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With regard to the outgroup size, perceived threat theory and contact theory have 

conflicting hypotheses. The perceived threat theory predicts an increase in prejudice 

when the outgroup size is larger, because people feel more threatened. The contact 

theory, in contrast, predicts that a larger outgroup size leads to less prejudice since there 

is more intergroup contact. This study examines the possibility that this contradiction 

can be solved by making a distinction between perceived and actual group size. Using 

the first round data of the European Social Survey from 2002, the indirect effect of 

perceived as well as the actual immigrant group size via perceived threat and contact on 

social distance, is analyzed, both at the country level and at the region level in the 

Netherlands. Indirect effect analyses show for Europe that the effects of perceived and 

actual size on social distance are mediated by perceived threat as well as contact. In the 

Netherlands, the effect of perceived size is only mediated through perceived threat and 

the effect of actual size is only mediated through contact. The effects are mediated as I 

expected: perceived group size has a positive effect on social distance through perceived 

threat, and the actual group size has a negative effect through contact. The results have 

important political and scientific implications, which are discusses at the end. 

 

1. Introduction 

Since the second half of the 20
th

 century sociologists and social psychologists have studied the 

origins of conflict between different groups within societies. This research has gained 

immediate relevance because of the horror of the Second World War. In most explanations, 

prejudice lays at the origin of intergroup conflict (Chryssochoou, 2004). Prejudice is defined 

as “an antipathy based upon a faulty and inflexible generalization. It may be felt or expressed. 

It may be directed toward a group as a whole or toward an individual because he is a member 

of that group” (Allport, 1954). Research on the origins of prejudice never lost its relevance as 

prejudice is something that each society has to cope with, and the relatively new phenomenon 

of non-western immigrants moving to European countries gives rise to new research on 

prejudices towards outgoups.  

 

At the group level, the origin of prejudice towards an outgroup or members of the outgroup is 

sought in different types of threat, experienced by members of the ingroup. The fundament of 

this approach is created by Blumer (1958), who argues that (racial) prejudice exists in a sense 

of group position. In his view, prejudice towards the outgroup is a result of threat, caused by 

the outgroup, to the group position of the ingroup. Ever since this article by Blumer, more and 

more research has been carried out on different types of threat and their effect on intergroup 

attitudes. Another major approach within the research on prejudice and outgroup hostility is 

the contact theory. The central hypothesis of this theory is that positive contact with outgroup 

members reduces prejudice and xenophobia. Since contact does a not always decrease 

prejudice, social scientists like Allport (1954) and Pettigrew (1998) are investigating which 

conditions are necessary for contact to reduce xenophobia, and which conditions facilitate this 

effect. 

 



Size, threat theory and contact: the contradiction explained 

 3 

With regard to the size of the outgroup, there is a contradiction between both lines of research. 

The theory of perceived intergroup threat predicts that an increase of outgroup members 

should lead to higher perceptions of threat by ingroup members, and consequently to 

increased levels of prejudice and xenophobia. The contact hypothesis, in contrast, predicts 

that an increase in outgroup size would lead to more structural opportunities for contact, 

which in turn leads to a decrease of prejudice towards the outgroup by ingroup members. As 

discussed below, there is empirical evidence for both mechanisms. 

 

There are several possible explanations for this contradiction. One is that that an increase of 

outgroup members does not lead to an increase in contact, because all outgroup members are 

living together in an enclave. Another explanation can be that the increased contact between 

in- and outgroup members does not fulfill the (necessary) conditions, defined by Allport, 

Pettigrew and others. In this study, I would like to introduce a third possibility, and 

demonstrate its explanatory force. Focusing on the phenomenon of immigration of people 

with a non-Western background to countries in Europe, I will investigate to what extent the 

contradiction discussed above can be explained by making a difference between actual and 

perceived outgroup size. And since no efforts have been made before to explain these 

conflicting theories, the present study will be the first to empirically test the explanatory 

power of this possibility. 

 

There are some serious indications that people‟s perceptions of the outgroup size are generally 

not congruent with the actual outgroup size. For the United States, several studies have shown 

that the percentage of minorities living in the US are constantly overestimated and the 

percentage of whites are underestimated by all respondents, a phenomenon which has been 

denominated „innumeracy‟(Nadeau et al, 1993; Sigelman & Niemi, 2001; Wong, 2008; Sides 

& Citrin, 2007). The size of minority groups, such as African Americans and Hispanics, are 

overestimated by both minority and majority (white) group members. Innumeracy concerning 

immigrants is also demonstrated for Europe (Sides & Citrin, 2007). 

 

People‟s estimates of the immigrant group size, thus, are generally too high. And it is the 

perception of the outgroup on which people‟s perceived threat is based, which in turn has an 

effect on the levels of prejudice and xenophobia by these people. Semyonov et al. (2004) 

found already in Germany that perceived threat has a mediating role between perceived 

immigrant group size and exclusionary attitudes. The larger the perceived size, the higher the 

perceived threat and more pronounced exclusionary attitudes are. However, the perception of 

higher numbers of immigrants does not lead to an increase in structural opportunities for 

contact with immigrants, only a higher actual immigrant group size does, as Wagner et al. 

(2006) found using a German probability sample. An increase in contact with immigrants 

predicts less prejudice towards immigrants, that is why I think that making a distinction 

between perceived and actual numbers of immigrants can explain the contradiction between 

the perceived threat theory and the intergroup contact hypothesis. 

 

In the present study, I will examine, using a representative sample of native-born residents of 

21 European countries, to what extent making a distinction between actual and perceived 
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immigrant group size explains the contradiction between the hypotheses of the perceived 

threat theory and the intergroup contact theory with regard to group size, and the 

contradictory results found before. Therefore, I will investigate the mediating role of 

perceived threat and contact on both the relation between perceived size and social distance 

towards immigrants, as well as the relation between actual size and social distance.  

 

My hypotheses are: 

1. In general, the immigrant group size is overestimated by native people 

2. The perceived immigrant group size affects social distance through perceived threat, and 

not through contact 

a. The higher native people‟s perceptions of the immigrant group size, the higher 

their perception of threat, and consequently the more social distance they feel. 

b. The perception of immigrant group size does not affect the degree of contact 

native people have with immigrants 

3. The actual immigrant group size affects social distance through contact with immigrants, 

and not through perceived threat 

a. The larger the actual immigrant group size, the more contact between native 

people and immigrants, and consequently the less social distance native people feel 

b. The actual group size of immigrants does not affect the threat native people 

perceive 

 

2. Theory and Research 

As mentioned above, one of the earliest theories to consider intergroup threat was that of 

Herbert Blumer (1958). In his article on prejudice, Blumer identifies intergroup threat as the 

crucial condition for prejudice to rise. The feeling of threat serves as a catalyst, which, 

together with feelings of superiority, the idea that members of the subordinate group are alien, 

and feelings of being entitled to privileges, leads to prejudice. Blumer concludes that 

prejudice exists in a sense of group position, rather than in individual feelings or personality 

traits, as other literature suggests. Prejudice comes into existence when members of the 

dominant group feel that their group position is threatened by the subordinate group, that is to 

say, an attack on the superiority of the dominant group, a threat to their sense of group 

exclusiveness, or a threat losing their privileges. In this notion, threat experienced by 

members of the dominant group leads to prejudice as an outgroup attitude. The larger the 

sense of threat to the group position, the more likely members of the dominant group express 

prejudice against threatening outsiders.  

 

However threat theories are often seen as a group-level explanation of negative outgroup 

attitudes (Quilian, 1995), McLaren (2003) argues that perception of competition can occur at 

both the group level and the individual level (see also Coenders, 2001). People may feel 

threatened in their own economic, physical or material well-being (“they are taking our 

jobs”), but since people identify themselves with groups, they can be worried about threats to 
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the group position too. When the interests of the group are threatened, people perceive this as 

a threat even though they are not impacted themselves.  

Some authors make a distinction between real threat and perceived threat (e.g. Quillian, 1995 

and Bobo, 1983), because threats do not necessarily have to be real in order to trigger a 

feeling of being threatened. However, some threats are actually real and therefore people have 

more reasons for feeling threatened. I think that for people to perceive threat to the position of 

their group, it makes no difference whether the threat is real or not. People feel threatened and 

the consequences are the same. Therefore, I would like to join the perspective of authors (like 

Stephan & Stephan, 1996; Coenders, 2001; Riek, Mania & Gaertner, 2006; Hjerm, 2007), 

who make no distinction between both kinds of threat. 

 

A distinction which is more relevant to me is between realistic and symbolic threat. When 

there is no real and tangible threat caused by another group people can still feel threatened, 

because the outgroup holds different values than the ingroup. This threat is called symbolic 

threat. White people in the United States, for example, can perceive the different values Black 

people have as a threat to important “white” values like individualism and self-reliance 

(Kinder & Sears, 1981). The difference in values between different groups is probably even 

larger in the case of (non-Western) immigrants in a (Western) society. This can help explain 

why non-European migrants have integrated less easy into West-European countries than 

migrants from South-Europe. The former are more perceived as culturally different form the 

dominant nationality, mainly because they are bringing new religions (McLaren, 2003). 

Because some core values hold by the dominant group are in conflict with values brought by 

immigrants, ingroup members can perceive this migration as threatening.  

 

There is a lot of empirical evidence for the threat theory. The classical “Robber‟s Cave” 

experiment by Sherif et al. (1961) was one of the first to confirm its hypothesis. In a summer 

camp, the researchers found that boys who were assigned to two groups on an artificial base, 

developed negative attitudes towards the other group when they were in conflict over (scarce) 

resources. Quillian (1995) tested the hypothesis for the European situation. He found that 

realistic group threat, as in economic threat, caused by immigrants, is an important predictor 

for prejudice hold by the dominant group towards immigrants. In a survey experiment in the 

US, Stephan et al. (2005) found that threat predicts negative attitudes towards immigrants the 

strongest when both realistic and symbolic threat is involved. 

 

Concerning immigrant group size, the findings are more ambiguous. The relation between the 

number of immigrants, the threat perceived, and the attitudes towards the outgroup seems to 

depend heavily on the level of measurement. Hjerm (2007), in a study on the effect of 

minority size on the perceived threat and antipathy towards these minorities on the country 

level in Europe, concludes that there is no effect of perceived as well as actual minority size 

on the dependent variables. Semyonov et al. (2004), however, found in a German study that 

perceived size did relate to perceived threat, which in turn affects exclusionist attitudes. In this 

study, only the actual group size did not affect threat. Oliver and Wong (2003) found that a 

higher interethnic propinquity means less prejudice at the neighborhood level, whereas at the 

metropolitan level this relation is the other way around: more immigrants lead to more 
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prejudice. This conclusion can be an indication that, as the contact hypothesis predicts, more 

opportunities for contact leads to a decrease in prejudice, since a higher interethnic mix in the 

neighborhood has a larger effect than a higher number of minorities at the metropolitan level. 

 

Contact hypothesis 

Besides the intergroup threat theories, the contact hypothesis is another major tradition in 

explaining prejudice. Basically, this theory assumes that the more contact there is between 

members of different groups, the less prejudice there will be. The most influential definition 

of the contact hypothesis is provided by Allport (1954). He argues that contact between 

members of different groups only leads to less prejudice under the following four conditions: 

equal group status within the situation, common goals, intergroup cooperation (to achieve 

these goals), and support by authorities. Later, a lot of conditions are added by other authors, 

like a common language, voluntary contact, a prosperous economy (Wagner & Machleit, 

1986) and not too negative stereotypes (Ben-Ari & Amir, 1986). According to Pettigrew 

(1998), these extra conditions are mainly facilitating, rather than essential conditions. 

Pettigrew himself added the fifth conditions of „friendship potential‟ to the four conditions 

provided by Allport. He argues that for intergroup contact to be really effective, friendship 

potential is a necessary condition since it brings along several mechanisms that have proven to 

reduce prejudice. Friendship facilitates, for example, long-term contact in different situations, 

and makes it more likely that people generalize their revised attitudes towards the whole 

outgroup or even other outgroups as well.  

 

Support has been found for the contact hypothesis across many situations, focusing on racial 

and ethnic as well as other target groups – such as homosexuals (Herek & Capitanio, 1996) or 

mental patients (Desforges et al, 1991) – and using various research designs. Contact is found 

to decrease negative outgroup attitudes even when not all conditions, identified by Allport and 

Pettigrew, are met (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000; Dovido et al. 2002). But 

evidence has been found for all Allport‟s conditions (Dovido et al, 2002) and also for 

Pettigrew‟s friendship potential condition (Pettigrew 1997) at least to increase the effect of 

contact. There have also been attempts to unravel the exact process(es) that lead people to 

have less prejudice towards a formerly prejudiced outgroup when they have contact with 

members of this outgroup. Different mechanisms are distinguished. The first is the assumption 

on which the hypothesis initially is based: that in contact with outgroup members, people 

learn about them, which corrects their negative views and reduces prejudice (see for example: 

Stephan & Stephan, 1984). Another important mechanism is that in intergroup contact, 

generating affective ties leads to reduction in prejudice, through empathy and through 

friendship. Other mechanisms are changing behavior, which leads to changes in attitudes; and 

reevaluation of the ingroup (Pettigrew, 1998). 

 

Like for the threat theory, the relation between the contact theory and the outgroup size, too, 

is often investigated. McLaren (2003) found that intimate contact reduces prejudice towards 

immigrants in West Europe, but that the level of immigration to the country has no effect on 

this relation. Wagner et al. (2006), however, found in Germany that an increase in number of 

immigrants leads to more opportunities for intergroup contact, which leads to a reduction of 
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prejudice by majority members. Schlueter and Wagner (2008) report in another German study 

that a larger immigrant group size increases both perceived threat and contact. Increased 

perceived threat leads to more anti-immigrant attitudes but increased intergroup contact 

amends these anti-immigrant attitudes.  

 

In short, however sometimes ambiguous, for both the perceived threat theory as the intergroup 

contact theory, empirical evidence is found for an association with the (actual) group size. 

Larger percentages of immigrants often lead to more perceived threat, with as a consequence 

more prejudice, but at the same time to more opportunities for contact, which generally results 

in less prejudice. A distinction between actual size and perceived size, made by Semyonov et 

al., shows that an increase in perceived group size leads to more perceived threat, but an 

increase in the actual group size does not. Since an increase in opportunities for intergroup 

contact can only result from an increase in the actual numbers of immigrants, making this 

distinction can offer a solution to the conflicting hypotheses and findings of the perceived 

threat theory and the contact theory.  

 

3. Method and findings 

I will examine the mediating role of perceived threat and contact on the relation between 

(perceived and actual) immigrant group size and social distance with an indirect effect 

analysis. For this analysis, I will use a SPSS macro plug-in provided by Preacher & Hayes 

(2008). The hypotheses are tested on two levels: for the 21 European countries included in the 

European Social Survey (ESS) data, and specific for the Netherlands. I will come back on the 

rationale of this two-level approach below. 

 

To test my hypotheses, I will use the first round data of the European Social Survey (ESS). 

This survey is conducted between autumn 2002 and spring 2003 in 21 European countries and 

in Israel, with face-to-face interviews using structured questionnaires which are translated into 

the language(s) spoken in each country. The countries included in the analysis are: Austria, 

Belgium, Switzerland, Czech Republic, Germany, Denmark, Spain, Finland, France, United 

Kingdom, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, 

Portugal, Sweden and Slovenia (except for Switzerland and Norway, these are all EU member 

states). I excluded Israel from the analysis because it is not a European country. Respondents 

were visited in their residence and interviewed using PAPI (paper and pencil interviewing) 

and CAPI (computer-assisted personal interviewing) methods. These methods generally lead 

to the highest-quality survey results because of lower sampling frame bias, lower response 

bias and more possibilities to obtain the best answers.
1
 Respondents are selected using 

probability sampling techniques, so that the sample is representative for the each country, age 

15 years and older (in this sample, there are 50 respondents of age 13 and 14), and residing 

within private households. 

 

                                                 
1
 See Czaja & Blair (2005). Designing Surveys, p. 33 for a more extensive discussion of the (dis)advantages of 

face-to-face surveys 
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The first round of the ESS survey includes 58 questions on experiences with and evaluations 

of immigrants which enable me to test the effects of group size, contact and threat on 

outgroup attitudes. I used a selection of these items in my analysis. For a further discussion of 

this, see below. The ESS data, however, lacks information on the exact size of the immigrant 

population. For countries in Europe, I used information provided by the single countries and 

gathered by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). For the 

Netherlands, I used official figures by the Central Office for Statistics (CBS). See below for a 

detailed description of this data. 

 

The data is weighted in order to account for the under-representation of groups with lower 

response rates within countries, such as people living in larger households. Since only native 

people are subject to my hypotheses, I excluded people who are not born in the country of 

interviewing. Excluding these respondents and the respondents from Israel, a sample of 36566 

respondents remained to use in the analysis. The mean age in this sample is 46,6 years (SD = 

18,4), 52,3 percent of the respondents is female, and the average education in years is 11,7 

(SD = 4,02). 

 

Operationalization of variables 

The dependent variable in my analysis is social distance, the independent variables are 

perceived immigrant group size and actual immigrant group size, and the proposed mediators 

are perceived threat and contact. The group size variables are measured with single items, and 

a scale is used to measure contact, perceived threat and social distance. Below I will discuss 

the operationalization of these variables and the control variables included in the analysis. 

Descriptives of all variables used in the analysis are reported in table 1 on page 13. 

 

Social distance 

In the literature, different types of items are used to measure negative attitudes towards an 

outgroup. In the ESS dataset, there are two options for a scale measuring xenophobia towards 

immigrants. The first is a set of items regarding political attitudes concerning immigrants, the 

first item having a scale ranging from 1 (allow many) to 4 (allow none) and the other items 

with scales ranging from 1 (agree strongly) to 5 (disagree strongly): 

 

 To what extent do you think [country] should allow people of a different race or ethnic group 

from most [country] people to come and live here?  

 If people who have come to live and work here are unemployed for a long period, they should 

be made to leave  

 People who have come to live here should be given the same rights as everyone else 

 If people who have come to live here commit a serious crime, they should be made to leave 

 If people who have come to live here commit any crime, they should be made to leave. 

 

The second concerns two items measuring the degree to which someone would accept an 

immigrant as boss or as a partner married to a close relative. I will refer to this scale as social 

distance:  
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 Thinking of people who have come to live in [country] from another country who are of a 

different race or ethnic group from most [country] people. How much would you mind or not 

mind if someone like this... was appointed as your boss? 

 Thinking of people who have come to live in [country] from another country who are of a 

different race or ethnic group from most [country] people. How much would you mind or not 

mind if someone like this... married a close relative of yours? 

 

The answering categories of these items range 0 (not mind at all) to 10 (mind a lot). 

A problem for the analysis of the different paths in which immigrant group size leads to 

xenophobia is that the first operationalization of xenophobia may correlate more with the 

mediator perceived threat (since both scales consist of items concerning country-level and 

political issues), and the second may correlate more with the mediator contact (since this scale 

is measuring attitudes regarding immigrants in a personal setting).  

I conducted a principal axis factor analysis (promax rotation) to analyze the conceptual 

difference between the perceived threat items, the items measuring contact, the political 

attitude scale discussed above and the social distance scale discussed above. These items were 

all analyzed in one factor analysis, which shows that the items can be divided into four factors 

with an eigenvalue over 1.0. On the first factor, which I regard to be the perceived threat-

scale, the highest loading item was “immigration: good or bad for country's economy” 

(loading: 0,827). The lowest loading threat item was “immigrants make country's crime 

problems worse or better” (0,542). The second factor had only two high-loading items, which 

are the social distance variables. The same goes for the fourth factor; the only high-loading 

items there were the contact variables. The third factor was more ambiguous. The items “if 

immigrants commit serious crime they should be made to leave” and “if immigrants commit 

any crime they should be made to leave” were the highest loading items, and the item “if 

immigrants are long term unemployed they should be made to leave” also seemed to belong to 

this scale. However, other items of the political scale discussed above better matched the first 

(threat) factor. 

 

A clear distinction is thus to be made between the threat scale and the social distance scale. In 

the political attitudes-scale, the items “Allow many/few immigrants of different race/ethnic 

group from majority” and “Immigrants should be given same rights as everyone else” cannot 

be used because these items loaded on both the perceived threat factor and the political 

attitudes-scale. This factor structure was more or less stable across countries. For Austria and 

France, however, only three factors (with eigenvalue over 1.0) existed; one for the social 

distance scale, one for the contact scale, and one for the political attitude scale and the threat 

scale combined. Often the (political attitude-scale) item about giving immigrants the same 

rights as everyone else did not fit anywhere. In the Netherlands, the factor structure did not 

differ from the general picture. I decided to use the social distance scale because the 

conceptual difference with other variables used in the analysis is clearer and less ambiguous. 

The social distance scale is the result of taking the mean score on these two items. The general 

reliability of this scale is α = .848 and varies per country from α = .766 to α = .902. In the 

Netherlands the reliability is α = .821. 
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Threat 

The threat perceived by native-born people is measured by the following set of items: 

 

 Would you say that people who come to live here generally take jobs away from workers in 

[country], or generally help to create new jobs? 

 Most people who come to live here work and pay taxes. They also use health and welfare 

services. On balance, do you think people who come here take out more than they put in or put 

in more than they take out? 

 Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]'s economy that people come to live 

here from other countries? 

 Are [country]'s crime problems made worse or better by people coming to live here from other 

countries? 

 Would you say that [country]'s cultural life is generally undermined or enriched by people 

coming to live here from other countries? 

 Is [country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other 

countries? 

 

In the literature on perceived threat, most of the time a distinction is made between realistic 

(group) threat and symbolic threat. In line with this previous research, the first four items 

concern realistic threat and the last two items concern symbolic threat. A principal axis factor 

analysis of these items in the ESS dataset, however, shows that there is no distinction between 

factors possible in this set of items. All items load on the same factor, with an eigenvalue 

higher than 1. To compute the threat scale, I made a mean score of all the six items. The 

threat-scale including all items has an overall reliability of α = .840, and the reliability per 

country varies between α = .729 and α = .881 (the Netherlands: α = .798). 

 

Contact 

As discussed above, in the literature on the contact hypothesis five crucial conditions are 

distinguished for contact to reduce prejudice. To be sure, these are: equal group status within 

the situation, common goals, intergroup cooperation (to achieve these goals), support by 

authorities, and friendship potential. In the dataset, two items measure the degree of contact 

people have with foreign-born people:  

 

 Do you have any friends who have come to live in [country] from another country? 

 Do you have any colleagues at work who have come to live in [country] from another 

country? 

 

In work contexts as well as in friendship contexts, all conditions for optimal prejudice 

reduction are, in general, met. Therefore, for measuring contact I will use a scale taking the 

mean on both items. The answering categories are 1 (no, none at all), 2 (yes, a few) and 3 

(yes, several). In the latter item also a category is included for “not currently working”, which 

I treated as missing because it does not say anything about the degree of contact. The 

reliability of this scale is α = .594, and the reliability per country varies between α = .343 

(Denmark) and α = .669 (Portugal). In the Netherlands the reliability is α = .447. 
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Immigrant group size 

For the European level, the OECD provides statistics on numbers of immigrants, based on 

information gathered by the OECD member states separately. Due to differences in methods 

of recording, some comparability problems come along with this data
2
, but to my impression 

these are the most reliable figures available. For most countries included in the ESS survey, 

information is available on numbers of immigrants in 2002. For Greece and Italy I used the 

figures of 2001, but since in other countries there are no significant differences with 2001, I 

do not think this is problematic. For Slovenia is no OECD member state, I collected the 

required information for 2002 at the Statistical Office of the Republic of Slovenia. The 

numbers of immigrants for Switzerland, Czech Republic, Germany, France, United Kingdom, 

Luxembourg and Portugal are estimates, based on labor force surveys or censuses. 

 

For the Netherlands, I could identify the exact number of immigrants (“first generation-

allochtoon”) per COROP-region (Coordination Commission Regional Research Programme; 

these are forty regions in which the Netherlands is divided for analytic purposes), recorded by 

municipal authorities and provided by the Central Office of Statistics (CBS) which are 

therefore very reliable. This is a major advantage for the analysis, since in the ESS data, 

respondent‟s region of residence is also classified per COROP-region, and therefore the effect 

of the actual number of immigrants on threat, contact, and outgroup attitudes can be measured 

more precisely. 

 

There are many different definitions of „immigrant‟, such as born in other country, born in 

this country but out of two non-native parents, and so on. In this research, only people born in 

a country outside the country of interviewing are regarded as immigrants. This is useful for 

two reasons: they are easy to define in the data
3
 and, more importantly, the item measuring 

perceived immigrant group size explicitly refers to “people born outside this country”. This 

item asks for the number of immigrants per 100 people in the country. 

 

Control variables 

The variables age, education, gender, income and urbanization are included in the analysis to 

avoid measuring spurious relationships. They are presented in table 1. Age is computed out of 

the variable year of birth, education is measured in years and income is computed by taking 

the middle amount of each of the twelve categories.  

 

Two-level approach 

The item in the ESS data measuring the perceived immigrant group size refers to the 

percentage of immigrants at the country level. This estimate will be compared with the 

objective country-level statistics on group size of the 21 European countries included in my 

                                                 
2
 A great variety of sources is used: population registers, residence permits, labor force surveys and censuses. 

Furthermore, criteria for registering population and conditions for granting residence permits differ.  
3
 For either the CBS, OECD and Slovenian figures the definition of „immigrant‟ is someone who is born abroad 

the host country, i.e. the first generation immigrant. In all information sources, illegal immigrants are either 

underrepresented or ignored at all (in residence permit registers, for example, illegal immigrants are per 

definition not included). 
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analysis. In this analysis, a cross-country comparison can be made of the mediating effect of 

perceived threat and contact on the relation between immigrant group size and social distance. 

 

However, there are two disadvantages of analyzing on this macro-level. First, when 

conducting analyses with the general country-level statistics on immigrant populations, there 

is a risk of making an ecological fallacy (Lancee & Dronkers, 2008). The effect of the 

country-level variable actual group size on individual-level variables threat, contact and social 

distance is measured. However, per region there are differences in the immigrant group size, 

and when measuring the effect of the actual group size on the mediators and dependent 

variable, these differences are ignored. Therefore, I will conduct the analysis of the indirect 

effects specific for the Netherlands too, since for the Netherlands data is available on the 

number of immigrants per region. 

 

The number of immigrants living in an area correlates to some extent with the degree of 

urbanization. The CBS-statistics on the number of immigrants per region in the Netherlands 

shows that the percentage of immigrants is highest in the major cities, and lowest in the most 

rural regions of the country. Therefore, I included the variable urbanization to the model as a 

control accounting for the regional differences in the country-level statistics of the European 

countries. This control variable should have no effect on the dependent variable in the Dutch 

analysis, since, I assume, this effect is already captured in the region-level statistics on the 

number of immigrants. 

 

Another reason for measuring the group size at the region level is the mechanism, discussed 

by Wong (2008), that people tend to project the picture they have of the immigrant group size 

in their local context to the national level. Respondents‟ estimate of the percentage of 

immigrants at the country level is predicted, to a large extent, by the perception of the number 

of immigrants in their local community. In the ESS data, there is no item measuring perceived 

immigrant group size at the local level, but as Wong also found, this perception is influenced 

by the objective number of immigrants at the group size. Using region-level statistics for the 

actual group size might capture this mechanism too. When people do project the (perceived) 

local group size to the country-level, measuring the actual group size at the local level 

explains better the mechanisms proposed by my hypotheses. 

 

At last, the relation between group size, perceived threat, contact and outgroup attitudes, as 

discussed above, depends to a large extent on the level of measurement, so testing these 

hypotheses on different levels is desirable.



Table 1. Variables and descriptive statistics (mean, standard deviation, percentage and range) for variables included in both the European and Dutch analysis  

Variable Definition Range 

Mean (SD) 

Europe NL 

 

Dependent variable 

Social distance 

Social distance regarding 

boss 

 

 

 

Social distance regarding 

relatives 

 

 

 

 

Mean score on following items: 

“Thinking of people who have come to live in [country] from another 

country who are of a different race or ethnic group from most 

[country] people. How much would you mind if someone like this 

was appointed as your boss?” 

 

“Thinking of people who have come to live in [country] from another 

country who are of a different race or ethnic group from most 

[country] people. How much would you mind if someone like this 

married a close relative of yours?” 

 

 

 

0 (don‟t mind) –  

10 (mind a lot) 

 

 

 

0 (don‟t mind) –  

10 (mind a lot) 

 

 

 

3,21 (3,25) 

 

 

 

 

3,49 (3,41) 

 

 

 

3,03 (2,82) 

 

 

 

 

3,44 (3,14) 

Independent variables 

Perceived size  

 

 

Actual size 

 

“Out of every 100 people living in [country], how many do you think 

were born outside [country]?” 

 

The actual percentage of immigrants (first generation) per country 

 

0 – 100  

 

 

1,58 - 32,93 (Europe) 

3,60 - 20,94 (NL) 

 

18,76 

(16,84) 

 

9,45 (6,11) 

 

 

23,17 (17,0) 

 

 

9,10 (4,65) 
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Table 1 continued     

Variable Definition Range 

Mean (SD) 

Europe NL 

Mediators 

Contact 

With foreign-born colleagues 

 

With foreign-born friends 

 

 

Threat 

Immigrants take jobs away 

 

 

Immigrants take out more 

than they put in 

 

Immigrants are bad for 

economy 

Cultural life is undermined 

 

Immigrants make country 

worse place 

Immigrants make crime 

problems worse 

 

 

“Do you have any friends who have come to live in [country] from 

another country?” 

“Do you have any colleagues at work who have come to live in 

[country] from another country?” 

 

Mean score on following items: 

“Would you say that people who come to live here generally take 

jobs away from workers in [country], or generally help to create new 

jobs?” 

“Most people who come to live here work and pay taxes. They also 

use health and welfare services. On balance, do you think people who 

come here take out more than they put in?” 

“Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]'s economy 

that people come to live here from other countries?” 

“Would you say that [country]'s cultural life is generally undermined 

or enriched by people coming to live here from other countries?” 

“Is [country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming 

to live here from other countries?” 

“Are [country]'s crime problems made worse or better by people 

coming to live here from other countries?” 

 

 

1 (none) – 3 (several) 

 

1 (none) – 3 (several) 

 

 

 

1 (create jobs) – 10 

(take jobs away) 

 

1 (put in more) – 10 

(take out more) 

 

1 (good) – 10 (bad) 

 

1 (enriched) – 10 

(undermined) 

1 (better place) – 10 

(worse place) 

1 (made better) – 10 

(made worse) 

 

 

1,54 (0,71) 

 

1,56 (0,70) 

 

 

 

4,43 (2,20) 

 

 

4,09 (2,20) 

 

 

4,88 (2,33) 

 

5,69 (2,43) 

 

4,69 (2,15) 

 

3,05 (2,03) 

 

 

1,76 (0,77) 

 

1,51 (0,67) 

 

 

 

5,06 (1,67) 

 

 

4,20 (2,05) 

 

 

4,78 (1,96) 

 

5,96 (2,10) 

 

4,62 (2,00) 

 

2,83 (1,88) 

Control variables 

Age 

Gender 

Education 

Urbanization 

 

Income 

 

In years 

Female = 1 

In years 

Respondent‟s description: from “big city” to “Farm or home in 

countryside” 

Total net annual household income, in € (categorical) 

 

 

13 – 109  

 

0 – 40  

1 (big city) – 5 

(farm/ countryside) 

 

46,59 (18,4) 

52,3 % 

11,74 (4,02) 

3,00 (1,19) 

 

€18.000 - 

€24.000 

(median) 

 

48,05 (17,1) 

56,0 % 

12,84 (4,02) 

3,06 (1,16) 

 

€24.000 - 

€30.000 

(median) 

 



Analysis 

The first hypothesis predicts that the immigrant population size is overestimated by native 

inhabitants; therefore I will first discuss the relation between those two. Subsequently I will 

discuss the results of the analysis of the indirect effects of perceived and actual group size on 

social distance, through the mediators perceived threat and contact. This will answer my 

second and third hypotheses. I will discuss the results of these analyses for the 21 European 

countries first; after that I will focus on the Netherlands with region-level statistics on the 

immigrant group size. To control for country-level variance and region-level variance, 

respectively, I will conduct a mixed model multilevel analysis too. 

 

Europe 

Figure 1 gives the average estimate by respondents of the percentage of immigrants as well as 

the actual percentage of immigrants per country. The percentage of immigrants is 

overestimated in each country. The actual percentage of immigrants in most countries varies 

between 1,58% (Poland) and 12,77% (Germany). There are two exceptions: the percentage is 

22,77% in Switzerland and 32,93% in Luxembourg. The average percentage is 9,45%. In 

contrast, the average perceived percentage is 18,36% and varies between 0 and 100. One-

sample T tests of the deviance of the perceived proportion compared to the actual proportion 

shows that in all countries, the perceived proportion differs significantly from the actual 

percentage with p < .001 (see table 2). To some extent, however, there is still a relation 

between the perceived and actual immigrant group size, with r = .339 (p < .001).  

 

Figure 1. The average perceived and the actual percentage of immigrants per country 
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Table 2. One-sample t-tests difference between perceived and actual group size 

Country Actual percentage Mean difference T df Sig. 

Austria 10,80% 20,34 37,6212 1080 .000 

Belgium 11,12% 19,82 51,84908 1651 .000 

Switzerland 22,77% 22,08 37,16669 1048 .000 

Czech Republic 4,26% 7,17 28,91869 1402 .000 

Germany 12,77% 11,97 39,60571 1788 .000 

Denmark 6,17% 23,07 61,42481 2047 .000 

Spain 7,99% 39,31 68,5637 962 .000 

Finland 2,83% 17,64 29,68679 778 .000 

France 7,66% 14,26 34,37559 1265 .000 

United Kingdom 8,56% 14,57 32,1082 1049 .000 

Greece 10,27% 19,62 57,89167 1966 .000 

Hungary 2,98% 23,49 50,44035 1680 .000 

Ireland 9,96% 27,26 49,58426 1243 .000 

Italy 2,52% 6,56 28,84939 1734 .000 

Luxembourg 32,93% 15,98 38,03469 964 .000 

Netherlands 10,59% 9,91 35,53242 1174 .000 

Norway 7,30% 19,28 68,69753 2538 .000 

Poland 1,58% 8,22 20,03268 797 .000 

Portugal 6,74% 27,25 66,50228 1617 .000 

Sweden 11,80% 22,54 49,2826 1534 .000 

Slovenia 10,92% 20,08 58,74324 1785 .000 

 

To measure the indirect effect of both actual and perceived percentage of immigrants on 

xenophobia, via the mediators threat and contact in Europe, I conducted an indirect effect 

analysis using the SPSS macro provided by Preacher & Hayes (2008). Figure 2 shows the 

results of this analysis. 
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Perceived 
group size Social distance 

Perceived 
threat 

Contact 

Social distance 

Control variables 
Actual group size 
Age 
Sex (female) 
Education 
Income 
Urbanization 

 
−3.06 (.382)** 

.023 (.001)** 
−.245 (.037)** 
−.038 (.006)** 

.000 (.000)* 
.081 (.017)** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.78 (.145)** 

1.37 (.077)** 

.16 (.029)** 

.693 (.013)** 

−.569 (.035)** 

Perceived 
group size 
 

.921 (.134)** 

Actual group 
size Social distance 

Perceived 
threat 

Contact 

Social distance 

Control variables 
Perceived group 
size 
Age 
Sex (female) 
Education 
Income 
Urbanization 

 
.921 (.134)** 

 
 .023 (.001)** 

−.245 (.037)** 
−.038 (.006)** 

.000 (.000)* 
.081 (.017)** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

−5.9 (.408)** 

−2.08 (.218)** 

2.46 (.083)** 

Actual group 
size 
 

−3.06 (.382)** 

.693 (.013)** 

−.569 (.035)** 

Figure 2. Indirect effects of the perceived and actual group size on xenophobia, via threat and contact, including 

control variables. All coefficients are unstandardized. R
2
 = .226; N = 17.738; * P < .01 ** P < .001 
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The results indicate that both perceived and actual size have significant total and direct effects 

on the social distance in European countries. Both the perceived and the actual group size 

have a significant positive relation with perceived threat and contact, which in result have a 

significant effect on social distance. Higher perceived threat correlates with more social 

distance, whereas more contact leads to less social distance. These relations remain significant 

after controlling for age, sex, education, income and urbanization, and the actual and 

perceived group size, respectively.  

 

The multiple mediation model explaining the effects of perceived size on social distance as 

well as the model explaining the effect of actual size have an R
2
 of .226 and the F (9, 17728) 

= 574.54, p <.001. There is a significant total indirect effect for both the perceived size model 

as the actual size model: respectively b = .8596, SE = .0710, CI = .7224 to .9996, and b = 

−2.8394, SE = .1806, CI = −3.2029 to −2.4922. 

The effects of perceived as well as actual group size on social distance are mediated by both 

perceived threat and contact (b = .860, SE = .071, CI = .7224 to .9996, respectively b = 

−2.8394, SE = .1806, CI = −3.2029 to −2.4922). A higher perceived group size leads to more 

social distance, both directly and, as predicted, indirectly through the mediator perceived 

threat (b = .951, SE = .065, CI = .8260 to 1.0752). At the same time, a higher perceived group 

size leads to less social distance through the mediator contact (b = −.091, SE = .019, CI = 

−.1287 to −.0549). Table 3 shows that the indirect effect via perceived threat is stronger than 

the indirect effect via contact, which is partially in line with hypothesis 2. This hypothesis 

predicts that the effect of the perceived group size on social distance only is mediated through 

perceived threat (hypothesis 2a), and not via contact (hypothesis 2b). 

 

A higher actual group size leads to less social distance (b = 3.06, SE = .382, p <.001). Besides 

this direct effect, here too, an indirect effect through the mediators perceived threat and 

contact exist. As hypothesis 3a predicts, there is a negative indirect effect of the actual group 

size on social distance via the mediator contact (b = −1.4, SE = .099, CI = −1.6011 to 

−1.2120). The more immigrants, the less social distance because there is more intergroup 

contact. In contradiction with hypothesis 3b, there is also an indirect effect through perceived 

threat: the more immigrants, the more social distance because there is more perceived threat 

(b = −1.44, SE = .149, CI = −1.7283 to −1.1478). 

 

Age has a positive effect on xenophobia, a fact that is found generally across analyses 

concerning attitudes on people from other races or ethnic backgrounds. Females are less 

xenophobic; the same goes for higher educated people. There is hardly an effect of income, 

but interestingly a higher income leads to more xenophobia. Urbanization has a significant 

positive effect on social distance too; the more urbanized the area in which the respondent 

lives, the more social distance. This can be a cue that the degree of urbanization is an 

indicator for the region-level differences which are ignored in this country-level data, as I 

mentioned above.  
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Table 3. Mediation of the effect of both perceived and actual group size on social distance through perceived 

threat and contact in Europe 

 IV: Perceived group size  IV: Actual group size 

  BC 95% CI   BC 95% CI 

 Estimate SE Lower Upper  Estimate SE Lower Upper 

Indirect effect 

Threat .9506 .0644 .8260 1.0752  −1.4393 .1492 −1.7283 −1.1478 

Contact −.0910 .0186 −.1287 −.0549  −1.4001 .0993 −1.6011 −1.2120 

TOTAL .8596 .0710 .7224 .9996  −2.8394 .1806 −3.2029 −2.4922 

Contrast 

Threat vs. 

Contact 

1.0416 .0627 .9205 1.1647  −.0392 .1778 −.3906 .3106 

Note: IV = Independent variable; BC = Bias corrected; 5.000 bootstrap samples 

 

Multilevel analysis 

The indirect effect model showed above does not allow controlling for country variance. 

Therefore, I will conduct a mixed models multilevel analysis of the relation between group 

size, perceived threat and contact on social distance. Analyzing indirect analyses is not 

possible in a mixed models multilevel analysis, so I will investigate only the direct relations, 

which are presented in table 4. 

 

Table 4. Multilevel analysis of the direct effects of the model 

 

 
Model 1:  
Perceived threat 

Model 2:  

Contact 
Model 3:  

Social distance 

Parameter  Estimated SE Estimated SE Estimated SE 

Fixed        

Intercept 6.47*** .189 1.39*** .053 −.455 .254 

Perceived group size 1.62*** .061 −.115*** .026 1.04*** .136 

Actual group size −3.43* 1.59 2.49*** .449 −2.14 1.56 

Perceived threat     .661*** .014 

Contact     −.579*** .036 

Age     .023*** .001 

Sex 
a
     −.23*** .037 

Education     −.051*** .006 

Income     .000 .000 

Urbanization     .057** .017 

Random       

Individual 
b
  2.31*** .020 .459*** .004 6.58*** .067 

Country 
c
 .251** .078 .018** .006 .217** .073 

−2 Log Likelihood 98447.37 61973.50 83730.51 

Parameters 5 5 12 

Note: Unstandardized estimates; N = 30126.  
a Sex: 0 = men; 1 = women   
b  Individual = Variance within the countries in outgroup rejection scores   
c  Country = Variance between the countries in outgroup rejection scores   

*p < .05; **p <.01; ***p <.001 

 

When compared to the indirect effect model presented earlier, which was not controlled for 

country-level variance, the only remarkable difference is the effect of the actual group size. 

When controlling for country-level variance, the direct effect of the actual group size on 

social distance, which is significant in the indirect effects model, did not reach significance 

here (b = −2.14, SE = 1.56, p > .05). The effect of the actual group size on threat also 

decreases (b = −3.43, SE = 1.59, p = .043), but remains significant, just like the effect of 

actual group size on contact. 
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The Netherlands 

Figure 3 shows the distribution of the percentage of immigrants perceived by Dutch 

respondents. It is obvious that the perception of many people does not correspond to the 

reality, since people often perceive the percentage of immigrants to be more than 0.3, while 

the largest percentage is 20,9% (which is in Amsterdam, the capital of the Netherlands). The 

general percentage of immigrants in the Netherlands, reported by the CBS,  is 9,61. A one-

sample T test shows that the perceived number of immigrants in general deviates from this 

actual proportion, t(2047) = 36.127, p > .001. The mean difference is 13.57. 

Wong (2008) found in the US that the perceived national-level group size is strongly affected 

by people‟s perception of the immigrant group size in her or his own neighborhood. As 

mentioned above, in the ESS dataset there is no measure for the perceived group size at the 

neighborhood level, but the region-level actual group size can be used to see if the 

mechanism found by Wong exists in the Netherlands too. The correlation between the actual 

group size per region and people‟s perception of the country-level immigrant group size is r = 

.060 (p = .007). A small, but significant relation exists which is another indication that my 

hypotheses also should be analyzed at the region level. 

  

The results of the indirect effects analysis for the Netherlands are presented in figure 4. For 

the independent variable actual group size, the region-level statistics by the CBS are used 

instead of OECD-figures.  

Figure 3. Perceived percentage of immigrants in the Netherlands 
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Figure 4. Indirect effects of the perceived and actual group size on xenophobia, via threat and contact, including 

control variables. All coefficients are unstandardized. R
2
 = .274; N = 1334; * P < .01 ** P < .001 

 

Perceived 
group size Social distance 

Perceived 
threat 

Contact 

Social distance 

Control variables 
Actual group size 
Age 
Sex (female) 
Education 
Income 
Urbanization 

 
.254 (1.49) 

.019 (.005)** 
−.276 (.13) 

−.092 (.018)** 
.000 (.000) 
.103 (.058) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.67 (.439)** 

1.44 (.222)** 

.065 (.097) 

.733 (.05)** 

−.725 (.114)** 

Perceived 
group size 
 

1.57 (.405)** 

Actual group 
size Social distance 

Perceived 
threat 

Contact 

Social distance 

Control variables 
Perceived group 
size 
Age 
Sex (female) 
Education 
Income 
Urbanization 

 
1.57 (.405)** 

 
.019 (.005)** 

−.276 (.13) 
−.092 (.018)** 

.000 (.000) 
.103 (.058 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

−.849 (1.62) 

.631 (.818) 

2.16 (.359)** 

Actual group 
size 
 

.254 (1.49) 

.733 (.05)** 

 

−.725 (.114)** 
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Compared to the results for all 21 European countries, the picture is a little different in this 

Dutch analysis. The total effect of perceived group size on social distance still remains, just 

like the direct effect of perceived group size on social distance. However, there is no effect of 

the actual group size on social distance, neither in total or directly. Perceived threat and 

contact do have a significant, and expected effect on social distance. Overall, the model is 

significant in the Netherlands, both for perceived size, F (1324) = 55.49, p < .001, and actual 

size, F (1324) = 55.49, p < .001. The R
2
 is .274. 

 

In table 5, the results for the indirect effects are reported. There is a significant total indirect 

effect of perceived size on social distance (b = 1.10, SE = .226, CI = .7039 to 1.5973) but not 

of the actual size (b = −1.10, SE = .787, CI = −2.6529 to .4754). However, there is a 

significant indirect of actual size through contact. There are significant differences in the 

indirect effects of the perceived size (CI = .6153 to 1.4598) as well as the actual size (CI = 

.6245 to 3.4914). As hypothesis 2 predicts, only perceived threat is a mediator for the effect of 

perceived group size on social distance (b = 1.05, SE = .210, CI = .6864 to 1.5111), contact is 

not (b = .047, SE = .069, CI = −.0870 to .1879). And in line with hypothesis 3, only contact is 

a mediator for the effect of actual group size on social distance (b = −1.56, SE = .365, CI = 

−2.3799 to −.9251). Perceived threat is not (b = .462, SE = .663, CI = −.8001 to 1.7895). So, 

even when there is no relationship between actual group size and social distance, there is still 

an indirect effect through contact: the more immigrants, the more intergroup contact, and the 

less social distance reported. 

 

The control variables age and education are significant predictors for social distance in the 

Netherlands. Sex, income and urbanization, however, are not significant anymore. The latter 

effect is interesting, since it is in line with the argument that the variable urbanization captures 

an important part of the variance between regions, something that is ignored with the country-

level statistics on the number of immigrants used in the European analysis. In that analysis, 

the variable urbanization had a significant effect on social distance, an effect that is not 

significant anymore here, possibly because this variance between regions is already captured 

in the independent variable. 

 

Table 5. Mediation of the effect of both perceived and actual group size on social distance through perceived 

threat and contact in Europe 

 IV: Perceived group size  IV: Actual group size 

  BC 95% CI   BC 95% CI 

 Estimate SE Lower Upper  Estimate SE Lower Upper 

Indirect effect 

Threat 1.05 .210 .6864 1.5111  .462 .663 −.8001 1.7895 

Contact .047 .069 −.0870 .1879  −1.56 .365 −2.3799 −.9251 

TOTAL 1.10 .226 .7039 1.5973  −1.10 .787 −2.6529 .4754 

Contrast 

Threat vs. 

Contact 

1.01 .216 .6153 1.4598  2.03 .726 .6245 3.4914 

Note: IV = Independent variable; BC = Bias corrected; 5.000 bootstrap samples 
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In the indirect effect analysis is not controlled for the variance between regions. Therefore, 

like with the European analysis, I conduct a mixed model multilevel analysis of the direct 

relations in the model presented above. The results of this analysis are presented in table 6.  

 

Table 6. Multilevel analysis of the direct effects of the model 

 

 
Model 1:  
Perceived threat 

Model 2:  

Contact 
Model 3:  

Social distance 

Parameter  Estimated SE Estimated SE Estimated SE 

Fixed        

Intercept 6.12*** .117 1.38*** .040 −.505 .640 

Perceived group size 1.75*** .180 −.244** .094 1.58*** .402 

Actual group size −1.15 1.19 2.26*** .342 .005 1.89 

Perceived threat     .726*** .050 

Contact     −.718*** .113 

Age     .019*** .005 

Sex 
a
     −.270* .129 

Education     −.089*** .018 

Income     .000 .000 

Urbanization     .100 .058 

Random       

Individual 
b
 1.70*** .056 .520*** .016 5.16*** .202 

Country 
c
 .052* .021 .000 .000 .065 .049 

−2 Log Likelihood 6388.80 4471.19 5986.78 

Parameters 5 5 12 
Note: Unstandardized estimates; N = 30126.  
a Sex: 0 = men; 1 = women   
b  Individual = Variance within the countries in outgroup rejection scores   
c  Country = Variance between the countries in outgroup rejection scores   

*p < .05; **p <.01; ***p <.001 

 

All relations remain as they are in the indirect effect-model, except for the relation between 

perceived group size and contact (b = −.244, SE = .094. p = .009), and the relation between 

the control variable sex and social distance (b = −.270, SE = .129. p = .037). These relations 

are significant here, whereas they are not in the indirect effect-model above. 

 

4. Conclusions 

Even though a small association exists between the actual and perceived group size, as 

expected the immigrant group size is overestimated in all European countries included in the 

analysis. This is a result which is often found in studies on perceived group sizes. The results 

of the indirect effect analysis both in Europe and in the Netherlands indicate that the 

relationship between the immigrant group size and social distance depends heavily on the 

measurement of group size. When group size is measured as the perception of the respondent, 

a clearly different effect appears than when group size is measured as an actual objective 

indicator. The main affect of the perceived group size on social distance is positive – when 

people perceive more immigrants they report more social distance. The main effect of the 

actual group size, however, is negative. In countries and regions with a larger share of 

immigrants, less social distance is reported. 

 

The effects through perceived threat and contact match my hypotheses to a large extent, both 

in Europe and in the Netherlands. For Europe, when the actual immigrant group size in a 
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country is large, as expected more contact takes place and hence, less social distance is 

reported. Perceived threat also has a significant role: in countries with high immigrant group 

sizes, less threat is perceived and less social distance is reported. However, when people 

perceive higher immigrant group sizes, they feel more threatened and more social distance is 

reported, as I predicted. At the same time, more contact takes place, which is associated with 

less social distance, but this influence is smaller than the effect of perceived threat. These 

findings are robust: after controlling for the country differences the associations still hold. 

 

For the Netherlands, generally the same associations are found. In line with hypotheses 2 and 

3, when people perceive a larger immigrant group size they feel more threatened and report 

more social distance, but in regions with a larger actual share of immigrants, more contact 

takes place, and hence less social distance is reported. The total effect of the actual group size 

via threat and contact is not significant, probably because at the same time people feel more 

threatened when there are more immigrants, but the influence of contact is still there. With 

regard to the difference between regions, the findings are robust here too, as the found 

associations hold after controlling for the region difference. 

 

To conclude, analyzing the effects of perceived and actual group size separately results in 

obviously different direct and indirect effects on social distance. Perceived threat is a 

mediator especially for the effect of perceived size on social distance, and contact is a 

mediator mainly for the effect of actual size on social distance. Thus, making the distinction 

between perceived and actual group size is one important explanation for the conflicting 

hypotheses of the perceived threat theory and the contact theory. 

 

5. Discussion 

There are some limitations to this study. To begin with, there is a causality assumed whereas 

this effect can also be the other way around. For sure, the actual immigrant group size will not 

be affected by any other variable in the model. But an influence of perceived threat, contact, 

and even social distance on the perceived group size is possible. People who feel more 

threatened may have more often the impression that there are lots of immigrants, and when 

people have much contact with immigrants, they also might overestimate the immigrant group 

size sooner. Social distance may also affect the perceived threat and intergroup contact (it 

may affect contact in that a selection bias exists: people who feel much social distance do not 

get in contact with immigrants). However, Schlueter et al. (2008) found in a longitudinal test 

of the threat theory both in Germany and in Russia that a causal relation only exists from the 

threat perceived on the outgroup attitudes (which is social distance in Russia). And the 

famous Robber‟s Cave experiment (Sherif et al, 1961) is an example of evidence for the 

causal relationship from contact on social distance. These findings may indicate that the 

effects found in this study are in the direction I suppose they are.  

 

Another problem might be that the items measuring social distance are explicitly referring to a 

“different race or ethnic group than the majority”, while the other variables only concern 

immigrants in general, thus including immigrants with the same race or ethnic group. 
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However, since migration issues discussed in politics and the media almost always are about 

non-western immigrants, I assume that most, if not all people have the same conceptions 

about “immigrants”
4
.  

 

In contrast to what is often found in research on the relations between group size and 

outgroup attitudes, in this study there are no large differences found when a region-level 

group size measurement is used (in the Netherlands), instead of the country level statistics (in 

the European analysis). This means that the found effects of both perceived and actual group 

size via perceived threat and contact on social distance are very robust, and can maybe even 

explain why the effects found in earlier studies are that ambiguous.  

Connected with this, the item measuring the perceived group size referred to the percentage of 

immigrants at the country level, and in the Dutch analysis this variable is compared to the 

actual percentage of immigrants at the region level. One might argue that these variables 

cannot be compared, but as Wong (2008) found, people project, to some extent, their 

perception of the group size in their own environment to the national level. And as mentioned 

above, no large differences are found in the results of both levels of analyzing. 

 

One indication that there is a need to measure the actual group size at a lower level than the 

national level, is that the influence of urbanization is significant in the European analysis but 

is not significant in the Dutch analysis. This variable might capture an important difference 

between regions in the European analysis, whereas in the Dutch analysis these differences are 

already captured in the region-level statistics.  

 

The results have important implications for further research. When the influence of group size 

on outgroup attitudes is measured, the perceived group size cannot be ignored, since both 

measurements of size have significant effects, which differ to a large extent. Especially in 

studies on the relation between group size and perceived threat, researchers should be aware 

that the effect of perceived size is completely different than the effect of actual size. More 

research has to be done on the reason why people with a higher perceived group size have 

more contact, and therefore report less social distance, and why people perceive less threat 

when the actual group size is larger. These effects were not hypothesized but are significant 

on the European level. More research need also to be done on the processes which influence 

people‟s perceptions of the immigrant group size, since these perceptions are very important 

for the attitudes towards immigrants. The influence of the group size at the region level, as 

found by Wong (2008), is only one factor. At last, more research could be done on this and 

other possible explanations of the conflicting hypotheses of the perceived threat theory and 

the contact theory with regard to group size, as there is a lack of this research at the present. 

 

These results also have important political implications. The perceptions of people are very 

important for their attitudes towards immigrants. Given that people on average overestimate 

the immigrant group size, generating more knowledge in the public about the actual 

                                                 
4
 In that case, however, the overestimation is even larger than discussed before since the objective numbers on 

immigrant include immigrants from western countries – who are often a large share of the immigrant population 
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immigrant group size might be a very effective way to reduce prejudice. Media and politicians 

have a responsibility for communicating the right information to the public, since they have a 

large influence on the perceptions people have. Local-level politicians and policy developers 

should be aware that contact has a great negative influence on the social distance between 

groups, and that an increase of immigrants not necessarily have to mean that intergroup 

relations will worsen. Thus, at the local level intergroup contact has to be stimulated, and at 

higher levels, ignorance concerning group sizes must be diminished. 
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