when area-level economic deprivation is controlled
for. However, this study focuses on London, arguably one of
the most ethnically diverse cities in the world.

It seems that it is our third hypothesis on in-group con-
solidation that presents the best explanation for how residen-
tial context is related to attitudes on immigration in Turku.
Positive attitudes toward immigration seem to be linked with
characteristics of the neighborhood in the sense that a large
share of young adults or highly educated is related to more
positive attitudes. But as our bivariate analysis suggests, the
overlap between highly educated neighborhoods, which was
the most important contextual predictor for positive attitudes,
and the share of non-native speakers is not very big. Thus,
it is unlikely that these positive attitudes to a substantial de-
gree would be explained by positive and constructive con-
tacts with the minority group. Furthermore, our regression
analysis suggests that the average attitude in the neighbor-
hood is an important explanatory factor. In fact the substan-
tive effect of the average attitude of the neighborhoods, and
inability of the two first hypotheses to explain attitudes to-
ward immigration, would suggest that residential segregation
has limited influence on attitudes toward immigration. How-
ever, we cannot exclude the possibility that the traditional
explanations are also relevant for attitudes in specific neigh-
borhoods.

Our best explanation for the outcomes of this study has
to do with the case itself. Even though immigration to Fin-
land has been growing rapidly in the last two decades, there
are still relatively few immigrants in Finland and Turku com-
pared to many other countries and cities. Since there are rela-
tively few neighborhoods with a large ethnic diversity, only a
limited portion of the majority population are likely to create
meaningful contacts with a member from a minority group
based on where they live. Similarly, relatively few neighbor-
hoods have minority groups large enough to present a per-
ceived threat to the majority population living there. For this
reason, it is perhaps not that surprising that contextual effects
are related to general attitudes toward immigration among
the majority population, rather than the type of contact peo-
ple have with immigrants.

Admittedly the relatively small share of ethnic minorities
also presents a problem for the external validity of the find-
ings from this study. Nonetheless, our analysis point out the
complexity involved in analyzing the relationship between
segregation and attitudes toward immigration. And even if a
Finnish city might not be the best place to test the validity of
contact and threat theories, given their origins, we still think
that more research should be made on how attitudes toward
immigration and minorities are affected by the general senti-
ment in the nearby surroundings. Residential segregation is
prevalent in most western countries and subsequently there

the estimates of the other contextual-level variables remain robust
to the exclusion of the neighborhoods with the fewest respondents.
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are a lot of places where the level of interaction with immi-
grants is limited.

A potential shortcoming of the study is that focuses only
on the significance of the area where people live. It does not
tell anything about the effects of the work and other envi-
ronments. However, previous research shows that people are
generally relatively willing to interact with minorities when
it does not require close personal contact (such as interaction
with colleagues), but less accepting of more intimate inter-
action (such as living in mixed neighborhoods) (Oskamp &
Schultz, 2005). From a methodological viewpoint, a higher
response rate for the survey would also have been desirable.

Moreover, future research on majority attitudes toward
immigration should take into account potential diffusion ef-
fects. Residential characteristics and prejudiced attitudes are
not necessarily confined to specific neighborhoods and it has
been suggested (cf. Bon & Cheylan, 1988) that parts of the
majority population living close to areas with a large share
of immigrants are more prejudiced than those living within
these areas.

Acknowledgements
The authors would like to thank all those involved in the

review process and the participants at the ‘Managing Migra-
tion: Contemporary Nordic Experiences’ workshop at the
Nordic Political Science Association Conference in Gothen-
burg 12-15.8.2015 for their insightful comments and sugges-
tions. The authors also wish to thank the Turku Urban Re-
search Programme for their assistance in the research pro-
cess. The research was funded by the Academy of Finland
and SAMFORSK - the Social Science Research Institute at
Åbo Akademi University.

References
Ajzen, I. (2005). Attitudes, personality, and behavior. Maidenhead:

McGraw-Hill International.

Allport, G. W. (1979). The nature of prejudice. Reading, MA:
Addison-Wesley.

Barr, N. A. (2012). The economics of the welfare state. Oxford
University Press.

Blalock, H. M. (1967). Toward a theory of minority-group relations.
New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Blumer, H. (1958). Race prejudice as a sense of group position.
The Pacific Sociological Review, 1, 3–7.

Bon, F., & Cheylan, J. P. (1988). Le France qui vote. Paris: Ha-
chette.

Brady, H. E., Verba, S., & Schlozman, K. L. (1995). Beyond SES:
A resource model of political participation. American Political
Science Review, 89, 271–294.

Charles, C. Z. (2003). The dynamics of racial residential segrega-
tion. Annual review of sociology, 29, 167–207.

Clawson, R. A., & Oxley, Z. M. (2012). Public opinion: Demo-
cratic ideals, democratic practice. London: Sage.

Forbes, H. D. (1997). Ethnic conflict: Commerce, culture, and the
contact hypothesis. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Grönlund, K., Herne, K., & Setälä, M. (2015). Does enclave
deliberation polarize opinions? Political Behavior, 1–26. doi:
10.1007/s11109-015-9304-x

Hainmueller, J., & Hopkins, D. J. (2014). Public attitudes toward
immigration. Annual Review of Political Science, 17, 225–249.

Hjerm, M. (2009). Anti-immigrant attitudes and cross-municipal
variation in the proportion of immigrants. Acta Sociologica, 52,
47–62.

Hopkins, D. J., Tran, V. C., & Williamson, A. F. (2014). See no
Spanish: language, local context, and attitudes toward immigra-
tion. Politics, Groups, and Identities, 2, 35–51.

Horttanainen, E., & Wikman-Immonen, A. (2010). Kunnat kansain-
välisen maahanmuuttopolitiikan toteuttajina. Helsinki: Suomen
Kuntaliitto.

Hox, J. (2010). Multilevel analysis: Techniques and applications.
New York: Routledge.

Jaakkola, M. (2009). Maahanmuuttajat suomalaisten näkökul-
masta: asennemuutokset 1987-2007. Helsinki: Helsingin
kaupungin tietokeskus (City of Helsinki Urban Facts).

Jones, J. M. (1997). Prejudice and racism. New York: McGraw-
Hill.

Key, V. O. (1949). Southern politics in state and nation. New York:
Knopf.

Luke, D. A. (2004). Multilevel modeling. Thousand Oaks, CA:
Sage.

Massey, D. S., & Denton, N. A. (1993). American apartheid: Seg-
regation and the making of the underclass. Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press.

Mutz, D. C. (2006). Hearing the other side: Deliberative versus
participatory democracy. Cambridge University Press.

Oliver, J. E., & Mendelberg, T. (2000). Reconsidering the environ-
mental determinants of white racial attitudes. American journal
of political science, 44, 574–589.

Oskamp, S., & Schultz, P. W. (2005). Attitudes and opinions. New
York: Psychology Press.

Rabe-Hesketh, S., & Skrondal, A. (2012). Multilevel and longi-
tudinal modeling using Stata (3rd ed.). College Station: Stata
Press.

Rasinkangas, J. (2013). Sosiaalinen eriytyminen Turun
kaupunkiseudulla. Tutkimus asumisen alueellisista muutoksista
ja asumispreferensseistä. Turku: Siirtolaisinstituutti.

Rasinkangas, J. (2014). Maahanmuuttajien asumisen keskittyminen
Turussa. In Tutkimuskatsauksia 3/14. Turku: Turun kaupunki.

Rocha, R. R., & Espino, R. (2009). Racial threat, residential seg-
regation, and the policy attitudes of Anglos. Political Research
Quarterly, 62, 415–426.



44 STAFFAN HIMMELROOS & MIKKO LEINO

Rosenstone, S., & Hansen, J. M. (2003). Mobilization, participation
and democracy in America. New York: Longman.

Rydgren, J. (2008). Immigration sceptics, xenophobes or racists?
Radical right-wing voting in six West European countries. Euro-
pean Journal of Political Research, 47, 737–765.

Salminen, K. (2012). Turun maahanmuuton kuva. In Tutkimuskat-
sauksia 5/12. Turku: Turun kaupunki.

Schkade, D., Sunstein, C. R., & Hastie, R. (2010). When delibera-
tion produces extremism. Critical Review, 22, 227–252.

Schneider, S. L. (2008). Anti-immigrant attitudes in Europe: Out-
group size and perceived ethnic threat. European Sociological
Review, 24, 53–67.

Semyonov, M., & Glikman, A. (2009). Ethnic residential segre-
gation, social contacts, and anti-minority attitudes in European
societies. European Sociological Review, 25, 693–708.

Statistics Finland. (2012). Statistics on Turku.

Sturgis, P., Brunton-Smith, I., Kuha, J., & Jackson, J. (2014). Ethnic
diversity, segregation and the social cohesion of neighbourhoods
in London. Ethnic and Racial Studies, 37, 1286–1309.

Sunstein, C. R. (2009). Going to extremes: How like minds unite
and divide. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Tropp, L. R., & Pettigrew, T. F. (2005). Differential relationships
between intergroup contact and affective and cognitive dimen-
sions of prejudice. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin,
31, 1145–1158.

Vaattovaara, M., Vilkama, K., Yousfi, S., Dhalmann, H., &
Kauppinen, T. M. (2010). Contextualising ethnic residen-
tial segregation in Finland: Migration flows, policies and set-
tlement patterns (Tech. Rep.). Helsinki. Retrieved 2015-
11-26, from http://blogs.helsinki.fi/nodesproject/
files/2011/01/Finland_final.pdf

van Oorschot, W. (2008). Solidarity towards immigrants in Euro-
pean welfare states. International Journal of Social Welfare, 17,
3–14.

Wagner, U., Christ, O., Pettigrew, T. F., Stellmacher, J., & Wolf, C.
(2006). Prejudice and minority proportion: Contact instead of
threat effects. Social psychology quarterly, 69, 380–390.



DOES THE NEIGHBORHOOD CONTEXT EXPLAIN ATTITUDES TOWARD IMMIGRATION? 45

A
PP

E
N

D
IX

Ta
bl

e
A

1:
Fa

ct
or

an
al

ys
is

fo
rI

m
m

ig
ra

tio
n

in
Fi

nl
an

d
in

de
x

va
ri

ab
le

.

Im
m

ig
ra

tio
n

su
rv

ey
ite

m
s

C
om

po
ne

nt
s

1.
Fi

nl
an

d
sh

ou
ld

ta
ke

m
or

e
im

m
ig

ra
nt

s.
D

o
yo

u
th

in
k

th
is

is
a

ba
d

or
a

go
od

su
gg

es
tio

n?
0.

88
9

2.
M

ig
ra

tio
n

of
fo

re
ig

ne
rs

in
to

Fi
nl

an
d

sh
ou

ld
be

re
st

ri
ct

ed
as

lo
ng

as
th

er
e

is
un

em
pl

oy
m

en
ti

n
Fi

nl
an

d.
[r

]
0.

80
6

3.
D

o
yo

u
th

in
k

Fi
nl

an
d

w
ill

ch
an

ge
in

to
a

be
tte

ro
ra

w
or

se
pl

ac
e

to
liv

e
w

he
n

pe
op

le
fr

om
ot

he
rc

ou
nt

ri
es

m
ov

e
to

Fi
nl

an
d?

0.
86

9
4.

It
is

go
od

fo
rt

he
Fi

nn
is

h
ec

on
om

y
th

at
pe

op
le

fr
om

ot
he

rc
ou

nt
ri

es
m

ov
e

to
Fi

nl
an

d.
0.

84
6

5.
Im

m
ig

ra
nt

s
ta

ke
aw

ay
jo

bs
fr

om
na

tiv
e

Fi
nn

s.
[r

]
0.

73
8

6.
T

he
st

at
e

an
d

th
e

m
un

ic
ip

al
iti

es
us

e
to

o
m

uc
h

m
on

ey
to

ai
d

im
m

ig
ra

nt
s.

[r
]

0.
80

9
7.

Im
m

ig
ra

tio
n

po
se

s
a

se
ri

ou
s

th
re

at
to

ou
rn

at
io

na
lo

ri
gi

na
lit

y.
0.

82
8

8.
G

en
er

al
ly

sp
ea

ki
ng

,i
m

m
ig

ra
nt

s
ad

ap
tw

el
li

nt
o

th
e

Fi
nn

is
h

so
ci

et
y.

0.
71

9
E

ig
en

va
lu

e
5.

31
%

V
ar

ia
nc

e
ex

pl
ai

ne
d

66
.4

1
C

ro
nb

ac
h’

s
al

ph
a

0.
88

N
ot

e:
E

xt
ra

ct
io

n
M

et
ho

d:
P

ri
nc

ip
al

C
om

po
ne

nt
A

na
ly

si
s

w
ith

Va
ri

m
ax

ro
ta

tio
n.

Q
ue

st
io

ns
1

to
3

w
er

e
pr

es
en

te
d

on
a

sc
al

e
fr

om
0

to
10

,w
hi

le
qu

es
tio

ns
3

to
11

w
er

e
pr

es
en

te
d

as
a

st
an

da
rd

Li
ke

rt
sc

al
e

w
ith

fo
ur

va
lu

es
.

[r
]

=
R

ev
er

se
d

co
di

ng
in

th
e

su
m

va
ri

ab
le

.


