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Who would never grant them equal rights? A comparative
analysis of welfare chauvinism in Central and Eastern Europe

Hvem vil aldri gi dem like rettigheter? En komparativ analyse
av velferdssjåvinisme i Sentral- og Øst-Europa
David Andreas Bell and Marko Valenta

Department of Social Work, Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU), Trondheim, Norway

ABSTRACT
Welfare chauvinism is often understood as the sentiment that the benefits
and services of the welfare state should primarily be given to the native
population and not immigrant minorities. Using linear regression on
data from the 8th wave of the European Social Survey, this study
explores how political attitudes and negative attitudes towards different
immigrant groups affect welfare chauvinistic attitudes in six countries:
the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Estonia, Lithuania and Slovenia. In
contrast to other studies, we do not find a clear ‘East-West’ distinction
between the amount of welfare chauvinistic attitudes found in the six
countries compared to Western Europe. Additionally, we find that
hostility towards immigrants of a different ethnicity is a strong predictor
of welfare chauvinistic attitudes in five of the sampled countries, while
in Lithuania, there is an opposite effect, where hostility towards
ethnically similar immigrants seem to be a much stronger predictor.
Furthermore, we find evidence that individuals with more right-leaning
values and political orientation cannot be said to be more welfare
chauvinistic. This may indicate a broad agreement in these societies on
the exclusion or minimisation of immigrants’ rights to social benefits.

ABSTRAKT
Velferdssjåvinisme anses som en holdning knyttet til at tjenestene
og rettighetene fra velferdsstaten hovedsakelig bør gis til
majoritetsbefolkningen, og ikke til innvandrere. Denne studien bruker
lineær regresjon ved hjelp av data fra den åttende European Social
Survey runden for å utforske hvordan politiske holdninger og negative
holdninger til ulike innvandrergrupper påvirker velferdssjåvinistiske
holdninger i seks land: Tsjekkia, Ungarn, Polen, Estland, Litauen og
Slovenia. I motsetning til andre studier, så finner vi ikke en klar «øst-
vest» forskjell i mengden velferdssjåvinistiske holdninger i de seks
landene sammenliknet med Vest-Europa. I tillegg finner vi at negative
holdninger mot etnisk ulike innvandrere er en sterk prediktor av
velferdssjåvinistisme i fem av de seks landene. I Litauen derimot er det
en motsatt effekt, hvor negative holdninger til etnisk like innvandrere er
en mye sterkere prediktor. Vi finner også at personer med mer høyre-
orienterte verdier og orienteringer ikke nødvendigvis er mer
velferdssjåvinistiske. Dette kan tyde på bred enighet i disse samfunnene
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om at innvandrere bør ekskluderes fra velferdsstaten eller at deres sosiale
rettigheter bør minskes.

Introduction

A growing number of studies are exploring majority populations’ attitudes towards the inclusion of
immigrants and ethnic minorities into the modern welfare state and the benefits and services this
would entail. The sentiment that these benefits and services should primarily be for the native
majority and not the immigrant populations is often referred to as welfare chauvinism (Careja &
Harris, 2022). However, studies on welfare chauvinism are often primarily limited to the welfare
states of Western Europe (Careja & Harris, 2022; Moise, 2020). In this study, we contribute to the
field by exploring these attitudes in-depth within six countries in Central and Eastern Europe
(CEE); The Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Estonia, Lithuania and Slovenia. By exploring a more
limited set of countries allows for deeper insights into the sources underlying welfare chauvinism
in each country and to compare these sources between countries in a region which has often
received less attention than Western Europe.

Studies focusing on attitudes towards immigrants in Central and Eastern Europe have begun to
increase gradually in recent years (See Bell et al., 2022; Bessudnov, 2016; Gorodzeisky, 2021; Lancas-
ter, 2022; Leykin & Gorodzeisky, 2023). These studies often show that there are considerably higher
levels of exclusionary attitudes towards immigrants in this region despite immigrant populations
often being quite low (Bell et al., 2021, 2022; Bello, 2017; Gorodzeisky & Leykin, 2022).1 Additionally,
these studies often find that theoretical concepts and frameworks developed in the ‘West’ do not
necessarily easily translate to other contexts. Leykin and Gorodzeisky (2023), for example, found
that right-leaning conservative individuals were not necessarily more anti-immigrant than more
centre or left-leaning individuals in a post-socialist context. Similarly, Bell et al. (2022) found that
radical right voters in CEE were not significantly more hostile towards immigrants than voters of
more mainstream and green parties.

Building on these studies, we explore a specific dimension of the above-mentioned attitudes that
are of clear significance for field of social work. Here, it is primarily of interest to further investigate
the concept of welfare chauvinism in the different and unexplored context of post-communist
Europe. The term welfare chauvinism was first coined to describe the structural changes and new
cleavages of Western European party politics at the end of the twentieth century. In their study
on the new changes of the Norwegian and Danish radical right parties, Andersen and Bjørklund
(1990) defined welfare chauvinism rather briefly as the belief that ‘the welfare services should be
restricted to our own (p. 212)’. Kitschelt and McGann (1995) expanded upon the concept by empha-
sising that the welfare state is presented as a system of social benefits and services that belong to the
ethnically defined community that contributed to it.

Previous studies have shown that welfare chauvinism is mainly connected to the populist radical
right parties and their voters (Careja & Harris, 2022). Voters of these parties often have negative atti-
tudes towards immigrants (Arzheimer, 2018; Rydgren, 2008) which has also been found to be a pre-
dictor of welfare chauvinistic attitudes (Magni, 2021; Bell et al., 2023a). Others have also pointed
towards welfare chauvinism and neoliberalism being closely linked, as they both share the idea of
constraining solidarity and separate the deserving from the undeserving (Grdešić, 2019; Keskinen
et al., 2016). It is also evident that individuals who are more sceptical towards the welfare state
and benefits in general have also been found to be more welfare chauvinistic (Bell et al., 2023a,
2023b). However, the above-mentioned studies have mainly focused on welfare chauvinism in
Western Europe, and it is unclear if this link can be found in CEE, where the hybrid nature of the
post-communist welfare regimes have created a different political environment than other
welfare regimes and where attitudes towards immigrants is clearly distinct from those found in
Western Europe (Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2018; Bell et al., 2021).
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Against this backdrop, this study explores two interrelated research questions: (i) how do various
political attitudes influence welfare chauvinistic attitudes in six CEE countries, and (ii) how negative
sentiments towards different immigrant groups affect welfare chauvinistic attitudes in the selected
countries. In addition we also explore other predictors of welfare chauvinism in the six countries.

Although other studies have investigated aspects of welfare chauvinism in the region (Cinpoeş &
Norocel, 2020; Savage, 2023), we are, to the best of our knowledge, the first study that attempts to
explain the welfare chauvinistic attitudes found in this region.2 Using the 8th round of the European
Social Survey (ESS) from 2016–2017, we first provide a descriptive overview of welfare chauvinism in
CEE, and thereafter explore the nuances of welfare chauvinism in the region. We show that there is
not a clear ‘east-west’ divide on welfare chauvinism. In second part of our analysis, we use linear
regression analysis to explore predictors of welfare chauvinism, and find that hostility towards immi-
grants of a different ethnicity/race are a strong predictor of welfare chauvinism in five of the six
countries. Furthermore, we find evidence that individuals with more right-leaning attitudes and pol-
itical orientation are not necessarily more welfare chauvinistic, indicating a broad agreement across
the political spectrum in these societies on the exclusion or minimisation of immigrants’ rights to
social benefits.

Welfare Chauvinism and its predictors

Welfare chauvinism was introduced as an academic concept to explain the success of the populist
radical right parties in the 1990s, which emphasised a stronger need for redistribution, however
mainly to the majority populations and not the immigrant minorities (Andersen & Bjørklund,
1990; Kitschelt & McGann, 1995). Since the 1990s, welfare chauvinist policies have also become
the cornerstone of the populist radical right parties’ socio-economic policy agenda both in election
campaigns and in power (Careja & Harris, 2022). The political success of this position also led to more
mainstream parties to adopt certain welfare chauvinistic policies (Abou-Chadi & Krause, 2020; Leruth
& Taylor-Gooby, 2021; Schumacher & Van Kersbergen, 2016). These polices also affect social workers
as well as other providers of social benefits and public services (Valenta & Berg, 2010; Bell et al.,
2023b). Indeed, they may result in significant changes in the funding of social services and inte-
gration programmes directed to specific migrant groups. Such restrictions contribute to curtailing
the ability of social workers to provide relevant social programmes and integration assistance to
certain categories of migrants (Valenta & Berg, 2010; Valenta & Strabac, 2011; Field et al., 2021).
They may even partly or completely exclude various immigrant groups from being able gain to
social benefits or services (Valenta & Berg, 2010; Valenta & Strabac, 2011; Baldi & Goodman, 2015;
Eugster, 2018). Welfare chauvinist policies tend to be first adopted as a supplement or in combi-
nation with restrictive immigration and refugee policies aimed towards deterring irregular migrants,
asylum seekers, temporary labour migrants and overstayers (Valenta & Strabac, 2011, Valenta & Thor-
shaug, 2013; Minderhoud, 1999; Robinson, 2014).

Welfare chauvinist sentiment has been found to follow a traditional left/right voting pattern:
voters for the radical left and green parties hold the least welfare chauvinist attitudes, and the
radical right voters display the highest levels of welfare chauvinism (Eger & Valdez, 2015; Goerres
et al., 2018; Jylhä et al., 2019). A central reason as to why radical right voters are more welfare chau-
vinist is that the predictors of both welfare chauvinism and radical right voting often overlap. Anti-
immigrant attitudes, for example, have been found to be important drivers of both voting for radical
right parties (Arzheimer, 2018; Rydgren, 2008) and welfare chauvinistic attitudes (Bell et al., 2023b;
Magni, 2021).

Concerning socioeconomic factors, radical right-wing parties have been successful among men,
the working class, and individuals with relatively low education (Jylhä et al., 2019). Again, these are
factors are strongly connected to welfare chauvinistic attitudes (Bell et al., 2023a; Careja & Harris,
2022; Ford, 2016; Hjorth, 2016; Heizmann et al., 2018; Kros & Coenders, 2019). This is often linked
to viewing immigrants as a threat to the majority group’s economic and cultural power in society
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(Blumer, 1958; Stephan et al., 2016; Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Individuals who occupy a lower level of
socio-economic status would be more likely to perceive immigrants as an economic threat, as immi-
grants often occupy the same socio-economic status (Greve, 2020). Competition over welfare
benefits, affordable housing, and other services are therefore perceived as a zero-sum game in
which one group wins at the expense of the other (Heizmann et al., 2018). These threat perceptions
can then lead to welfare chauvinistic attitudes that seek to limit immigrants’ opportunity to receive
these benefits. Whether someone espouses these values could also predict their voting for political
parties who have welfare chauvinistic social policies.

Still, as two recent review studies have highlighted, most research conducted on welfare chauvin-
ism, both in terms of policy and attitudes, are conducted in Western European countries (Careja &
Harris, 2022; Rinaldi & Bekker, 2020). We therefore know little of the phenomenon in other contexts,
such as for example Eastern European EU countries. Scholarship on migration and political attitudes
in this region has often shown quite different findings compared to the main theoretical frameworks
developed in the West (See Bell et al., 2022; Gorodzeisky & Leykin, 2020, 2022; Leykin & Gorodzeisky,
2023; Wojcik et al., 2021). These differences may be explained by the different post-war political and
migration developments from Western Europe, as communist rule severely limited migration in the
communist region (De Haas et al., 2022; Mazurkiewicz, 2019). Likewise, the legacy of 50 years of com-
munism has influenced not only the welfare states themselves but also the population’s expec-
tations of them (Fenger, 2007; Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2018).

Welfare chauvinism and central and Eastern Europe

The Central and Eastern European welfare states are often characterised as hybrid welfare regimes,
as they are a mix of the Bismarckian pre-communist era, communist-era policies and tendencies
towards neoliberal residualist reforms (Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2018). Fenger (2007) also showed
how there is a clear distinction between previous communist countries in Europe and the famous
typology provided by Esping-Andersen (1990). The communist legacy of full employment with rela-
tively high wages, heavily subsidised food and rent as well as free or cheap healthcare, education
and cultural services (Deacon, 2000; Fenger, 2007) has also shaped these populations’ expectation
towards what the welfare state should provide (Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2018). Support for generous
welfare policies is therefore high in these countries, even among supporters of the mainstream right
and radical right parties (Savage, 2023; Saxonberg & Sirovátka, 2018). This has led scholars to ques-
tion the validity and transferability of the traditional left/right political spectrum in the post-commu-
nist space (Gorodzeisky et al., 2015; Leykin & Gorodzeisky, 2023; Wojcik et al., 2021).3

Against this backdrop, this study explores multiple factors that contribute to variations in the atti-
tudes of CEE populations towards the inclusion of immigrants in local welfare systems with particular
emphasis on political attitudes and attitudes towards different categories of immigrants. Regarding
people’s political attitudes, we closely follow Leykin and Gorodzeisky’s (2023) recent study on right-
wing sentiment and anti-immigrant attitudes in Central and Eastern Europe. They found that political
orientation in the post-socialist space has little to no relevance in explaining anti-immigrant attitudes.
Of the 20 countries surveyed in their study, right-leaning orientation was connected to anti-immigrant
attitudes in only four countries (Croatia, Hungary, Poland, and Slovenia), and among these, the effect
sizes were considerably smaller than the ones found in Western Europe. Additionally, in five of the
countries, right-leaning individuals expressed more positive attitudes towards immigrants than left-
leaning ones. The authors argue that because of the communist legacy in these countries, the political
left can be associated with not only social and cultural liberalism in the Western sense but also author-
itarian communism of the past (Leykin & Gorodzeisky, 2023; Whitefield, 2002). Thus, other political
values that are often associated with more right-wing-leaning individuals also do not necessarily
hold in this context (Aspelund et al., 2013; Leykin & Gorodzeisky, 2023).

We expand upon the study by Leykin and Gorodzeisky (2023) by exploring welfare chauvinism in
the post-communist context. This phenomenon has two aspects that are generally associated with
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right-wing attitudes in Western Europe: hostility towards immigrants, and a more restrictive welfare
state. Our study provides an in-depth investigation into these two aspects. We first explore the redis-
tribution aspect, as previous studies have highlighted that individuals who are more sceptical of
welfare benefits and want a more restrictive welfare state also do not want immigrants to have
access to these welfare services (Bell et al., 2023a, 2023b). This follows the more neoliberal aspect
of welfare chauvinism; Keskinen et al. (2016), for example, argue that neoliberalism is combined
with the culturing othering of immigrants. Koning (2022) further shows that around 60 percent of
those who oppose granting immigrants the benefits of the welfare state in Western Europe do so
for more neoliberal reasons rather than socialist ones. How this plays out in a post-communist
context is more unclear, as Savage (2023) has highlighted that radical right-wing voters in Central
and Eastern Europe hold both welfare chauvinistic attitudes and pro-distribution ones.

Not surprising, opposition towards immigrants has been found to be a strong predictor of restrict-
ing immigrants’ rights in the welfare state (Bell et al., 2023b; Gorodzeisky, 2013; Hjorth, 2016; Magni,
2021). It is however interesting to explore this aspect in the post-communist space, as the migration
history in the region is quite different from that of Western Europe (De Haas et al., 2022; Mazurkie-
wicz, 2019) and the prevalence of exclusionary attitudes towards immigrants is considerably higher
than in Western Europe (Bell et al., 2021; Bello, 2017).

In the Central and Eastern European context, we also need to discuss who the immigrants and
ethnic minorities are in different countries within the region, as this factor may influence perceptions
of whether they deserve social benefits and inclusion in the welfare system. It is worth highlighting
that at the time the data was collected for this analysis (2016–2017) immigrant populations in most
CEE countries were considerably smaller than in Western European (Gorodzeisky & Leykin, 2022).4 In
certain CEE countries, a significant portion of the immigrant population consists of co-ethnics or
immigrants from neighbouring countries. In contrast, in other countries in the region, the migrant
population is more complex and might even include immigrants and ethnic minorities from
countries with a history of conflict and strained relations with the receiving countries examined in
this study (Bessudnov, 2016).

Methods

This study uses data from the eighth wave of the European Social Survey (ESS) collected in 2016-
2017.5 The original dataset contains 23 European countries; however, as we are interested in
welfare chauvinism found in CEE, we are left with 6 countries and a total sample size of 8926 respon-
dents across the Czech Republic (1957), Estonia (1664), Hungary (1285), Lithuania (1616), Poland
(1367) and Slovenia (1037).6 Individuals who were born in another country have been excluded
from the analysis, and post-stratification weights are applied throughout the analysis.

The dependent variable for the study is based on the question ‘Thinking of people coming to
live in [country] from other countries, when do you think they should obtain the same rights to
social benefits and services as citizens already living here?’ The respondents had five different
answers to choose from: (1) Immediately on arrival; (2) After living in [country] for a year,
whether or not they have worked; (3) Only after they have worked and paid taxes for at least a
year; (4) Once they have become a [country] citizen; and (5) They should never get the same
rights.7 Considering the ordinal nature of the variable we would normally have conducted an
ordinal logistical regression. However, as the assumption of parallel lines is violated we apply
linear regression for the analysis.8 We therefore treat the variable as a continuous variable, measur-
ing respondents wanting to make it continuously more difficult for immigrants to receive the
benefits of the welfare state.

Among the independent variables, we have included several control variables, which have been
found to influence attitudes towards immigrants and welfare chauvinism (Careja & Harris, 2022; Dra-
žanová, 2022). These variables include the following: gender (female = 1); age (in years); education
(in years); urban (1 = farm or home in countryside, 5 = a big city); satisfaction with income (4 =
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living comfortably with current income); and unemployed (1 = unemployed, actively looking for job).
Additionally, we have included individuals’ satisfaction with the state of the economy and health ser-
vices, as individuals’ perception of more macroeconomic aspects have been found to influence
welfare chauvinism (Bell et al., 2023a).

There are various ways to which we would measure welfare attitudes among the respondents.
Eger and Breznau (2017) separate between two distinct welfare attitudes that can be measured
across countries using the ESS. The first is a scale that measures welfare state support. The scale
includes variables measuring respondents’ attitudes regarding the responsibility of the government
to provide healthcare, childcare, sick leave, employment programmes, and a standard of living for
the old and unemployed (Eger & Breznau, 2017, p. 446). Ideally, we would have included such a
scale; however, it only has a satisfactory Cronbach’s alpha score for the Czech Republic (0.732).9

We therefore use the second option, attitudes towards redistribution, which is captured by the vari-
able measuring whether the respondents disagree strongly (1) or agree strongly (5) that the govern-
ment should reduce differences in income levels. We expect individuals who wish the government to
reduce income differences to be less welfare chauvinistic.

Additionally, we follow Leykin and Gorodzeisky (2023) and include a variable measuring where
the respondent identifies on the left-right spectrum (0 = left, 10 = right). Still, there are some difficul-
ties with the use of the variable, as many individuals in the sample answered that they ‘do not know’
to the question of where they are on the political spectrum. In the most extreme case of Lithuania,
around 25 percent of the sample answered that way. As we want to keep these individuals for our
analysis, we have decided to give those who answer ‘do not know’ the value of 5 on the left-right
spectrum, as one may categorise these individuals as neither left nor right. However, as a robustness
check, we have tested the same models with the original variable and find no difference in its effect
across all countries.10

Additionally, we wish to explore the relationship between anti-immigrant attitudes and welfare
chauvinism, as previous studies have highlighted how individuals often distinguish between ‘deser-
ving’ and ‘undeserving’ immigrants (Keskinen et al., 2016). We therefore include two measures of
anti-immigrant attitude: attitudes towards individuals of the same race/ethnicity and attitudes
towards individuals of a different race/ethnicity. Both are based on a question asking if they
would let many (1) or no (4) immigrants of a different/same race/ethnicity to come and live in
their country. Based on previous research we expect anti-immigrant attitudes towards individuals
of a different race/ethnicity to be a stronger predictor of welfare chauvinism across all countries
(See Bell et al., 2023b; Ford, 2016; Hjorth, 2016).11

However, the inclusion of these two variables is not necessarily unproblematic. Two potential pro-
blems therefore need to be addressed; the first is the issue of multicollinearity, which could occur
because the two anti-immigrant variables may correlate highly with each other. This would make
it difficult to determine the individual effect of the two variables. However, we conducted a VIF-
test on the final models, which indicated that this was not an issue.12 Another concern could be
that welfare chauvinism is simply just another measure of an anti-immigrant attitude. However,
investigating the relationship between exclusion from the country and exclusion from the social
system, Gorodzeisky and Semyonov (2009) argue that they are two similar but distinct forms of
exclusion. Attitudes towards exclusion from the welfare system were found to be dependent on
exclusion from the country, and not vice versa (Gorodzeisky & Semyonov, 2009).

Results

The empirical part of this study is divided into two interrelated sections. We commence our analysis
with an overview of relevant general trends to provide context and add nuance to existing percep-
tions of welfare chauvinism in Central and Eastern Europe. Following that, we provide a more
detailed regression analysis of the factors that influence welfare chauvinism with particular emphasis
on political attitudes and attitudes towards different immigrant groups.
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Facets and variations of welfare chauvinist attitudes in Central and Eastern Europe

Previous studies have highlighted how there is often a considerable difference betweenWestern and
Eastern Europe in terms of their attitudes towards immigrants (Bello, 2017; Bell et al., 2021). Figure 1
therefore investigates if there is a clear West–East divide when it comes to the most extreme values
on our measure of welfare chauvinism – that immigrants should never get the same rights as the
majority population.

Figure 1 illustrates that the levels of welfare chauvinism are more intricate than what is portrayed
through a simple West–East division, as other studies have shown (Bell et al., 2023a). Indeed, such a
broad distinction as ‘West’ and ‘East’ masks variations within the Eastern European countries. To be
sure, the most extreme attitudes in Europe can be found in two Eastern European countries, Hungary
and the Czech Republic, where up towards 30 percent of the respondents in Hungary has stated that
immigrants should never get the same benefits/services as the majority population.

While the more extreme forms of welfare chauvinism are common in Hungary and the Czech
Republic, the attitudes found in other countries resemble those in Western Europe. In fact,
welfare chauvinistic sentiments in Lithuania can be likened to the attitudes found in Italy and
Austria (see Figure 1). Additionally, the percentage of individuals stating that immigrants should
never receive welfare state benefits in Estonia, Slovenia, and Poland is relatively low and comparable
to those found in more inclusive Western European countries with a long history of migration, such
as France, Belgium, and Great Britain. Therefore, while CEE countries on average are certainly among
the most restrictive in Europe, a clear divide between Western and Central Eastern Europe is not
necessarily as distinct as previous studies on more general types of anti-immigrant attitudes have
suggested (Bello, 2017; Bell et al., 2021).

Additionally, CEE countries vary in terms of how welfare chauvinism has evolved over time. Figure
2 shows that the most extreme form of welfare chauvinism in 2008 and 2016 and allows us to view
the supposed changes since 2008.13 What is clear is that these attitudes were relatively stable in
Estonia and Slovenia, while there has been a considerable increase in Hungary, the Czech Republic,
and to some extent Poland. Immigration became a politicised issue for the first time in Hungary and

Figure 1. Percentage of individuals across countries stating that immigrants should never get the same rights.
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Poland in 2015–2016 during the refugee crisis (Hutter & Kriesi, 2022). Likewise, Savage (2023) high-
lights how political actors began to emphasise welfare chauvinism towards immigrants during and
after the refugee crisis.

Factors influencing welfare chauvinism in Central and Eastern Europe

Table 1 shows the regression analysis in all six countries. The first aspect to highlight is that many of
the variables previously identified as important for explaining welfare chauvinism (Careja & Harris,

Figure 2. Percentage of individuals stating that immigrants should never get the same rights in CEE, 2008 and 2016.

Table 1. Linear regression of welfare chauvinism in the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia.

Czech Republic Estonia Hungary Lithuania Poland Slovenia

Gender 0.007 −0.006 0.044 −0.076 −0.000 0.069
(0.052) (0.042) (0.055) (0.053) (0.045) (0.054)

Age 0.002 0.000 0.000 −0.000 −0.001 −0.001
(0.002) (0.001) (0.002) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002)

Education 0.004 −0.015* −0.031** −0.001 −0.007 −0.010
(0.008) (0.006) (0.010) (0.010) (0.007) (0.009)

Urban 0.037 −0.064*** 0.051* 0.002 0.003 −0.018
(0.020) (0.016) (0.022) (0.024) (0.020) (0.024)

Income −0.077* −0.036 0.079 −0.019 −0.084 −0.046
(0.035) (0.031) (0.043) (0.037) (0.043) (0.039)

Unemployed −0.212 0.046 0.210 −0.019 0.110 −0.162
(0.133) (0.131) (0.205) (0.188) (0.110) (0.152)

Satisfied with economy −0.050*** −0.019 0.021 0.007 −0.005 −0.025
(0.014) (0.012) (0.019) (0.015) (0.012) (0.015)

Satisfied with health services −0.047*** −0.008 −0.019 −0.076*** −0.024* −0.006
(0.014) (0.010) (0.015) (0.014) (0.010) (0.013)

Left-right spectrum 0.033* 0.017 0.080*** 0.034* 0.006 0.013
(0.013) (0.013) (0.012) (0.016) (0.010) (0.013)

Reduce income differences 0.018 0.017 0.183*** 0.070* 0.030 −0.075*
(0.024) (0.025) (0.036) (0.030) (0.023) (0.032)

Same race/Ethnicity 0.083* 0.119*** 0.071** 0.366*** 0.102** 0.046
(0.041) (0.029) (0.027) (0.039) (0.036) (0.044)

Different race/ethnicity 0.266*** 0.159*** 0.383*** 0.151*** 0.164*** 0.251***
(0.044) (0.032) (0.045) (0.043) (0.033) (0.043)

N 1957 1664 1285 1616 1367 1037
R2 0.110 0.095 0.225 0.252 0.074 0.103

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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2022) do not have an effect across most countries in our study. In fact, factors such as gender, age
and being unemployed do not have an effect across all six countries, while individuals’ satisfaction
with their own income and that of the national economy only have an effect in the Czech Republic.
Another puzzling aspect is the effect of the urban/rural variable, which shows that it has no effect in
four countries and an opposite effect between Estonia and Hungary. In Estonia, it has the expected
effect of more rural individuals being more welfare chauvinistic, while in Hungary, it shows that more
urban individuals are in fact more welfare chauvinistic. This urban/rural divide over attitudes in
Hungary is compatible with earlier studies, as Bell et al. (2022) have also previously found that indi-
viduals living in more urban areas in Hungary were surprisingly more likely to exhibit a racist attitude
than more rural individuals.

Our results, however, differ somewhat from Leykin and Gorodzeisky’s (2023) study on right-wing
political orientation and anti-immigrant attitudes.14 In their study, the authors showed that more
right-leaning individuals in Hungary, Poland and Slovenia were more hostile towards immigrants,
while right-leaning individuals in the Czech Republic, Estonia and Lithuania were in fact more posi-
tive towards immigrants. Our results show however that right-leaning individuals in the Czech
Republic, Lithuania and Hungary are in fact also more welfare chauvinistic, with Hungary having
somewhat of a stronger effect than the former two. In contrast, we find no effects in Estonia,
Poland and Slovenia. Furthermore, concerning the measure of the attitudes towards redistribution,
there are interesting, contra-intuitive effects – particularly in Hungary and Lithuania, where we can
see that individuals who hold a more left-wing type of attitude regarding redistribution are in fact
more welfare chauvinistic. We also see that the coefficient in Hungary is much stronger than in
Lithuania indicating that such political inclination is likely a more important aspect for explaining
welfare chauvinism in Hungary than Lithuania.

The above-presented results highlight several important findings. The first being what several other
studies have highlighted: the classical division of anti-immigrant attitudes between left wing and right
wing is often of limited applicability in the post-communist space (Gorodzeisky et al., 2015; Leykin &
Gorodzeisky, 2023; Wojcik et al., 2021). Indeed, in large multilevel models that examine both Western
European countries and post-communist Eastern ones, a variable measuring the respondents’ place-
ment on the left/right spectrum should be conducted with separatemodels for Western and post-com-
munist Europe, as it does not seem to be the same phenomenon in the two parts.

Second, our results show that hostility towards granting immigrants the benefits of the welfare
state is not primarily because of neoliberal values, as Koning proposed, since such values were a
main driving force of welfare chauvinism in Western Europe (Koning, 2022). Lastly, our findings
are in line with Leykin & Gorodzeisky’s (2023) argument that individuals with radical right stances
in CEE countries may effectively combine exclusionist attitudes towards immigrants with economi-
cally left-wing values. To put it simply, they endorse generous redistribution, welfare services and
benefits; however, these are exclusively reserved for the native ethnic majority population in the
country. Idiosyncrasies of the Hungarian case are also recognised in other studies. For example,
Lugosi (2018) highlights that Hungary stands out among the Central and Eastern European
countries, as cultural issues, rather than economic ones, have been a defining feature in Hungarian
politics since the democratic transition.15 It is also indicated that immigration became highly politi-
cised both during and after the refugee crisis of 2015–2016 (Hutter & Kriesi, 2022).

As expected, anti-immigrant attitudes are important drivers for welfare chauvinism in all six
countries. However, there are important nuances between the countries. The first among these is
how in Hungary the Czech Republic and Slovenia, hostility towards immigrants of a different
race/ethnicity is a considerably stronger predictor of welfare chauvinism than the same attitudes
towards more ethnically similar immigrants. This same tendency can also be found in Estonia and
Poland. However, the differences in effect sizes are nowhere near comparable to those found in
Hungary and the Czech Republic. Although this finding is not necessarily surprising, as more cultu-
rally different immigrants are often seen as less deserving of welfare benefits and services than more
culturally similar ones (Bell et al., 2023b; Ford, 2016), the considerable difference in the strength of
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the coefficient between the Czech Republic, Slovenia and Hungary with the rest of the sample is
quite surprising – especially considering that the largest immigrant groups at the time of data col-
lection in these countries consisted of European migrants, while immigrants form the Middle East
and Africa are near non-existent in these countries (United Nations, 2020).

In Slovenia, our findings reveal different results, as only animosity towards ethnically and racially
different immigrants seems to impact welfare chauvinistic attitudes. It is important to acknowledge
that Slovenia’s immigrant population is primarily composed of individuals from neighbouring
countries, with whom Slovenia shares strong historical and cultural bonds. These groups have
been residing in the country for decades (Ramet & Valenta, 2016). In contrast, scepticism towards
ethnically and racially distinct migrants has grown more pronounced in recent times. It seems
that this shift occurred in 2015, when the nation experienced a notable influx and transit of refugees
and asylum seekers from non-European countries. These irregular migrations triggered a xenopho-
bic discourse, leading the government to emphasise securitisation, resulting in heightened public
apprehension and unease (Župarić-Iljić & Valenta, 2019).

Lithuania presents a distinct case as well. Compared to other countries in the study, hostility
towards more ethnically and racially similar immigrants is a considerably stronger predictor of
welfare chauvinism in Lithuania than hostility towards more ethnically different ones. The coefficient
also stands out when compared to the other countries as it is considerably stronger than in the other
countries. It should be noted that the three largest immigrant groups in Lithuania are from Russia,
Belarus and Ukraine (United Nations, 2020). Considering Lithuania’s complicated and even antagon-
istic relationship with the Soviet Union and Russia, this may be related to the Russian minority living
in the country.16

Lastly, we would like to comment on the explanatory power of the statistical models, represented
by the levels of R2 for the six models. Previous research in the region has often showed that the
explanatory power of the statistical models is often much lower than that in Western Europe (Bell
et al., 2022; Vala & Pereira, 2018). We have observed a similar trend in our study. However, the expla-
natory power of our statistical models for Hungary and Lithuania is considerable – well over 20
percent. This indicates that the variables in the two models effectively elucidate the factors influen-
cing welfare chauvinistic attitudes within these two countries. We should however note that the
inclusion of variables measuring attitudes towards immigrants likely substantially increases the
explanatory power of the models. As for the other countries in the study, the explanatory power
of the statistical models is considerably lower, resembling the models found in other studies con-
ducted in the region. Consequently, there remains a considerable amount of unexplained variance
in these countries, necessitating further research.

Conclusion

This study contends that the most exclusionary form of welfare chauvinism reaches its peak in
specific Central and Eastern European countries. However, a clear East–West distinction in these atti-
tudes, as emphasised by previous studies, is not evident (Bell et al., 2021, 2023a; Bello, 2017). Instead,
there are similar levels of the most exclusionary forms of welfare chauvinism between Poland,
Estonia and Slovenia and countries with a long history of migration, such as Great Britain, France
and Belgium. Lithuania, meanwhile, has comparable levels to Italy and Austria. Additionally, we
show how hostility towards more ethnically different immigrants are a strong predictor across all
six countries, although in Lithuania, hostility towards more ethnically similar immigrants has a
much stronger effect.

We have proposed that some of our results may be related to the refugee crisis of 2015-2016.
Indeed, intolerance towards immigrants of a different ethnicity had the weakest effect in countries
such as Lithuania, Estonia, and Poland, which were the furthest away from the main migration routes
during the refugee crisis. In contrast, welfare chauvinism is most strongly connected to ethnically
different immigrants in countries that experienced a large influx of ethnically different immigrants,
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such as Hungary and Slovenia, or those that perceived a risk of this influx, such as the Czech Republic
(Bartoszewicz & Eibl, 2022). These findings align with previous studies showing that the refugee crisis
had a significant impact on attitudes and political debates in several Central and Eastern European
(CEE) countries (Župarić-Iljić & Valenta, 2019; Bartoszewicz & Eibl, 2022; Hutter & Kriesi, 2022).
However, it seems that the refugee crisis can only be partly linked to anti-immigrant sentiments
in the most intolerant countries in CEE. This study reveals that the most exclusionary form of
welfare chauvinism can be found in Hungary and the Czech Republic, and it’s important to note
that there were already high levels of racist attitudes in both the Czech Republic and Hungary
even before the refugee crisis (Bell et al., 2022).

We have also shown that welfare chauvinist attitudes can be found across the political spectrum.
Yet, we again may find differences between the countries in our sample. While there is a relationship
between more right-leaning individuals and welfare chauvinism in the Czech Republic, Hungary and
Lithuania, we do not find this association in Estonia, Poland and Slovenia. Additionally, in both
Hungary and Lithuania, individuals who believe that the government should reduce income differ-
ences, a belief which is often attributed towards more left-leaning individuals, are in fact more
welfare chauvinistic. In fact, the belief that the government should reduce income differences
only has the expected effect in one out of the six countries sampled. This result may indicate that
these attitudes are not primarily connected to the more radical right voters, as has been the case
in Western Europe (Careja & Harris, 2022). It seems rather that political parties across the political
spectrum can use welfare chauvinistic rhetoric and policy to attract a broad segment of voters.

On more general note, our findings contribute to nuanced discussions on variations in Central
and Eastern European attitudes towards immigrants’ entitlement to social benefits. Importantly,
these findings also have relevance for social work in the region. The strong prevalence of welfare
chauvinism in several countries in the CEE, and the fact that such attitudes may be found across
the political spectrum, could lead to volatile changes in support for inclusion of specific deserving
migrant groups. Our finding might even serve as a reminder of the underlying fragility of the wel-
coming attitudes in the region towards refugees from Ukraine. The war in Ukraine has resulted in
the largest refugee crisis in Europe since WWII, with the Central and Eastern Europe countries
being the primary recipients of Ukrainian refugees.17 These countries have granted Ukrainians a
wide range of social rights and access to local labour markets. This study warns us that it is not
out of the possibility that welcoming sentiments could decline, thereby also affecting the social
rights of Ukrainian refugees in the region at large.18

Notes

1. Though this has changed significantly following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine which has led to several of the CEE
countries to receive the brunt of refugees from Ukraine. However, as the data that we use for this analysis is
collected in 2016–2017 the immigrant populations were considerably lower at the time.

2. A similar study was conducted by Grdešić (2020); however, we would argue that this study’s dependent vari-
ables, which asks whether ‘immigrants are a burden for the national social protection system’ and whether
‘immigrants make a valuable contribution to the national economy of our country’, as measures of economic
threat rather than a welfare chauvinistic sentiment. These variables do not tap into the exclusion/restriction
of immigrants from the social system, which is central to welfare chauvinism.

3. For example, Gorodzeisky et al. (2015) found that in Russia, half the sample did not provide an answer to the
question: ‘How would you place your views on the left–right political orientation scale’. Additionally, among
those who did provide an answer, more than half placed themselves in the middle category of the scale.

4. Though this has changed significantly following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine which has led to several of the CEE
countries to receive the brunt of refugees from Ukraine.

5. We use the eight wave of the ESS specifically because it has a the most up to date module covering welfare
attitudes and therefore has a measure of welfare chauvinism.

6. Ideally, we would have included even more countries, such as Romania, Bulgaria, and Croatia; however, ESS only
provides data for the abovementioned 6 countries. Russia could technically be a part of our analysis; however, as
we are mainly interested in the attitudes found in EU countries, we decided to exclude Russia from our analysis.

7. See appendix A1 for distribution of the dependent variable.
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8. By applying linear regression, we also don’t have to contend with the inherent limitations related to logistical
regression and the difficulty of comparing odds ratios across models (Mood, 2010).

9. This highlights arguments challenging the universalism of concepts developed in the ‘West’ (Gorodzeisky &
Leykin, 2022; Leykin & Gorodzeisky, 2023).

10. See appendix A2 for these models.
11. Although most of the countries in the sample have quite small immigrant populations from outside of Europe at

the time of data collection, it seems that such distinctions may still be of relevance, considering how other
studies have highlighted how there does not need to be a large ethnically different immigrant community
for there to be strong hostility towards those groups (Bell et al., 2021). Włoch (2009) for example argued that
‘Phantom Islamophobia’ was a prevalent phenomenon in Poland.

12. The highest VIF value was found in Lithuania with 2.00; the lowest was found in Hungary (1.49).
13. Lithuania was not sampled in 2008. We could therefore not compare the results from 2016 with 2008.
14. It should be emphasized that the differences in results compared to Leykin and Gorodzeisky (2023) may stem

from differences in methodological choices as we include both controls and anti-immigrant attitudes in our
study. Also, this may highlight how general negative attitudes towards immigrants and welfare chauvinism
are two separate phenomena as Gorodzeisky and Semyonov (2009) proposed.

15. An additional point here is that the even further radical right party at the time, Jobbik, had more of a socialist
social policy position (Lugosi, 2018).

16. However, what complicates this argument is that Estonia, a country with an even larger share of Russian min-
orities, does not have the same results. For more on this discussion, see Auers (2018).

17. The large influx of Ukrainian refugees is significant with Poland being the largest receiver in nominal numbers,
while the Czech Republic is the largest per capita receiver of Ukrainian refugees in the world. Countries in the
CEE have been more supportive to Ukrainian refugees than to migrants and refugees from countries outside
Europe (Dražanová & Geddes, 2023; Moise et al., 2023; Zogata-Kusz et al., 2023). Ukrainians have hitherto
been perceived as deserving migrants, but they are exerting tremendous pressure on welfare services in the
countries with widespread welfare chauvinist attitudes.

18. Recent surveys have already shown diminishing support towards Ukrainian refugees (CBOS, 2023).
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Appendices

Appendix A1 Distribution on dependent variable (percentage). Weighted using post-
stratification weights

Czech Republic Estonia Hungary Lithuania Poland Slovenia

Immediately on arrival 5,36 5,19 2,24 5,48 3,93 3,39
After living in [country] for a year, whether or not
they have worked

4,16 5,1 3,86 7,3 5,13 8,21

Only after they have worked and paid taxes for at
least a year

31,99 46,78 35,49 44,04 40,81 34,64

Once they have become a [country] citizen 34,87 37,06 26,88 27,22 43,06 46,7
They should never get the same rights 23,62 5,87 31,53 15,96 7,07 7,06

Appendix A2 Linear regression of welfare chauvinism with original left-right spectrum
variable

Czech Republic Estonia Hungary Lithuania Poland Slovenia
Coef Coef Coef Coef Coef Coef

Gender 0.003 −0.001 0.052 −0.089 −0.018 0.083
(0.053) (0.045) (0.053) (0.059) (0.047) (0.057)

Age 0.003 0.000 0.000 −0.001 −0.000 −0.002
(0.002) (0.001) (0.001) (0.002) (0.001) (0.002)

Education 0.010 −0.012 −0.030** 0.007 −0.007 −0.010
(0.008) (0.007) (0.009) (0.011) (0.008) (0.009)

Urban 0.041 −0.057** 0.049* −0.038 −0.000 −0.023
(0.021) (0.018) (0.022) (0.027) (0.021) (0.026)

Income −0.076* −0.050 0.123** 0.012 −0.085 −0.020
(0.036) (0.033) (0.044) (0.043) (0.045) (0.043)

Unemployed −0.193 0.110 0.138 0.153 0.115 −0.114
(0.136) (0.140) (0.231) (0.204) (0.104) (0.154)

Satisfied with economy −0.048*** −0.014 0.005 0.011 −0.005 −0.027
(0.014) (0.013) (0.015) (0.017) (0.012) (0.015)

Satisfied with health services −0.051*** −0.005 −0.016 −0.055*** −0.018 −0.015
(0.015) (0.011) (0.013) (0.015) (0.011) (0.015)

Left-right spectrum 0.034** 0.018 0.081*** 0.032* 0.004 0.013
(0.013) (0.013) (0.011) (0.016) (0.010) (0.013)

Reduce income differences 0.019 0.011 0.198*** 0.075* 0.029 −0.069*
(0.025) (0.027) (0.035) (0.033) (0.024) (0.033)

Same race/Ethnicity 0.073 0.113*** 0.091*** 0.396*** 0.087* 0.047
(0.042) (0.031) (0.026) (0.044) (0.037) (0.047)

Different race/ethnicity 0.279*** 0.137*** 0.372*** 0.157** 0.185*** 0.252***
(0.045) (0.034) (0.044) (0.050) (0.034) (0.045)

N 1834 1467 1175 1264 1222 928
R2 11.27 07.59 26.36 25.13 08.00 10.27

Standard errors in parentheses * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001
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