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ABSTRACT KEYWORDS
This article explores how level of education and region of origin (EU Migration; skilled
versus non-EU) shape newcomers’ perceptions of being welcome immigrants; third-country

nationals; EU migrants;

and treated fairly upon arrival, as well as their feelings of ! -
integration

closeness and belonging to majority members and their long-
term commitment to their new country of residence. Our results
show that the impact of these factors - education and EU
background - varies between these dimensions in shaping
individuals” attitudes and feelings about their new home. Feelings
of being welcome and treated fairly do not differ much between
origin groups per se, but they do differ between highly skilled
and less-skilled migrants, although in a paradoxical way. Skilled
third-country nationals are more skeptical than individuals with
lower levels of education, and they are also more likely to feel
marginalized. As regards the other dimensions, origin clearly
trumps education. Although EU migrants are not particularly
skeptical about Germany, they feel less close to it and more
hesitant to make a long-term commitment to the country. Our
analysis shows that skilled migrants do not relate in a consistent
or homogeneous way to their destination country.

Introduction

In most immigration countries, there is little debate about the individuals focused on in
the global ‘race for talent’ (Shachar 2006). They are perceived as bringing new ideas,
skills, and cultures; helping to rejuvenate the population and labor force; and minimizing
the societal challenges and costs related to large-scale immigration (Winter 2024; Faist
2013; Schonwilder 2013). These challenges include growing perceptions of economic
and cultural threat, especially among the low-skilled native labor force. Without much
resistance from natives, barriers to immigration have been substantially lowered for
skilled migrants in recent decades (Schmidtke 2024), and their numbers have increased
in many destination countries. Germany is a good example of this (Ploger and Becker
2015; Sprengholz et al. 2021).
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The literature on the experiences of skilled migrants portrays them as a sought-after and
highly flexible group showing little inclination for commitment or adaptation beyond
earning money in their new host country. They are described as privileged and always on
the move: ‘the perception is that highly educated and professionally successful people
move across borders easily and possess the relevant competencies for cross-border com-
munication and exchange’ (Faist 2013, 1643). Likewise, in terms of their identification
and commitment, they are depicted as identifying at best with supranational entities — if
not with the world itself - and being rather unconstrained by social and emotional ties to
a certain place: ‘the bearers of skills, education, and abilities that seek to maximize earnings
in the short term while retaining little commitment to any particular society or national labor
market over the longer term’ (on newcomers in the US see Massey and Redstone Akresh
2006, 954). With respect to their acculturation in host societies, the literature suggests that
skilled migrants can find economic success while skipping the strenuous process leading
to upward mobility for less-skilled and underprivileged migrants, as described in more
classic approaches to assimilation (Alba and Nee 1997). This image of highly skilled migrants
is, however, often shaped by the rather privileged subgroup of expatriates and other skilled
migrants who come for work. In the European context, it often relates to intra-EU migrants.
As a consequence, level of education, country of origin, and migration motive are con-
founded in this literature (Weinar and von Koppenfels 2020).

But there is little systematic empirical evidence on whether skilled newcomers relate to
their country of residence in any specific or typical way. Many studies focus on highly
skilled migrants’ labor-market integration, particularly on the challenges related to recog-
nizing their educational degrees and overqualification (Gauthier 2016; Kogan 2006; 2012;
Reitz 2013; Schittenhelm and Schmidtke 2011, 143). Their attitudes and feelings about
their new home have received less attention (Hajro et al. 2019, 329). Although the
number of empirical studies that tackle this aspect of highly skilled migration is rising
(Gerber and Ravazzini 2022; Geurts, Davids, and Spierings 2021; Koikkalainen 2013;
Ploger and Becker 2015; Ploger and Kubiak 2019; Ryan, Klekowski von Koppenfels, and
Mulholland 2015; Ullah et al. 2021), systematic comparisons between migrants with
high and lower levels of education are still rare. Accordingly, it has been argued that
‘given the importance attached to immigrants’ education, it is surprising that its role in
shaping immigrants™ attitudes towards host states is not more thoroughly researched’
(Careja and Schmidt-Catran 2017, 153). This partially reflects the fact that research on
skilled migrants is often based on qualitative data with small samples (Weinar and von
Koppenfels 2020, 104; Winter 2021), while quantitative studies often focus on the large
share of low-skilled migrants. To be sure, many studies control for an individual’s level
of education statistically when analyzing specific aspects of migrants’ integration
process. But the question of whether highly skilled migrants systematically differ from
their less-skilled co-ethnics in how they relate to their new country of residence
remains largely unanswered. Research is particularly scarce when it comes to highly
skilled migrants from a wider range of origin groups than those focused on in studies of
expatriates or internationally mobile individuals (Weinar and von Koppenfels 2020, 105).

We want to add to this literature by exploring educational gaps in the way newcomers
think and feel about their country of residence in a more encompassing way. The concept
of ‘middle-class nation building’ as outlined in the introduction to this Special Issue
implies ‘social closure and boundary drawing towards the outside’ and, among those
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within the national boundaries, mutual respect, equal treatment and participation, and
long-term belonging and commitment (Winter 2024). This entails that the very group
focused on in this project, namely skilled migrants, do not remain skeptical about
feeling welcomed in the destination country, or about their opportunities for upward
mobility, and do not remain distant towards its citizens. Likewise, it would have little
to do with the more encompassing idea of ‘middle-class nation building” through immi-
gration if skilled migrants did not strive for permanent settlement and full belonging at
some point, even though their temporary presence in the country would, of course, still
be economically beneficial.

We start out by discussing the theoretical mechanisms that link high levels of education
to a broad set of indicators, and briefly summarize the respective empirical findings. Based
on this, we provide systematic — and so far, scarce - descriptive evidence with the help of
new and innovative data collected among newcomers to Germany, one of the most impor-
tant immigration destinations worldwide. The ENTRA dataset (shown below) offers
unique insight into the question of how skilled newcomers relate to their host country,
for three reasons. First, it covers an exceptionally broad set of indicators for different
dimensions of newcomers’ relationship with their host country. These include attitudes
about Germany (e.g. their perceptions of opportunities for upward mobility), feelings of
belonging and closeness (e.g. to Germans or the inhabitants of their municipality), and
newcomers’ long-term commitment to the country (e.g. their plans to stay for good and
naturalize). Second, these indicators are captured among migrants with high and lower
levels of education who belong to different origin groups: EU migrants (Italians and
Poles), and third-country nationals (Syrians and Turks). This allows us to disentangle
the roles of skill level and country of origin, as outlined above. In Germany, the experiences
and challenges faced by skilled third-country nationals may more closely resemble those
faced by unskilled migrants from the same origins than those faced by similarly skilled
EU migrants. A third advantage is that information on the above-mentioned indicators
was captured during migrants’ early years in Germany. Our data will thus reveal how
these migrants differ by education level or region of origin per se, rather than by group-
specific experiences in the host country. In many immigrant surveys, respondents have
already been in the host country a long time before being surveyed, or were even born
there. Our analyses do not yet meet the goal of a ‘coherent narrative on the integration
pathways of the highly skilled’, as demanded by Weinar and van Koppenfels in their
encompassing study of the highly skilled (2020, 105). Nonetheless, we hope to lay the
groundwork for future detailed analyses with a more explanatory focus.

How do highly skilled migrants relate to their country of residence? The
role of education and national origin

In our study of newcomers’ relationship with their country of residence, we explore three
different dimensions. In this section, we briefly present the indicators used in the empiri-
cal section of the paper, describe their relevance, spell out the theoretical links between
skill level - or, alternatively, region of origin — and the different dimensions, and briefly
review the available quantitative empirical evidence for the case of Germany.

(a) Attitudes about feeling welcome and treated fairly
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Attitudes about feeling welcome and treated fairly are important, as is having a fair
chance for upward mobility, and not just because their absence may put an emotional
strain on those who experience exclusion and unfair treatment (Small and Pager
2020). Newcomers who feel blocked off from the host society’s social networks and
status systems may also feel less motivated to leave the ethnic niches of housing and
labor markets and to connect with majority members — which ultimately fosters ethnic
equality (Small and Pager 2020, 62). These attitudes have mostly been studied under
the umbrella of perceptions of discrimination and unfair treatment (Diehl, Liebau, and
Muehlau 2021; Schaeffer 2019; Saint Pierre, Martinovic, and Vroome 2015, 1842; Stein-
mann 2019; ten Teije, Coenders, and Verkuyten 2013; Tolsma, Lubbers, and Gijsberts
2012; Verkuyten 2016).

According to survey data, natives strongly prefer skilled migrants over less-skilled
(Bansak, Hainmueller, and Hangartner 2016; Helbling and Kriesi 2014; Naumann,
Stotzer, and Pietrantuono 2018). In Europe and North America, European migrants
are also preferred (Heath and Richards 2018, 24). These preferences generally reflect
the lower perceptions of economic and cultural threat that come with lower social dis-
tances towards migrants with higher skill levels, and from countries perceived as cultu-
rally less distant. As a consequence, migrants from these groups should be more welcome
and less exposed to unfair treatment than low-skilled migrants and migrants perceived as
culturally more distinct. However, natives’ preference for skilled migrants does not
necessarily translate into greater feelings of acceptance and fair treatment among edu-
cated migrants. This has been pointed out by proponents of the ‘integration paradox’
the phenomenon that although migrants with higher levels of education are more
popular than their lower-skilled counterparts, they hold more skeptical views about
their host country (ten Teije, Coenders, and Verkuyten 2013; Verkuyten 2016). From
a social-psychological perspective, these perceptions mirror not only actual exposure
to unequal treatment, but also more awareness of unequal treatment and higher aspira-
tions for equal treatment (Diehl, Liebau, and Muehlau 2021; Verkuyten 2016). Educated
migrants are more likely to compare themselves to natives than to other migrants or indi-
viduals in their origin countries, and thus to feel more deprived, and react more sensi-
tively, if they are blocked from upward mobility. They are also more aware of an
exclusionary societal discourse in the media, partly due to their better language skills
(Saint Pierre, Martinovic, and Vroome 2015, 1842; Steinmann 2019).

In Germany, natives clearly prefer skilled over unskilled migrants (Czymara and
Schmidt-Catran 2016). However, empirical evidence on how migrants themselves experi-
ence acceptance and exclusion after migration is more in line with the ‘integration
paradox’ - that is, educated migrants perceive more rather than less discrimination
than migrants with low levels of education do (Schaeffer 2019; Steinmann 2019;
Tuppat and Gerhards 2021; but: Careja and Schmidt-Catran 2017). Some studies show
that both skill level and origin matter, and that educated migrants only perceive more
discrimination when they belong to origin groups that face salient ethnic boundaries
(Diehl, Liebau, and Muehlau 2021). The findings on origin-group differences suggest
that social distances and levels of xenophobia are substantially higher against migrants
from the Global South, especially when those migrants come from Muslim countries
(Wallrich, West, and Rutland 2020). According to survey data, refugees and Turks
face substantially greater social distances by native Germans than Italians do, for
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example." Audit studies consistently reveal more discrimination against members of
these groups, such as on the labor market (Koopmans, Veit, and Yemane 2019; Veit
et al. 2022). This is in line with what is known about these groups’ perceptions of exclu-
sion and disadvantage. Third-country nationals in Germany, particularly Turkish
migrants, are more likely to report being disadvantaged than other individuals belonging
to the former guest-worker population (Wittlif 2018). The perceptions of Polish migrants
are somewhere in between. According to a comparative survey on Poles in four European
countries, only about a third of Polish respondents living in Germany reported that they
are rarely or never discriminated against (McGinnity and Gijsberts 2015).

(b) Feelings of closeness and belonging

With respect to migrants’ feelings of closeness and belonging, empirical research
mostly analyzes whether they feel connected to or identify with members of their
origin group or with majority members (De Vroome, Martinovic, and Verkuyten
2014; Phinney and Ong 2007; Verkuyten 2016). It is important to note that low feelings
of closeness and belonging to either group are not inherently problematic and do not
necessarily lead to ‘marginalization’ (Berry 2003; Verkuyten 2016). Collective identities
above and beyond nation states may become more important after migration, especially
among skilled migrants (Geurts, Davids, and Spierings 2021; Kunst and Sam 2013). In
the end, what is important is whether minority members suffer from feeling disconnected
or marginalized. From the perspective of the receiving country, some authors have raised
questions about the possible repercussions of low levels of attachment on a shared sense
of solidarity among a country’s inhabitants (Martinovic and Verkuyten 2012, 88).
However, the public debate in this regard focuses mostly on migrants belonging to
groups whose loyalty and integration is questioned, which in Europe is mostly the
case for Muslims (Faist 2013, 1642).

Educated migrants are often more proficient in the majority language because of their
higher learning efficiency (Careja and Schmidt-Catran 2017, 151; Esser 2006; 2009;
Hochman and Davidov 2014, 346; Kristen and Seuring 2021; Miller 2000; Walters,
Phythian, and Anisef 2007). Good language skills, in turn, foster newcomers’ exposure
to the values, norms, and practices of the receiving country and enable contacts with
natives, nurturing feelings of closeness and belonging. Likewise, feeling close to the
majority should be an easily accessible option when the symbolic boundaries between
newcomers and natives are not perceived as particularly salient or exclusionary (Esser
2009, 360; Martinovic and Verkuyten 2012, 93). According to this logic, educated
migrants and those from a European background should show stronger feelings of
belonging.

Other arguments point in the opposite direction. In the last section, we showed that
educated migrants are more aware of unfair treatment and react more sensitively to it.
According to the rejection-disidentification model (RDIM, Jasinskaja-Lahti, Liebkind,
and Spolheim 2009), this should negatively affect their identification with the majority
and also their emotional attachments to natives. Furthermore, identity choices are a
matter of both constraint and choice (Koikkalainen 2013; Waters 1990, 19). Establishing
close emotional and social ties to the majority may be a way to ‘shift sides and escape a
minority stigma’ (Wimmer 2008, 19), but this incentive may only exist for minority
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members who belong to unpopular groups. The very groups that could easily develop
feelings of closeness and belonging may be little inclined to do so.

Empirical research on Germany has mostly studied migrants’ national identification
with the host country. Based on data from the German socio-economic Panel, Careja
and Schmidt-Catran ‘find no indication that higher educated immigrants ‘turn away’
from the host society’ (2017, 163). With respect to ‘gross differences’ between origin
groups, it is difficult to compare findings across studies. Ethnic Germans and Poles ident-
ify more strongly with Germany than do groups that originally came to Germany during
the recruitment period in the 1950s to 1970s (on adolescents, see Schulz and Leszczensky
2016, 179). According to a study by Hochman and Davidov (2014, 357), Turks have a
slightly lower identification than other large origin groups do. A study on recent migrants
suggests that overall levels do not differ greatly between Polish and Turkish newcomers,
but their trajectories over time do vary, partly reflecting the Turks’ lower feelings of being
welcome (Diehl, Fischer-Neumann, and Muhlau 2016).

(c) Long-term commitment

From the perspective of the receiving countries, skilled migrants’ alleged lack of long-
term commitment to their new homeland, as indicated by their high remigration and low
naturalization rates, among other factors (Massey and Akresh 2006), is more problematic
than the absence of strong feelings of closeness and belonging. After all, the global ‘race
for talent’ (Shachar 2006) is not limited to attracting skilled migrants; it is also about
making them stay (Weinar and von Koppenfels 2020, 104). And again, a large and
growing share of noncitizens with no intentions to settle down for good may harm demo-
cratic legitimization processes and social cohesion.

Incentives and opportunities to apply for citizenship or settle permanently are
strongly shaped by the receiving country’s legal and political context. Within Europe,
these incentives differ less between migrants with high and low levels of education,
and more between those from within the EU and from outside. After all, EU migrants
enjoy their privileges whatever their level of education, such as the opportunity to
acquire German citizenship without surrendering their previous citizenship (Favell
2022, 126). In turn, the naturalization process is only marginally less demanding for edu-
cated migrants in general (for example, the wait time can be shortened by a year for can-
didates with good language skills).” But again, the incentives for EU citizens to apply for a
German passport are very small, and naturalization rates are low (Thranhardt 2017). EU
citizens already enjoy many rights connected to the German passport, such as the right to
vote in local elections. EU citizens can also freely move back and forth between their
home and the host country, so they have few incentives to settle in one place. Third-
country nationals, on the other hand, face bureaucratic hurdles when they want to
pursue a transnational lifestyle or to leave their country of residence for longer time
periods, whatever their skill level. Due to these higher transaction costs, they may feel
greater pressure to choose between permanent settlement and remigration.

Among migrants in Germany, empirical evidence is mixed on the link between edu-
cation level and intentions to stay for good or to remigrate (Steiner and Velling 1994).
Diehl and Liebau (2015) and Schiele (2021) find that education and return intentions
are unrelated among Turks; a more recent study by Bettin, Cela, and Fokkema (2018,
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1026) suggests that these factors are even negatively related in this group. In a study
limited to labor migrants in Germany, Ette et al. conclude that those migrants with ter-
tiary education are less likely to intend to stay for good (2016, 440). With respect to natu-
ralization, recent evidence indicates that education is unrelated to naturalization
intentions, and EU origin is negatively related (Hitbner 2022, 53; Witte 2014).

(d) Summing up: education, origin and migrants’ relationship with their new home

As shown by this brief sketch of theoretical arguments and empirical findings, it is by
no means clear whether educated migrants per se can be expected to stay distant and
detached from the receiving society. From a sociopsychological perspective, highly
skilled migrants should feel treated unfairly and not welcome more often than low-
skilled individuals do because of their higher aspirations for equal treatment. But most
of the other mechanisms spelled out above refer to national origins rather than skill
levels. Feeling close to majority members may be easier for members of groups who
face blurred ethnic boundaries. At the same time, migrants who belong to nonstigma-
tized origin groups have less incentive for feeling close. In addition, the transnational
movements and activities of EU migrants face fewer bureaucratic hurdles and come
with lower transaction costs, even for migrants without German passports. Permanent
settlement and naturalization offer few additional advantages and privileges beyond
those already enjoyed by EU migrants.

Our summary also reveals that most studies focus on a narrow set of indicators for the
three dimensions of newcomers’ relationship with their new home: migrants’ perceptions
of unfair treatment, their national identification, and their intentions to stay and to nat-
uralize. We are able to focus on a broader set of indicators in our analyses, including
migrants’ perceptions of being welcome and opportunities for upward mobility; their feel-
ings of closeness, not only to Germans but also to the inhabitants of their municipality; and
their feelings of marginalization, as possibly mirroring a low sense of belonging. With
respect to their long-term commitment, we consider newcomers’ ambitions to become
‘truly German’ one day, along with their intentions to naturalize and settle for good.

Data and measurements

We use data from the ENTRA project (Recent Immigration Processes and Early Inte-
gration Trajectories in Germany), funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG,
see Seuring et al. 2023. for a detailed methodological report). The origin groups surveyed
were migrants from Italy, Poland, Turkey, and Syria. These groups represent different
immigrant streams that have come to Germany since 1945. Large-scale migration
from Turkey and Italy started during the labor recruitment period in the 1950s to
1970s, and was followed by a period of family reunification and marriage migration.
Today, Italians arrive mostly as EU migrants with higher skill levels. Likewise, many
Turks arrive as international students or — though fewer in number - refugees, often aca-
demics, who want to leave their country or were forced to. Immigration from Poland,
which gained momentum after 2000, is no longer dominated by seasonal workers; it
now includes many medium-skilled or highly skilled individuals who come to work or
study. In 2015, large numbers of Syrians fled the civil war in their country and sought
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refuge in Germany. Between 25 and 30 percent of them have tertiary education (Welker
2022). To study the role of skill levels versus origin, we compare individuals with high
and low levels of education (see below), and individuals from within the EU (Poles
and Italians) and from outside (Turks and Syrians). To be sure, the patterns we
present here might look different if other origin groups were included in the broader
groups of EU and non-EU migrants, such as Bulgarians and Bosnians.

The survey’s target population was individuals from these four origin groups who
came to Germany between 2015 and 2019.> They were first interviewed in summer/fall
2019, and again in winter/spring 2020/2021. Our analyses are based on data from
wave 1 (except for the intention to naturalize, which was only captured in the second
wave). The survey questionnaires were available in the migrants’ native languages and
covered integration in different areas, including several questions on newcomers’ atti-
tudes about Germany and their attachments to Germans. Table 1 presents an overview
of the indicators we use in our empirical analysis.

Our key independent variable is level of education. It is challenging to define who is
and who is not in the category of highly skilled migrants (Weinar and van Koppenfels: 9;
Lowell and Findlay 2001). We differentiate between highly skilled migrants/migrants
with tertiary levels of education (we use these terms interchangeably) and migrants
with medium to low skill levels/without tertiary education, according to ISCED 1997.
To be sure, the relationship between education and skills is complex. The advantage of
capturing it by tertiary education is that it can be clearly delineated by the data at
hand, without having to deal with tricky issues of codification and recognition of skills
acquired abroad (Gowayed 2022). The recent migrants included in our data completed
their education abroad, so their skill level does not reflect the processes and experiences
of integration and exclusion that, in turn, may shape the attitudes and feelings about the
host country under consideration here.

In our analyses, we control for demographic characteristics (age, gender), marital
status (single, married, other), children (no/yes), and previous trips to Germany (no/
yes). The presence of children in the household can make a big difference in migrants’
ability to engage in transnational activities, and this may also affect their attitudes and
feelings about the receiving country. To look into change over time, we make use of
the fact that newcomers included in the dataset have been in Germany for different
periods of time, ranging from five to fifty months. We are able to interact time spent
in Germany with level of education, and we display how the indicators presented in
Table 1 differ between individuals who arrived more recently and those who arrived

Table 1. Indicators of new migrants’ attitudes and feelings about the host country.
Attitudes about feeling welcome and treated Feelings of closeness and

fairly belonging Long-term commitment
Some say that people from [country of origin] How close do you feel to the ~ What best describes your current
are treated unfairly in Germany. How often inhabitants of the city you situation or which comes closest? |
do you think [country of origin] people are live in? expect to stay in Germany.
treated unfairly in Germany? How close do you feel to Do you think you can become truly
In general, Germany is a welcoming country Germans? German one day?
for [country of origin] people. How often do you feel like ~ How important is it to you to become
In general, [country of origin] people can get an outsider in Germany? truly German one day?
ahead in Germany if they work hard. Do you want to apply for German

citizenship one day?
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earlier, and between those with and without tertiary education among EU and non-EU
migrants. We present the results from linear and logistic regression models, depending
on the respective indicator. Assuming there are no systematic differences in the attitudes
of migrants who had lived in Germany for a shorter or longer time when they were inter-
viewed, these differences can be interpreted as changes in migrants’ attitudes and feelings
about Germany over time. To ease interpretation, we present the main results graphically
as predicted means or probabilities for each indicator over time and by educational level
and origin group. All variables were recoded so that higher values mean stronger agree-
ment and feelings, higher frequencies, and so on. We exclude missing values variable-
wise. For an overview on the distribution of variables and full regression models, see
the Appendix.

Findings

With respect to newcomers’ collective feelings of being welcome and treated fairly,
Figure 1 reveals a somewhat mixed picture. Differences by origin or by level of education
are negligible, nor is there a clear trend over time in these perceptions. But what is inter-
esting against the backdrop of this Special Issue is that third-country nationals with low
levels of education - the group that, for all we know, is least popular among natives — are
least likely to say that members of their group are discriminated against (although confi-
dence intervals overlap at most time points). This is in line with previous studies on the
‘integration paradox’ outlined above. Migrants from Turkey and Syria with low levels of
education may have lower aspirations for equal treatment and — due to their limited
proficiency in German — may also not be aware of more subtle forms of discrimination.
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Figure 1. Predicted mean of agreement over time: How often do you think [country of origin people] are
treated unfairly in Germany? Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range
from never (1) to very often (5).
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Figure 2 displays the share of individuals who agree that Germany is a welcoming
country. After two to three years in the country, this share is again highest among the
very groups that are actually least welcome in Germany, namely migrants from a
Muslim-majority country with low levels of education. Interestingly, this share even
increases over time, so it does not merely reflect a ‘honeymoon effect’ experienced by
new arrivals who still use their origin country as a frame of reference during their stay
(Roder and Miihlau 2012). Among third-country nationals, we clearly see a greater level
of skepticism from individuals with tertiary levels of education. Upon arrival, they feel
least welcome of all groups, and although their attitude becomes more positive over time,
they remain significantly more skeptical than third-country nationals with lower levels of
education. These differences in education are much less pronounced among EU migrants.

We see a similar picture with respect to migrants’ assessment of the possibilities for
upward mobility in Germany, as displayed in Figure 3. Unlike Europeans, third-
country nationals, who face a considerable labor-market disadvantage in Germany,
increasingly agree with the statement that individuals from their origin group can get
ahead in Germany if they work hard. Highly skilled third-country nationals are quite
skeptical in the beginning, but the share of those who agree with the optimistic statement
increases over time (though it remains lower than among less-skilled third-country
nationals at all time points). Again, we see a stagnation over time and no systematic
differences by level of education among EU migrants.

When we turn to the next dimension, migrants’ feelings of closeness and belonging, a
similar picture emerges. Upon arrival, the group that is remarkably optimistic in terms of
their perceptions of being welcome and treated fairly in Germany - third-country
nationals with low levels of education - tends to report the highest feelings of closeness

3.6 3.8
1 1

Linear prediction

34
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5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45 50
Duration of stay (months)

—@— non-EU / non-tertiary = —@—— non-EU / tertiary
—&—— EU / non-tertiary EU / tertiary

Figure 2. Predicted mean of agreement over time: In general, Germany is a welcoming country for
[country of origin people]. Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).
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Figure 3. Predicted mean of agreement over time: In general, [country of origin people] can get ahead
in Germany if they work hard. Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range
from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).

towards the inhabitants of the city in which they live (Figure 4) and towards Germans
(Figure 5), followed rather closely by highly educated third-country nationals. EU
migrants, in turn, feel less close not only to Germans in general, but also to the inhabi-
tants of the city in which they live. The cleavage clearly runs between the EU versus non-
EU origin groups rather than between the highly educated and the less-educated,
although educated migrants in both groups report slightly lower feelings of closeness.
Note that the scales differ between Figures 4 and 5, and that feelings of closeness at
the city level are overall higher than they are towards Germany in general.

Figure 6 shows that agreement to the statement that comes closest to feelings of mar-
ginalization (How often do you feel like an outsider in Germany?) is high among very
recently arrived migrants with high levels of education, but later declines. After three
years in the country, no differences by origin group or level of education can be found.
However, this finding confirms the argument by Ryan, Klekowski von Koppenfels, and
Mulholland (2015) that challenges related to belonging and exclusion also exist for edu-
cated migrants, especially those who belong to non-European and rather low-skilled
groups. Results clearly indicate that for EU migrants, low feelings of closeness and
belonging (see Figures 4 and 5) are not mirrored by stronger feelings of marginalization.

Turning to the final dimension, newcomers’ commitment to Germany, the picture is
quite straightforward. Intentions to stay significantly increase over time only among
third-country nationals. This increase is, however, somewhat less pronounced among
skilled third-country nationals than among those with low levels of education. Apart
from this, differences by level of education are rather marginal, whereas differences by
origin become quite pronounced over time. After about two years in Germany, third-
country nationals are more resolved to stay in Germany than Europeans are (Figure 7).
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Figure 4. Predicted mean over time: How close do you feel to the inhabitants of the city where you live?
Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range from not close at all (1) to

very close (4).

To be sure, staying for good does not imply fully belonging. We captured this
additional aspect based on whether respondents think they can become truly German
one day (Figure 8) and how important this is for them (Figure 9). Third-country

Linear prediction
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Figure 5. Predicted mean over time: How close do you feel to Germans? Note: Predicted means based
on linear regression model. Answers range from not close at all (1) to very close (4).
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Figure 6. Predicted means of frequency over time: How often do you feel like an outsider in Germany?
Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range from never (1) to very often

(5).

nationals, particularly those with low levels of education, are the most optimistic that
they can become truly German. This difference between third-country nationals and Eur-
opeans becomes much more pronounced over time.

Figure 9 shows that becoming German is also more important for third-country
nationals than it is for EU migrants. Differences by education are again small, but
highly educated third-country nationals tend to find it less important to become ‘truly
German’ than less-educated individuals from the same origin group do. Again, the difter-
ences and trends between Europeans and third-country nationals are much larger than
those between migrants with high and low levels of education.

The previous questions refer to ‘belonging’ in an encompassing and far-reaching way
(‘becoming truly German’). Respondents were also asked about their intention to for-
mally naturalize, something that may reflect pragmatic rather than emotional reasons.
As shown in Figure 10, this question revealed a less dynamic pattern over time.
Instead, the group differences seen in the previous figures are already quite pronounced
upon arrival. Educated third-country nationals are one exception here: initially, they are
more hesitant than low-educated third-country nationals to apply for a German passport,
but they catch up with their less-educated counterparts after about two years.

Summary and discussion

We draw several conclusions from our encompassing analysis of recent migrants’ atti-
tudes and feelings about their host country. The patterns seen in our results differ
between dimensions, particularly between the first dimension, perceptions of being
welcome and treated fairly, and the second and third dimensions, which capture
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Figure 7. Predicted probabilities over time: | expect to stay in Germany. Note: Predicted probabilities
based on logistic regression model on intention to stay in Germany (yes = 1).

newcomers’ feelings of closeness and belonging and their long-term commitment to
Germany. Overall, we found very limited empirical evidence that skilled migrants
prefer to stay ‘happily apart’ and keep their distance from their new home.

Linear prediction
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Figure 8. Predicted means of agreement over time: Do you think you can become truly German one
day? Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range from strongly disagree
(1) to strongly agree (5).
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Figure 9. Predicted means of importance over time: How important is it to you to become truly
German? Note: Predicted means based on linear regression model. Answers range from not important
at all (1) to very important (4).

Instead, our findings suggest three things. The first is that the level of education
matters most with respect to newcomers’ perceptions of being welcome and treated
fairly. EU migrants and third-country nationals do not differ systematically on this

Predicted probabilities
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Figure 10. Predicted probabilities over time: Do you want to apply for a German citizenship one day?
Note: Predicted probabilities based on logistic regression model on planning to naturalize (yes =1).
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dimension. Differences by education are more pronounced, but limited to third-country
nationals. In this group, skilled individuals not only perceive more unfair treatment
against members of their origin group than do those with low levels of education, but
they are also less convinced that Germany is a welcoming country and that they can
get ahead if they work hard. This finding is in line with recent work on the integration
paradox, which suggests that aspirations for equal treatment and sensitivity towards
unequal treatment — which are particularly pronounced among skilled migrants - play
an important role in shaping these perceptions. Highly skilled and low-skilled migrants
also differ with respect to another indicator, feelings of marginalization. Such feelings are
initially more pronounced among highly educated third-country nationals, but they
become weaker over time. This likely reflects the fact that the friendship ties of highly
skilled individuals are often interethnic, frequently between immigrants and natives
(Schlueter 2012). Establishing these ties may take more time for third-country nationals,
who face larger social distances from natives. Highly educated third-country nationals
also find it less important to become truly German one day. Taken together, these are
the only pieces of evidence we found for skilled migrants’ allegedly higher propensity
to keep their new home at a distance.

Our second finding is that, with respect to most dimensions of newcomers’ relation-
ship with Germany, it is clearly the migrants’ origin that makes a difference, rather than
their level of education. In short, EU migrants are not particularly skeptical about
Germany (as we see in terms of their perceptions of unequal treatment), but they feel
less close to its inhabitants — on both the national and the local level - and are also
much more hesitant to make a long-term commitment to the country. Turks and
Syrians, in turn, not only feel closer to Germans than EU migrants do, and even closer
to the inhabitants of the city where they live. They are also more convinced that one
day they will be ‘truly German’, and they find this more important. Likewise,
they plan to stay for good and apply for German passports more often than Poles and
Italians do.

The third important finding is that the educational differences we do see — mostly
among third-country nationals — decrease over time, for example with respect to their
perceptions of being welcome or being treated unfairly. This happens mostly because
the highly skilled newcomers, who initially may be more skeptical, catch up with the
more enthusiastic less-educated ones. But there is little indication that origin differences
between EU migrants and third-country nationals become less pronounced over time. In
fact, for the second and third dimensions in particular, the integration trajectories of EU
and non-EU migrants diverge rather than converge over time for most indicators (feeling
close, becoming truly German), because third-country nationals grow emotionally closer
and more connected to Germany. In general, EU migrants do not show any significant
change over time with respect to the indicators under consideration here. Although
we can only compare migrants by duration of stay within the first few years after
arrival, our overall findings suggest that a pattern of ‘integration’ over time is visible
only among third-country nationals, not among EU migrants. Only Turks and Syrians
(but not Italians or Poles) become more optimistic about their opportunities in
Germany, and are more likely to decide to stay for good and become ‘truly German’
the longer they are in the country; this is largely independent of their education level.
One limitation of our analyses is that we were only able to compare EU and non-EU
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migrants by studying four origin groups. We do not know what results we would find by
comparing other origin groups. Except for the Syrians, the groups we studied have a long
history of migration to Germany. This shapes the way those groups are perceived and
treated by native Germans - and this, in turn, may affect their attitudes and feelings
about the reception country.

Against the backdrop of this Special Issue, and with respect to newcomers’ attitudes
and feelings about Germany, our results lend support to findings and arguments from
other studies. Bilodeau and Gagnon show that, for the Canadian case, being a member
of the middle class (indicated in a factorial survey conducted by the authors as ‘a com-
puter technician’) ‘does not attenuate origin-based prejudices’. Nowicka emphasizes
that ‘it is unproductive to consider higher education as a proxy for immigrants’
middle-class status, without understanding the context of origin of immigrants’. We
were able to show that skilled newcomers per se do not relate to Germany attitudinally
and emotionally in any cohesive way, but that EU versus non-EU origin is a crucial
aspect of this ‘context’. Education matters, if it matters at all, in a ‘paradoxical’ way,
only for how skeptical and marginalized newcomers from outside the EU feel about
their new home. As regards the global race for talent (Shachar 2006), it is bad news
that initially, the very individuals targeted by the ‘middle-class nation building
project’ (Winter 2024) are the least likely to feel welcome and treated fairly in
Germany. Although the attitudes of those we surveyed improve over time, others
may have left Germany soon after their arrival because of their negative experiences
and attitudes. Note that a survey like ours does not include individuals who leave
soon after arrival, before they could be sampled and contacted by researchers like us.
In any case, given that skilled migrants have high aspirations for equal treatment,
making those individuals feel welcome and treated fairly upon arrival may require
more effort than simply not ‘throwing sticks’ at them, as Joppke aptly puts it his con-
tribution to this Special Issue.

The other dimensions we studied, feelings of closeness and belonging and long-
term commitment, capture not so much cognitive aspects of newcomers’ relationship
with their new home, but rather more emotional and pragmatic aspects. EU migrants’
low levels of attachment and belonging are fully compatible with a ‘neoliberal’ version
of nation building through immigration that happens mostly on the labor market and
does not require any ‘thick feelings’ of belonging (Joppke 2024). With respect to third-
country nationals from predominantly Muslim countries, the good news from a policy
perspective is that the very groups focused on in the societal debate among newco-
mers’ allegedly failing integration (Faist 2013, 1642) are the ones who are most deter-
mined to become ‘truly German’ one day, whatever this may mean.

Notes

1. Measured on a 7-point scale from -3 to +3, 37% of German respondents (German citizen-
ship, native-born with native-born grandparents) answered that a Turkish neighbor would
make them feel uncomfortable (-3, -2, -1). This figure was 48% for refugees (own calcu-
lations based on ALLBUS data from 2016).

2. https://www.asyl.net/themen/staatsangehoerigkeit-und-einbuergerung/voraussetzungen-
der-einbuergerung/erleichterte-einbuergerung


https://www.asyl.net/themen/staatsangehoerigkeit-und-einbuergerung/voraussetzungen-der-einbuergerung/erleichterte-einbuergerung
https://www.asyl.net/themen/staatsangehoerigkeit-und-einbuergerung/voraussetzungen-der-einbuergerung/erleichterte-einbuergerung
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3. Individuals were randomly sampled from the local population registers. For practical pur-
poses, the survey was limited to larger cities that were important destinations for these
groups, according to official migration data. Migrants were approached by mail and
could choose (by sending back a postcard) whether they wanted to complete the interview
online, in person, or by phone.
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Highly skilled and highly skeptical? How education and origin shape newcomers’ relationship with

their new home

Table A1. Descriptive statistics of main variables.

N Mean SD Min Max
Perceived collective discrimination 3289 2.69 0.92 1 5
Germany is welcoming country 3743 3.74 0.89 1 5
Get ahead if work hard 3734 4.32 0.74 1 5
Feeling close to city 3719 2.80 0.85 1 4
Feeling close to Germans 3698 2.58 0.84 1 4
Feel like outsider in Germany 3781 2.71 0.98 1 5
Possible becoming truly German 3395 2.89 1.33 1 5
Importance becoming truly German 3565 2.18 1.09 1 4

N %
Intention to stay in Germany
Return or live in other country (0) 1511 44,98
Stay in Germany (1) 1848 55.02
Total 3359 100.00
Intention to naturalize (W2)
No (0) 751 28.04
Yes / already applied (1) 1927 71.96
Total 2678 100.00
Table A2. Descriptive statistics of control variables.

Non-EU migrants EU migrants Total
N % N % N %
Interview mode
CAPI 283 88.44 37 11.56 320 8.39
CATI 433 80.04 108 19.96 541 14.18
CAWI 1176 39.80 1779 60.20 2955 77.44
Sex
Male 1147 59.00 797 41.00 1944 50.94
Female 745 39.80 1127 60.20 1872 49.06
Marital status
Single 914 39.45 1403 60.55 2317 60.72
Married 913 69.85 394 30.15 1307 34.25
Divorced/widowed/other 65 33.85 127 66.15 192 5.03
Children
No children 1297 44.46 1620 55.54 2917 76.44
One or more children 595 66.18 304 33.82 899 23.56
Previous trips to Germany
No 1629 54.57 1356 45.43 2985 78.22
Yes 263 31.65 568 68.35 831 21.78
Education
Below tertiary (0) 1093 56.34 847 43.66 1940 50.84
Tertiary education (1) 799 42.59 1077 57.41 1876 49.16
Total 1892 49.58 1924 50.42 3816 100.00
mean sd mean sd mean sd

Duration of stay (5-51 months) 32.11 14.90 24.65 13.28 28.35 14.59
Age (18-41 years) 28.65 5.67 28.56 5.27 28.60 5.47
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Table A3. Linear regression models — Perceptions of being welcome and treated fairly.
m @) €)

discrimination welcoming get ahead
Ref: CAPI ref. ref. ref.
CATI —0.05 0.00 0.02
(0.07) (0.06) (0.05)
CAWI 0.20%** —0.24%** —0.16%**
(0.06) (0.06) (0.05)
Female 0.04 —0.13%** —0.07**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.02)
Age (years) —0.07%** 0.01* -0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Ref: Single ref. ref. ref.
Married 0.01 0.01 —0.02
(0.05) (0.04) (0.03)
Divorced/widowed/other —0.05 —0.01 0.02
(0.07) (0.07) (0.06)
Ref: No children ref. ref. ref.
One or more children —-0.06 0.13%* 0.07
(0.05) (0.04) (0.04)
Ref: No trips ref. ref. ref.
Previous trips to Germany 0.10* —0.10%* —0.07*
(0.04) (0.04) (0.03)
Duration of stay (months) 0.00* 0.01** 0.07***
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Ref: Non-EU / non-tertiary ref. ref. ref.
Non-EU / tertiary 0.26* —0.45%** —0.18*
0.11) (0.10) (0.08)
EU / non-tertiary 0.21 0.21* 0.09
0.11) (0.10) (0.08)
EU / tertiary 0.09 —0.06 —0.03
0.11) (0.09) (0.08)
Non-EU / tertiary # —0.00 0.00 0.00
Duration of stay (months)
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
EU / non-tertiary # —0.00 —0.07%** —0.01**
Duration of stay (months)
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
EU / tertiary # —0.00 —0.00 -0.01*
Duration of stay (months)
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Constant 2.771%¥* 3.75%** 4.47%%*
(0.14) (0.12) (0.10)
Observations 3289 3743 3734
R? 0.030 0.080 0.068

Unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p <0.001.
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Table A4. Linear regression models — emotional attachments.

4 (5 (6)
close to city close to Germans outsider
Ref: CAPI ref. ref. ref.
CATI —0.08 0.01 0.05
(0.06) (0.06) (0.07)
CAWI —0.08 —0.09 0.19%*
(0.05) (0.05) (0.06)
Female —0.03 —0.12%** 0.06
(0.03) (0.03) (0.03)
Age (years) 0.00 0.01* —0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Ref: Single ref. ref. ref.
Married 0.01 —0.03 —0.00
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05)
Divorced/widowed/other —0.07 —0.07 —0.03
(0.07) (0.06) (0.08)
Ref: No children ref. ref. ref.
One or more children —0.02 —0.05 0.01
(0.04) (0.04) (0.05)
Ref: No trips ref. ref. ref.
Previous trips to Germany 0.03 0.171%** —0.13**
(0.03) (0.03) (0.04)
Duration of stay (months) —0.00 0.00 —0.00
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Ref: Non-EU / non-tertiary ref. ref. ref.
Non-EU / tertiary —0.30** —0.20* 0.38%***
(0.09) (0.09) 0.11)
EU / non-tertiary —0.47%%* —0.40%** —0.29%*
(0.09) (0.09) (0.11)
EU / tertiary —0.60%** —0.48%** —0.12
(0.09) (0.09) (0.11)
Non-EU / tertiary # 0.01** 0.00 —0.01*
Duration of stay (months)
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
EU / non-tertiary # —0.00 —0.00 0.01
Duration of stay (months)
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
EU / tertiary # 0.00 —0.00 0.00
Duration of stay (months)
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Constant 3.04%** 2.72%** 2.77*¥*
(0.12) 0.12) (0.14)
Observations 3719 3698 3781
R? 0.081 0.101 0.025

Unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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Table A5. Linear and logistic regression models — long-term commitment.

%

(8)

9)

(10)

Stay become German importance Naturalize (W2)
Ref: CAPI ref. ref. ref. ref.
CATI —0.34* —0.52%** —0.23%** —0.93*%*
(0.16) (0.09) (0.07) (0.34)
CAWI —0.44%* —0.32%** —0.31%** -0.77%
(0.15) (0.08) (0.06) (0.31)
Female 0.06 —0.09* —0.02 —0.01
(0.08) (0.04) (0.03) (0.10)
Age (years) 0.03*%** 0.00 0.01 0.00
(0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
Ref: Single ref. ref. ref. ref.
Married 0.08 -0.04 —0.05 -0.21
(0.10) (0.06) (0.05) (0.14)
Divorced/widowed/other 0.41* —0.04 —0.03 —0.01
(0.18) (0.10) (0.08) (0.24)
Ref: No children ref. ref. ref. ref.
One or more children 0.22* 0.02 0.07 0.01
(0.11) (0.07) (0.05) (0.15)
Ref: No trips ref. ref. ref. ref.
Previous trips to Germany 0.01 —0.18%** —0.15%** 0.14
(0.09) (0.05) (0.04) (0.12)
Duration of stay (months) 0.03%** 0.02%** 0.02%** 0.02
(0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
Ref: Non-EU / non-tertiary ref. ref. ref. ref.
Non-EU / tertiary 0.30 -0.37* —0.23* —1.24**
(0.25) (0.15) (0.11) (0.43)
EU / non-tertiary 0.09 0.14 0.01 —2.32%¥*
(0.25) (0.15) (0.11) (0.42)
EU / tertiary 0.30 —0.15 -0.10 —1.89%**
(0.24) (0.14) (0.11) (0.41)
Non-EU / tertiary # —-0.01 0.01 0.00 0.03*
Duration of stay (months)
(0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
EU / non-tertiary # —0.02** —0.03*** —0.03%** —0.01
Duration of stay (months)
(0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
EU / tertiary # —0.02%** —0.02%** —0.03%** —0.01
Duration of stay (months)
(0.01) (0.00) (0.00) (0.01)
Constant —1.10%** 2.90%** 2.04*** 2.77%*¥*
(0.32) (0.18) (0.14) (0.57)
Observations 3359 3395 3565 2541
R? / Pseudo R 0.048 0.172 0.272 0.178

Unstandardized coefficients with standard errors in parentheses; * p < 0.05, ** p <0.01, *** p < 0.001.
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