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LOCAL  EXPOSURE  TO  REFUGEES  CHANGED  ATTITUDES  

TO  ETHNIC  MINORITIES  IN  THE  NETHERLANDS  

∗

Pascal Achard, Sabina Albrecht, Riccardo Ghidoni, Elena Cettolin and Sigrid Suetens 

We investigate the effect of exposure to refugees on locals’ preferences with regard to ethnic minorities 
using indi vidual-le vel panel data from the Netherlands. The data combine self-reported preferences with 
administrative data on the residential locations of the locals and the refugees. The study period is marked by 
a sudden inflow of refugees in some neighbourhoods. We find that individuals living close to newly installed 
refugee facilities developed a more positive attitude towards ethnic minorities and became less supportive 
of anti-immigration parties compared to indi viduals li ving farther away. An investigation of mechanisms 
suggests that the local effect is due to contact between residents and refugees. 
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igration and demographic trends have led to an increased presence of ethnic minorities in
estern countries (De la Rica et al. , 2015 ; Hanson and McIntosh, 2016 ). Yet ethnic minorities

ncounter discrimination, which not only brings about unequal opportunities but also economic
nefficiencies (Becker, 1957 ). 1 In the literature there has been an ongoing debate concerning the
ffects of exposure to ethnic minorities on the majority’s preferences towards them, and this
as so far generated mixed evidence. 2 The current paper uses no v el indi vidual-le vel panel data
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1 F or e xample, ethnic minorities f ace discrimination in the labour mark et (Bertrand and Mullainathan, 2004 ; Charles 
nd Guryan, 2008 ; Heath et al. , 2013 ; Barto ̌s et al. , 2016 ; Hedegaard and Tyran, 2018 ), in education (Alan et al. , 2023 ), 
n the legal system (Shayo and Zussman, 2011 ; Anwar et al. , 2012 ), in commerce (List, 2004 ; Ayres et al. , 2015 ), and in 
eciprocation of trust (Cettolin and Suetens, 2018 ), and are the subject of ne gativ e inaccurate stereotypes (Alesina et al. , 
023 ). 

2 Preferences are more likely to develop in fa v our of ethnic diversity if exposure to minorities leads to positive 
nterethnic contact (Allport, 1954 ) or to the acquisition of information that o v ercomes inaccurate stereotypes. An 
pposite effect may occur if exposure induces fears for a change in cultural norms (Card et al. , 2012 ), for a decay of 
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rom the Netherlands that shed new light on the debate. 3 The data combine measures of attitudes
o wards ethnic di versity and voting preferences with administrati ve information on the residential
ocations of respondents and refugees (asylum seekers). 4 The study period is 2011 to 2016 and
s characterised by a large, sudden influx of refugees from ethnic minority groups during what is
ften referred to as the European refugee crisis . 

We find that individuals who experienced an influx of refugees in their neighbourhood devel-
ped a more positive attitude towards ethnic diversity and became less inclined to vote for the far
ight as compared to individuals not exposed to refugees. 5 The results are based on a sample of
ndividuals not exposed to refugees in their neighbourhood and the vicinity before 2014, some of
hich experienced an influx of refugees in their neighbourhood between 2014 and 2016, while
thers remaining unexposed. The results are stable across a wide range of robustness checks.
ausal interpretation rests on the assumption that if the exposed individuals had not been exposed

o refugees in their neighbourhood, their preferences would have remained unchanged compared
o previous years and compared to those unexposed. This assumption is supported by statistical
esting in an event study of the difference in trends in attitudes and voting preferences between
xposed and unexposed individuals in the years prior to the refugee influx. 

To gain insight into the mechanisms driving the results, we consider the role of interethnic
ontact by exploiting variation in proximity to refugee facilities, duration of exposure and num-
er of refugees. We find that the effect is highly localised—the presence of refugees outside
ne’s neighbourhood has essentially no effect on attitudes towards ethnic diversity and voting
references—and is qualitatively particularly strong if exposure lasts longer than six months. We
rgue that proximity and sufficiently long exposure are plausibly associated with an increased
ikelihood of contact with ethnic minorities, either in the form of casual encounters or longer-
asting personal interactions. Notably, the effects are strongest if the influx of refugees is not too
arge, which is consistent with the idea that positive interethnic contact is more likely when rather
mall groups of refugees enter local realities. We find that none of the other mechanisms that we
onsider—impro v ed employment opportunities and perceptions thereof, increased confidence in
he go v ernment in neighbourhoods hosting refugees (e.g., due to increased public spending), and
hanges in preferences on matters unrelated to ethnic diversity—are able to explain the results. 

Further support that local positive experiences are a channel behind the positive exposure
ffects comes from a policy paper that reports on three case studies of refugee facilities (Kuppens
t al. , 2019 ). The case studies are based on interviews performed with local managers and
mployees at the facilities and residents living in the neighbourhood. Among the interviewees,
 clear consensus existed that the contact between the refugee facilities and residents in the
eighbourhood was generally positive. 6 To obtain and maintain positive relations, local authorities
The Author(s) 2025. 

he welfare state (Dustmann and Preston, 2007 ), or for an increase in labour market competition (Ortega and Polavieja, 
012 ; Mayda et al. , 2022 ). We discuss the mixed empirical evidence later in this section. 

3 The share of citizens in the Netherlands born or with at least one parent born in a non-Western country was equal to 
3.4% in 2019. About 70% of the citizens with a non-Western background were born or have at least one parent born in a 
redominantly Muslim country (Statistics Netherlands, 2021 ). Migrant integration patterns in the Netherlands are similar 
o those in many other European countries; the unemployment rate, the risk of po v erty or social e xclusion, and the job 
 v er-qualification rate among citizens in the Netherlands born in a non-Western country is several orders of magnitude 
igher than among native-born (Eurostat, 2021 ). 

4 For the sake of brevity, throughout the paper we use refugees as a synonym to asylum seekers in the legal sense of 
he word. 

5 A neighbourhood in the Netherlands roughly corresponds to a large census tract in the United States (between 2,500 
nd 9,000 residents). 

6 This is especially noteworthy given that only facilities that, according to some (social) media outlets, experienced 
ifficulties (e.g., opposition from locals) were selected for the case studies. 
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nvested considerable effort to involve and inform residents, for example, by means of organising
isits to the refugee facilities and regular sounding board meetings. One manager noted that the
upport of local residents grew as they got to know the refugees better due to an adjustment of
he ne gativ e stereotypes the y held initially. 

Our paper is related to studies that investigate the effect of exposure to immigrants on political
references. Identification strategies, samples and time periods vary across studies, and the results
re mixed (see Cools et al. , 2021 , for a meta-study). A number of studies find that increased
mmigration made anti-immigrant parties more popular (see, for example, Barone et al. , 2016 ;
alla et al. , 2017 ; Vasilakis, 2018 ; Dinas et al. , 2019 ; Dustmann et al. , 2019 ; Edo et al. , 2019 ;
ratti et al. , 2020 ; Campo et al. , 2020 ; Tabellini, 2020 ) or decreased support for redistribution

Dahlberg et al. , 2012 ). 7 Other studies instead report that the popularity of anti-immigrant parties
hrank in areas with larger minority populations (Billings et al. , 2021 ; Schneider-Strawczynski,
021 ; Steinmayr, 2021 ; Calderon et al. , 2023 ; Vertier et al. , 2023 ), even decades after their first
rri v al (Schindler and Westcott, 2021 ; Bursztyn et al. , 2024 ). Yet others find no effect or find that
 otes for far -right and pro-immigrant parties increased due to (perceived) increased exposure to
mmigrants (Colussi et al. , 2021 ; Schaub et al. , 2021 ). 

Our paper contributes to this literature in two main ways. First, the combined indi vidual-le vel
nd longitudinal nature of our data enables a detailed analysis of the effects of exposure to ethnic
inorities, which helps understanding the mechanisms underlying the effect. Specifically, we

an rule out that the exposure effects are due to compositional effects related to individuals
oving out of a neighbourhood with an influx of refugees. We can also study the role of the

ntensity of exposure, both in terms of duration and number of refugees, and find that both are
mportant moderating variables. Lastly, we study heterogeneous effects and identify subgroups in
he population for whom the effects are particularly strong. A noteworthy finding is that the effect
f exposure mostly stems from a change among individuals who were relatively right-leaning
efore the refugees arrived in their neighbourhood. These individuals developed a more positive
ttitude towards ethnic diversity and turned away from the far right due to exposure, whereas
references of left-leaning individuals were largely unchanged. 

Our second key contribution is that we show that exposure to refugees does not just influence
oting preferences, but also attitudes to ethnic diversity, thus providing support for the assumption
hat changes in voting go hand in hand with changes in attitudes to ethnic diversity. Voting data
lone—while important—do not allow identifying whether exposure to refugees changes attitudes
o ethnic diversity. For example, in the context of the European refugee crisis, increased support
or the far right may have been driven by anti-EU sentiment based on a dissatisfaction with
he European Union’s response to the crisis rather than having been the result of a ne gativ e
ttitude towards ethnic diversity per se. To the best of our knowledge, only Hangartner et al.
 2019 ) investigate the causal effect of exposure to refugees during the European refugee crisis
n attitudes to ethnic diversity. The setting is, ho we ver, quite different from the Dutch one, as it
oncerns residents of Greek islands exposed (or not) to an exceptionally large number of refugees
iving in difficult circumstances. 

If we compare our study with other work on the effect of exposure to refugees on electoral
utcomes during the European refugee crisis, then our results square well with Steinmayr ( 2021 )
nd Vertier et al. ( 2023 ). The authors show for Upper Austria and France, respectively, that the
ar right lost popularity in neighbourhoods hosting refugees as long as the group of refugees
© The Author(s) 2025. 

7 Relatedly, Freddi ( 2021 ) finds that exposure to refugees induced people to a v oid information that may encourage 
elcoming them. 
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as not too large. It is remarkable that, like in the Netherlands, local authorities were involved
n hosting the asylum seekers and encouraged integration, in cooperation with the organisations
unning the centres and local residents. In countries where the presence of refugees instead led
o a surge in far-right popularity (Denmark, Italy, Greece), the local context was very different
Vasilakis, 2018 ; Dinas et al. , 2019 ; Dustmann et al. , 2019 ; Hangartner et al. , 2019 ; Bratti et al. ,
020 ). 

Finally, the current paper is related to the strand of the literature that focuses on the effect
f personal contact with minorities on the majority’s attitudes and behaviour inspired by All-
ort ( 1954 ). Some of these studies exploit random natural variation in exposure to minority
class)roommates during an educational programme (Boisjoly et al. , 2006 ; Carrell et al. , 2019 ;

erlino et al. , 2019 ; Corno et al. , 2022 ). 8 Others use field experiments carried out on soldiers,
embers of sports teams or students (Finseraas and Kotsadam, 2017 ; Scacco and Warren, 2018 ;
inseraas et al. , 2019 ; Mousa, 2020 ; Lowe, 2021 ; Freddi et al. , 2024 ). A common finding is that
ontact with peers that have a minority background leads members from majority groups to adopt
 more positive attitude towards them. 9 The current study complements this literature by focusing
n the effect of contact with minorities on the preferences of a general-population sample, in a
ontext where the contact was most likely not as close. In the light of the findings by Hangartner
t al. ( 2019 ) who show that exposure to refugees on Greek islands has strengthened anti-minority
entiment among local residents, it was unclear that the positi ve ef fects of interethnic contact
ould carry o v er to the Dutch context. 
The remainder of the paper is organised as follows: Section 1 describes the Dutch refugee

olicy and the country’s political context. The data and the empirical strategy are presented in
ection 2 and 3 , respectively. Section 4 presents the main results, Section 5 discusses possible
echanisms and Section 6 reports a heterogeneity analysis. Section 7 concludes. 

. Background 

.1. Refugees in the Netherlands 

efugees who seek asylum register at a central reception centre upon arri v al in the Netherlands.
n the period of study, they normally stayed there for two weeks before being assigned to one of
he many refugee accommodation facilities in the country. The Dutch Central Body for Sheltering
sylum Seekers (COA) is responsible for the intake and supervision of refugees, and it assists

hose who have been granted asylum in finding a facility. 10 

The refugee facilities are typically located in or near residential areas. Regulations postulate
hat a facility must be within 500 metres of public transportation and within 3 kilometres of
chools and shops. During the first six months while waiting for a decision on their status,
efugees are not allowed to work for pay but may do voluntary work. They receive weekly pocket
oney for groceries and other necessities if they do not have the means to provide for themselves.
hey are responsible for preparing their meals and keeping their room clean. After six months,

hey can work for pay for up to twenty-four weeks per year; any money they earn is deducted
The Author(s) 2025. 

8 See also Albrecht and Smerdon ( 2022 ) for a study on the effect of an unexpected inflow of refugees in a rural town 
n Australia on interethnic trust and attitudes towards refugee settlement, and Rao ( 2019 ) for a study on the effect of 
xposure to poor classmates in Indian schools on discrimination against poor students by rich ones. 

9 An exception is Elwert et al. ( 2023 ), who find no effect of interethnic contact on ethnic discrimination in a large-scale 
eld experiment. 

10 A detailed description of the asylum process in the Netherlands can be found at https:// www.coa.nl/ en . 
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Refugees Refugees from Middle East Refugee facilities

Fig. 1. Number of Refugees and Refugee Facilities. 
Notes: Number of refugees residing in refugee facilities (left axis; dashed and thin lines) and number of 
refugee facilities (right axis; thick line) in the Netherlands between January 2011 and December 2016. 
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rom the weekly allowance. Refugees are insured for basic health care, which implies that they
ave access to hospital care, prenatal care and general practitioners. At each refugee facility, a
eneral practitioner holds walk-in hours. Refugees are taught about cultural aspects and norms
n the Netherlands, attend a course to learn Dutch, and children are supposed to go to local
chools. Some facilities are already linked to a local primary school, but parents can also choose
 school by themselves. Children aged 12–18 are enrolled in special transition classes within
econdary schools, that prepare them for regular education in about two years. Small children
etween 1.5 and 4 years can attend preschool within or outside the refugee facility. Recreational
ctivities are organised regularly within the centres, and adults and children can also join local
ssociations or sports clubs. Refugees can, for example, join swimming lessons organised at
he municipal swimming pools. Photos of a typical facility and of its activities are shown in
nline Appendix Figure D.1 . 
The total number of facilities varies at any given point in time depending on need. Figure 1

hows that at the beginning of 2011, less than 20,000 refugees were waiting for a decision on
heir status in one of forty-eight facilities in the country. During 2012 and 2013, the number of
efugees decreased to less than 15,000 who were housed in thirty-five facilities. In mid-2014,
he impact of the Syrian civil war increased the number of facilities to about fifty. September
015 saw a surge in the number of refugees and marked the beginning of the European refugee
risis. As can be seen in Figure 1 , the number of refugees living in facilities in the Netherlands
 ventually tripled relati ve to the beginning of 2014, mostly due to the inflow from the Middle
ast. At the peak of the crisis, the COA operated around 120 facilities; Figure 2 shows the
eographic distribution of the facilities o v er time. 
© The Author(s) 2025. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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Fig. 2. Geographical Distribution of Refugees in the Netherlands. 
Notes: Annual maps of the Netherlands (2011–16) where borders indicate municipal boundaries. 

Municipalities hosting more than 250 refugees are shaded in a dark colour. 

 

o  

t  

e  

i  

r  

o  

b  

T  

o

1

T  

t  

p  

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/ej/article/135/667/808/7771557 by U

niversita di Bologna user on 23 April 2025
If the number of incoming refugees exceeds the capacity of existing facilities, then the COA
pens facilities in new locations in cooperation with the municipalities. If there is excess capacity,
hen the COA can decide to close facilities down. According to Dutch regulation, the COA must
ndea v our to distrib ute refugees throughout the country in order to spread the burden and facilitate
ntegration. Once a deal is made between the COA and a municipality regarding the hosting of
efugees, a contract is signed that specifies the arrangements (exact location, maximum capacity,
pening and closing date, etc.). Between 2014 and 2016 almost all facilities were set up in existing
uildings (former schools, old-age homes, vacation homes, etc.) or in temporary prefab units.
he buildings are usually owned by the municipalities, although sometimes they are pri v ately
wned. 

.2. The Political Landscape in the Netherlands 

he Netherlands is both a parliamentary democracy and a constitutional monarchy, such that
he King and the ministers together make up the go v ernment. Numerous parties compete in
arliamentary elections and no single party has ever secured an absolute majority of votes. As a
The Author(s) 2025. 
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Table 1. Election Outcomes and Party Policy on Immigration (Manifesto Index). 

Vote share (in %) 

Political party 2010 2012 2017 Manifesto index 

Party of Freedom (PVV) ∗ 15 .4 10 .1 13 .1 −40 
Forum for Democracy (FvD) ∗ – – 1 .8 −6 .275 
People’s Party for Freedom and 

Democracy (VVD) 
20 .5 26 .6 21 .3 −5 .405 

Reformed Political Party (SGP) 1 .7 2 .1 2 .1 −2 .899 
Christian Democratic Appeal (CDA) 13 .6 8 .5 12 .4 −2 .544 
50Plus – 1 .9 3 .1 −2 .424 
Socialist Party (SP) 9 .8 9 .7 9 .1 −0 .351 
Party for the Animals (PvdD) 1 .3 1 .9 3 .2 −0 .14 
Christian Union (CU) 3 .2 3 .1 3 .4 0 .836 
Green Left (GL) 6 .7 2 .3 9 .1 1 .235 
Democrats’66 (D66) 6 .9 8 .0 12 .2 1 .943 
Labour Party (PvdA) 19 .6 24 .8 5 .7 3 .607 
THINK (DENK) – – 2 .1 6 .407 

Notes: Vote share of political parties that attained at least one seat in the parliament in 2010, 2012 and 2017 national 
elections; ∗ indicates far-right parties. The Manifesto index summarises the party’s stance on multiculturalism and the 
arri v al of ne w immigrants (deri ved by Burst et al. , 2020 ). A ne gativ e sign indicates that the party’s polic y included more 
ne gativ ely phrased than positively phrased messages related to multiculturalism and immigration, and vice versa with a 
positive sign. 
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esult, two or more parties must form a coalition go v ernment. P arliamentary elections are usually
eld every four years. 11 Table 1 provides an overview of the election outcomes in 2010, 2012 and
017 for parties that won at least one seat. The last column of the table, titled Manifesto index,
uantifies the party’s position on immigration and integration based on data collected by the
anifesto Project, an acclaimed research and data collection project in comparative politics (see
urst et al. , 2020 ). By using a unified approach based on content analysis of political platforms,

he Manifesto Project quantifies political parties’ positions on a range of economic, social and
ther issues and how much weight they receive in the platforms. The lower the Manifesto index
n Table 1 , the more conserv ati ve the party’s stance in March 2017 on multiculturalism and
he arri v al of ne w immigrants. A negati ve sign indicates that the party’s platform included more
e gativ ely phrased than positively phrased messages related to multiculturalism and immigration,
nd vice versa with a positive sign. 12 

The largest parties are the Party for Freedom (PVV) with an explicitly anti-immigrant agenda,
nd the People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (VVD), a conserv ati ve-liberal party. PVV
ctively seeks to halt immigration, especially from non-Western countries. It has become increas-
ngly radical on this issue during the past ten years. The Forum for Democracy (FvD) is another
ar-right party that was established in 2016 and has recently gained popularity. VVD’s position
n immigration and ethnic diversity has been consistently uncompromising: asylum seekers are
elcome up to a certain limit, but illegal immigrants need to be fined or imprisoned; social

ecurity benefits should be fully available only to Dutch nationals; and immigrants are expected
© The Author(s) 2025. 

11 The Dutch Parliament consists of two chambers: the Senate and the House of Representatives. Only the members 
f the latter are directly elected by Dutch voters. It is these elections that we refer to as parliamentary elections. 

12 The information of a group of coders who code the political platforms and categorise all messages (quasi-sentences 
r sentences) is aggregated in an average number for each category. We compiled the Manifesto index as the sum of the 
umbers included under categories Multiculturalism: Positive (per607) and National Way of Life: Immigration: Positive 
per602 2) minus the sum of the numbers included under Multiculturalism: Ne gativ e (per608) and National Way of Life: 
mmigration: Ne gativ e (per601 2). 
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o integrate at their own expense on their way to becoming Dutch citizens. It also advocates a
uropean policy of tight border controls. 
As can be seen in Table 1 , the centre and left of the political spectrum are much more

ragmented than the right. The largest party in the centre is the Christian Democratic Appeal
CDA), whose stance on immigration and diversity partially echoes that of VVD. According
o their programme, refugees can be better assisted in their home countries, and those who are
lready in the Netherlands eventually need to return to their home countries. Immigrants need
o integrate, learn Dutch and be willing to give up their nationality in order to become Dutch
itizens. Compared to VVD, CDA is more willing to invest in small-scale facilities for asylum
eekers. Other smaller parties with a stance on immigration and diversity similar to that of CDA
nclude the Reformed Political Party (SGP) and 50PLUS (50 + ). 

The historically largest party on the left is the social-democratic Labour Party (PvdA). On the
ssue of immigration, PvdA maintains a fairly rigid policy with respect to economic immigrants
 ut fa v ours a softer asylum polic y, including special pro visions for the most vulnerable, especially
hildren, and financial support to facilitate integration. PvdA advocated a European solution to the
efugee crisis and supported a deal between the EU and Turkey in March 2016, which provided
nancial incentives to Turkey to absorb asylum seekers and prevent them from continuing on

o Europe. After five years as part of the ruling coalition go v ernment, support for PvdA fell
ramatically in 2017, while Democrats 66 (D66) and GreenLeft (GL) both gained votes. D66,
nd even more so GL, have adopted a more welcoming approach to refugees relative to PvdA. 

Between 2010 and 2023 the country has been go v erned by a coalition headed by VVD, which
ained the majority of the votes in 2010, 2012 and 2017 (and 2021). The first coalition go v ernment
n 2010 included CDA and PVV. The coalition dissolved after PVV withdrew its support in 2012
nd, follo wing ne w elections, PvdA entered the coalition. After the 2017 elections, VVD formed
 coalition go v ernment with CDA, D66 and CU. 

. The Data 

.1. Data Sources 

e use data from three sources and merge the data based on the year and the neighbourhood by
eans of the four-digit postal code. The first dataset, provided by the COA, includes the opening

nd closing dates of asylum seek er f acilities, the precise locations of the facilities, and the monthly
umber of asylum seekers in each facility during the period January 2011 to December 2016. 13 

The second data source is the Longitudinal Internet Studies for the Social Sciences (LISS),
onsisting of panel data of Dutch citizens assembled for research purposes. The panel is managed
y CentERdata, a research institute located on the campus of Tilburg University. This dataset
onsists of about 7,000 individuals in 4,500 households and is based on a true probability sample
f households drawn from the population register of Statistics Netherlands. 14 Panel members
omplete online questionnaires, which take about 15 to 30 minutes, and they are paid for each
The Author(s) 2025. 

13 Notice that the numbers include some refugees who have already been granted asylum but have not yet moved to a 
ri v ate accommodation. 

14 The households in the panel are recruited as follows: first, they are sent a letter and a brochure explaining the nature 
f the panel study. Subsequently, they are either contacted by phone or visited at home. Households that have no internet 
onnection are provided with the necessary technology in order to participate by means of their television. Respondents’ 
illingness to participate in the panel is generally high: in total, 48% of the sample contacted in the first step agrees to 
articipate. See https://www.lissdata.nl for detailed information about the panel. 

025

https://www.lissdata.nl
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Table 2. Survey Items Related to Attitudes Towards Ethnic Diversity. 

1. It is desirable for a society to consist of people from different cultures. 
2. It should be made easier to obtain asylum in the Netherlands. 
3. Legally residing foreigners should be entitled to the same social security 

system as Dutch citizens. 
4. There are too many people of foreign origin or descent in the Netherlands. 
5. It does not help a neighbourhood if many people of foreign origin or descent 

mo v e in. 
6. Some sectors of the economy can only continue to function because people of 

foreign origin or descent work in them. 

Notes: Normative statements on ethnic diversity and immigration in the LISS Core Survey 
on Politics and Values. Respondents are asked to what e xtent the y agree with each of these 
statements on a five-point Likert scale. 
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ompleted questionnaire. We use the LISS Core Surv e y on Politics and Values to obtain data on
ttitudes towards ethnic diversity and voting preferences (see Section 2.2 ). Between 2011 and
016 the surv e y was run each year in December except in 2014, when it was not administered.
rom the LISS we also use indi vidual-le vel background v ariables such as neighbourhood of
esidence. 15 

The third data source is Statistics Netherlands (CBS), which publishes annual socio-
emographic data on municipalities and neighbourhoods. Specifically, we use population data
y postcode (‘BevolkingPerPostcode’) and additional data on neighbourhoods and quarters
‘Toelichting Wijk- en Buurtkaart’), which are only available for 2014, 2015 and 2016. 

Online Appendix Table C.1 provides descriptive statistics for a range of neighbourhood char-
cteristics for the Netherlands as a whole, the LISS sample, and the sample that we use in our
ain estimations. The statistics are based on the period 2011–13, prior to the large influx of

efugees. 16 The table shows that neighbourhoods in the LISS sample and our sample have similar
haracteristics to those in the Netherlands, apart from having a larger population and co v ering a
maller area on average. 

.2. Dependent Variables 

ur dependent variables are proxies of political preferences related to ethnic diversity and immi-
ration. Our first dependent variable measures attitudes towards ethnic diversity in society. The
ariable is based on the extent to which individuals agree with statements related to immigration
nd ethnic diversity in society that are included in the LISS Core Survey on Politics and Values.
he surv e y contains eight statements that respondents rate on a fiv e-point Likert scale. We se-

ected those (six) statements reflecting normative views (see Table 2 ). 17 After coding ne gativ ely
ramed questions in reverse, we average the ratings to obtain a single standardised index, which
© The Author(s) 2025. 

15 To safeguard the pri v acy of the respondents, CentERdata made the complete dataset available to us for analysis 
ia remote access. The LISS data are publicly available in a format that does not contain information regarding the 
espondents’ location of residence. 

16 Notice that the difference between our sample and the full LISS sample is primarily due to the imbalanced nature 
f the panel data and the selection of individuals who did not mo v e between 2014 and 2016 (see Section 2.3 for further 
etails). 

17 We do not include the following two statements because they are rather descriptive in nature: (a) It is difficult for 
 foreigner to be accepted in the Netherlands while retaining his/her own culture; and (b) People of foreign origin or 
escent are not accepted in the Netherlands. The ratings of the six statements that we selected are significantly correlated 
ith each other, with correlation coefficients ranging between 0.210 and 0.554. 

3 April 2025

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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e refer to as the attitude index . The standardised scores range from −2 . 87 (the most ne gativ e
ttitude towards ethnic diversity) to 3.16 (the most positive). 18 

Cettolin and Suetens ( 2018 ) find that the attitude index is significantly correlated with discrimi-
ation against ethnic minorities elicited in a lab-in-the-field experiment, suggesting that the index
s also behaviourally rele v ant. Moreo v er, in the political science literature, there is an established
orrelation between attitudes to immigration and support for the far right. For example, Ivars-
aten ( 2008 ) show that mobilisation against immigrants is a common trait of popular far-right
arties in Western Europe. Similarly, Goodwin et al. ( 2022 ) show that immigration issues are
e y in e xplaining increased public support for the far right in Europe in the last decades, and
ustmann et al. ( 2019 ) find that voting for the far right is strongly correlated with attitudes to

mmigrants and refugees. 
The second set of dependent variables measure voting preferences, as reflected in voting

ntentions included in the LISS Core Surv e y on Politics and Values. In the surv e y, individuals
re asked which political party they would vote for if a national election was called. 19 We focus
n the intention to vote for the far right, i.e., the PVV or the FvD. We do so for two reasons.
irst, the far right is the most rele v ant for our purposes since, in contrast to the other parties,

heir platforms are built around the themes of migration and multiculturalism. Second, the far
ight has not been part of the national go v ernment in the Netherlands in our period of study, and
an therefore not be held responsible by voters for particular policy choices of which the timing
oincides with the European refugee crisis. 

To gauge o v erall voting intentions, we also use a voting index . We compile this index by
atching the intentions to vote for particular political parties, as reported in the LISS Core
urv e y on Politics and Values, to the manifesto index that quantifies the stance on ethnic diversity
nd immigration associated with the parties (reported in Table 1 ). 20 The advantage of this index
ompared to the (binary) intention to vote for the far right is that it represents a broader political
reference and incorporates the stance of the parties on ethnic diversity and immigration and
ow much weight they attach to these issues. For example, an individual who in year t intends to
ote for PVV, which is the party with the clearest anti-immigration agenda, is assigned a value
f −40 in year t (standardised score of −2.304), whereas an individual who intends to vote
or DENK, the most outspoken pro-immigration party, is assigned 6.407 (standardised score of
.904). 21 

To which extent do self-reported voting preferences match election outcomes? To answer this
uestion, we look at correlations between self-reported voting preferences and actual outcomes in
arliamentary elections at the municipality level in years in which such elections were held (i.e.,
010, 2012 and 2017). Across these years, the correlation between self-reported and actual voting
or the far right is 0.437 and the correlation between our voting index and an index calculated
The Author(s) 2025. 

18 Our main results are robust to redefining the attitude index using principal component analysis and polychoric 
orrelation (see Online Appendix Table C.10 ). 

19 A concern could be that individuals who are unwilling to answer this question have different political values than 
ndividuals who do not mind answering. In Section 3.4 we show this is not the case. 

20 See Moriconi et al. ( 2022 ) for a similar approach using Manifesto data on parties’ stance on nationalism. 
21 In 2016, the voting intentions of half of the respondents were elicited using a slightly different question, which 

sked them to state the likelihood (in per cent) of them voting for each party. Our results are robust to including recoded 
nswers to the reformulated question (see Online Appendix Section A ). In combination with the fact that questions on 
oting intentions are typically answered by fewer individuals, a smaller number of observations is obtained than in the 
ase of the attitude index. 

 on 23 April 2025
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Fig. 3. Evolution of the Attitude Index and the Voting Index. 
Notes: Mean standardised scores of the attitude index and the voting index for the main estimation sample 

(solid lines) and the full LISS panel (dashed lines) in the period 2011–16. 
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sing the actual voting outcomes is 0.463. 22 This shows that the self-reported data match the
ctual outcomes quite well, especially given that voting preferences were measured up to six
onths prior to the actual elections. 
The summary statistics of the dependent variables, including means, standard deviations and

ample sizes, can be found in Online Appendix Table C.2 . Figure 3 shows the evolution o v er
ime of the attitude and voting inde x es. After increasing in 2011 and 2012, both inde x es trended
ownward during the sample period. The attitude index fluctuates to a lesser extent than the
oting index, which is possibly due to the voting index reflecting voters’ general preferences,
ncluding those on issues unrelated to immigration and multiculturalism. Voting preferences are,
n addition, also influenced by the (un)popularity of specific political candidates. 

.3. Estimation Sample 

he sample consists of annual data for the period 2011–16 (excluding 2014). To match the
onthly refugee data with the annual data on individuals’ preferences, we collapsed the monthly

ata into annual variables. We calculate the number of refugees in year t in a particular neigh-
ourhood by taking the mean of the number of refugees accommodated in a neighbourhood
cross months in which there is at least one refugee present in the neighbourhood. 

The estimation sample is composed of individuals born in the Netherlands who resided in
eighbourhoods without refugee facilities prior to 2014. Additionally, there were no refugee
acilities in the bordering neighbourhoods or elsewhere in the municipality where they resided.
© The Author(s) 2025. 

22 The correlations are calculated based on data from municipalities for which we have at least ten respondents in a 
iven year. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Individuals Exposed to Refugees in 2014–16. 

2014 2015 2016 Overall 

Median exposure in months 3 2 8 6 
Mean exposure in months 4 5.4 9.4 7.7 
Median number of refugees in neighbourhood 303.0 318.2 214.0 228.3 
Mean number of refugees in neighbourhood 261.9 390.4 263.3 301.6 
Median share of refugees in neighbourhood 0.026 0.034 0.025 0.026 
Mean share of refugees in neighbourhood 0.041 0.054 0.043 0.046 

Notes: The mean/median exposure in months refers to the cumulative number of months in which refugees were present in 
a neighbourhood. The mean/median number of refugees in year t in a neighbourhood is calculated across months in year 
t with at least one refugee present in that neighbourhood; displayed values show the sample averages. The mean/median 
share of refugees is calculated by dividing the mean/median number of refugees by the neighbourhood population size. 
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eighbourhoods correspond to four-digit postal codes, and on average cover an area of about
.7 km 

2 (about 0.66 square miles) with a population of roughly 9,000 residents. The sample
onsists of a Treatment group and a Control group. The former includes individuals living in
eighbourhoods that hosted refugees in 2014, 2015 or 2016 ( N = 203 ) and the latter includes
ndi viduals li ving in neighbourhoods not hosting refugees throughout the entire sample period
 N = 5 , 227 ). 23 Individuals in the Treatment group are spread across 47 different neighbourhoods
nd individuals in Control across 1,710 neighbourhoods. 24 

We focus on individuals who did not mo v e to another neighbourhood or municipality between
014 and 2016, i.e., during the years of the refugee crisis. This minimises measurement error and
uarantees that, in a given year, all individuals living in the same neighbourhood are exposed
o the same number of refugees for the same length of time. 25 Notice that very few people in
he Netherlands mo v ed to another neighbourhood in these three years (see Section 3.4.3 for
n elaborate discussion). Moreo v er, an intention-to-treat analysis that includes individuals who
o v e yields statistically significant effects with only slightly smaller effect sizes than those

btained in our main analysis. This result is precisely what can be expected if there is a true effect
f exposure (see Online Appendix Table C.16 for estimation results). 

.4. Descriptive Statistics 

able 3 presents descriptive statistics for the individuals in the Treatment group. On average,
hey were exposed for 7.7 months (median of 6 months), and the average length of exposure
ncreased from less than 6 months in 2015 to more than 9 months in 2016. Conditional on
aving a refugee facility, the average neighbourhood hosted 301.6 refugees (median of 228.3).
he average number of refugees hosted in a neighbourhood declined substantially from 2015 to
016, which is in line with the fact that facilities that opened in the first half of 2016 tended to
e smaller in size and hosted fewer refugees, and with facilities closing down in the second half
f 2016. 
The Author(s) 2025. 

23 These are the numbers of individuals for the attitude regressions. The corresponding numbers for the regressions 
n voting preferences are 165 and 4,339, respectively. 

24 In the regressions on voting preferences, the numbers are 46 and 1,601, respectively. 
25 Consider the following fictitious example: person A moved from neighbourhood x in year t to neighbourhood y in 

ear t + 1 ; person B al w ays lived in neighbourhood y; refugees arrived in neighbourhood y in year t + 1 . If A moved 
o neighbourhood y several months after the refugees arrived, then including A in the Treatment group could bias the 
esults because A had a less intense exposure experience than person B. Including A in the Control group (according to 
heir pre-exposure location, as is done in an intention-to-treat analysis) would also give a biased estimate of exposure 
ecause A actually was exposed. 

pril 2025
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We ne xt pro vide the results of a series of balancing tests. Panel A of Table 4 compares a variety
f neighbourhood characteristics between Control and Treatment . The statistics are based on the
eriod 2011–13, prior to the influx of refugees. As can be seen in the table, the average population
ize of neighbourhoods in the Treatment group is substantially larger than that in the Control
roup. This is in line with the COA’s mandate to match the distribution of refugees to that of the
opulation, resulting in more populous neighbourhoods hosting more refugees. Neighbourhoods
hat hosted refugees are also slightly closer to a supermarket, and are characterised by a somewhat
igher population density (although the difference is not statistically significant). Refugees are
hus not located in remote areas, and neighbourhoods in the Treatment group are not peculiar as
ompared to neighbourhoods in the Control group. 

Panel B of Table 4 provides the statistics for a number of indi vidual-le vel v ariables for the
ontrol and Treatment groups in the period 2011–13. Importantly, none of the dependent variables
iffers significantly at the 5% level between the two groups of individuals. Individuals in the
reatment group tend to be slightly older and are more often divorced. These differences do not
nvalidate our identification strategy because in the empirical analysis we control for differences
etween both groups by including individual fixed effects and individual time-varying controls, as
e clarify in Sections 3.1 and 3.2 . Moreo v er, individual fixed effects also control for possible time-

nv ariant dif ferences between neighbourhoods because indi viduals are nested in neighbourhoods.

. Empirical Strategy 

.1. Estimation Strategy 

ur estimation strategy is built around the panel structure of the dataset. By including individual
xed effects in the regressions we control for stable unobservable differences in ethnic preferences
etween individuals in Control and Treatment . The regression results can thus be interpreted
s relating changes in preferences to changes in exposure. Equation ( 1 ) represents our main
egression specification, where subscript int refers to individual i living in neighbourhood n in
ear t : 

Y int = αi + τt + β1 Refugees in neighbourhood nt + γ X int + e int . (1) 

 int corresponds to one of the three dependent variables discussed in Section 2.2 (attitude index,
oting index, or a binary variable referring to the intention to vote for the far right), αi are
ndividual fixed effects and τt are year fixed effects. Refugees in neighbourhood nt , our main
ndependent variable, is a binary variable indicating whether refugees were accommodated in
eighbourhood n in year t . Thus the variable takes a value of zero for t between 2011 and
013 and turns equal to 1 in the year that refugees arrive in a treated neighbourhood n . The
ariable is al w ays equal to zero for neighbourhoods in the Control group. 26 X int is a vector
f control variables that includes time-v arying indi vidual and neighbourhood characteristics.
he individual covariates include age, age squared, the number of children in the household,
nd categorical variables referring to highest level of education attained and marital status. The
eighbourhood covariates include the number of registered inhabitants in the neighbourhood
© The Author(s) 2025. 

26 The Refugees in neighbourhood variable is equal to the time-invariant Treatment group indicator multiplied by 
 binary indicator equal to 1 in the year of exposure and years thereafter. Notice that Treatment is collinear with the 
ndividual fixed effects. 
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Table 4. Neighbourhood and Individual Characteristics. 

Control Treatment Difference N

A. Neighbourhood c har acteristics 

Number of inhabitants (unweighted) 6,551 .549 8,012 .138 −1460 .590 ∗∗ 1,733 
(4,150 .278) (4,200 .728) 

Number of inhabitants (weighted) 9,179 .103 10,173 .006 −993 .903 ∗ 1,733 
(4,221 .833) (4,232 .010) 

House value (thousands of euros) 226 .703 215 .355 11 .348 1,696 
(66 .928) (69 .215) 

Income (thousands of euros) 22 .517 22 .396 0 .121 1,702 
(3 .824) (4 .502) 

Distance to doctor (in km) 0 .843 0 .764 0 .079 1,705 
(0 .497) (0 .309) 

Distance to supermarket (in km) 0 .783 0 .676 0 .107 ∗ 1,705 
(0 .456) (0 .279) 

Distance to school (in km) 0 .616 0 .620 −0 .003 1,701 
(0 .226) (0 .173) 

Area (in km 

2 ) 168 .932 139 .398 29 .534 1,701 
(224 .215) (111 .175) 

Population density 
very low 0 .008 0 .000 0 .008 1,705 
low 0 .042 0 .020 0 .022 1,705 
middle 0 .151 0 .097 0 .054 1,705 
high 0 .329 0 .383 −0 .054 1,705 
very high 0 .470 0 .501 −0 .031 1,705 

Share of non-Western immigrants 0 .125 0 .147 −0 .023 1,733 
Share of inhabitants receiving benefit 0 .068 0 .072 −0 .004 1,702 
Far -right v ote share 2012 0 .102 0 .097 0 .004 1,668 

B. Individual c har acteristics 

Attitude index −0 .009 −0 .053 0 .044 4,655 
(0 .951) (0 .816) 

Voting index 0 .056 0 .144 −0 .088 3,712 
(0 .888) (0 .769) 

Vote for far right 0 .133 0 .095 0 .038 3,712 
Voting turnout 0 .902 0 .927 −0 .026 4,128 
Male 0 .463 0 .475 −0 .012 4,658 
Education 

primary school 0 .096 0 .110 −0 .014 4,656 
junior high school 0 .252 0 .282 −0 .030 4,656 
high school 0 .111 0 .133 −0 .023 4,656 
junior college 0 .231 0 .182 0 .048 4,656 
college 0 .232 0 .185 0 .046 4,656 
university 0 .078 0 .106 −0 .028 4,656 

Marital status 
married 0 .582 0 .573 0 .009 4,658 
separated 0 .005 0 .000 0 .005 4,658 
divorced 0 .085 0 .044 0 .041 ∗ 4,658 
widow(er) 0 .053 0 .081 −0 .028 4,658 
never married 0 .275 0 .302 −0 .027 4,658 

Age 50 .156 53 .045 −2 .889 ∗∗ 4,658 
(17 .434) (17 .194) 

Number of children 0 .849 0 .725 0 .124 4,658 
(1 .113) (1 .148) 

Notes: Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) based on pre-exposure years (2011–13). Neighbourhood charac- 
teristics are calculated across neighbourhoods in the sample (panel A, weighted by neighbourhood population), individual 
characteristics are calculated across individuals (panel B). Far-right vote share 2012 refers to the parliamentary election 
outcome in 2012. Statistical significance of difference between Control and Treatment : ∗∗∗ p < 0 . 01 , ∗∗ p < 0 . 05 , 
∗ p < 0 . 1 . 
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nd in the municipality. In all regressions we use heteroscedasticity-robust standard errors that
ccount for clustering at the neighbourhood level. 

We also estimate a specification that allows detecting an effect of exposure to refugees who
eside farther away in the municipality: 

Y int = αi + τt + β1 Refugees in neighbourhood nt + β2 Refugees in municipality −nt 

+ γ X int + e int , (2) 

here Refugees in municipality −nt is a binary variable indicating whether refugees were hosted
n the same municipality as individual i but not in the same neighbourhood (so other than n ) for
t least one month during year t . 

.2. Identifying Assumption 

o allow for a causal interpretation of the effect of exposure, we rely on the parallel-trend
ssumption; we assume that preferences of individuals in the Treatment group (who live in
eighbourhoods that would later host refugees) and the Control group (who live in neighbour-
oods without refugees) would have followed a similar pattern if refugees had not been hosted
n the former neighbourhoods, conditional on the individual and year fixed effects and the
ontrols. 

The main threat to identification is that there are unobserved differences between individuals in
he Treatment and the Control group, unrelated to exposure to refugees, that could cause attitudes
nd preferences to e volve dif ferently. For example, individuals who are exposed to refugees
etween 2014 and 2016 may have developed or started to develop a less hostile attitude towards
thnic minorities as compared to individuals in Control already before the refugees arrived. There
re a number of reasons why this is unlikely to be the case. First, the balance tests reported in
able 4 do not reveal worrisome imbalances between both groups of individuals. Second, in the
ase of a violation of the parallel-trend assumption, we should observe a diverting pattern in
he dependent variables between Treatment and Control in the years prior to 2014. As shown in
ection 3.3 , we find no indication for such a pattern. 
More in general, the European refugee crisis created a humanitarian emergency in many coun-

ries, including the Netherlands, and e x erted an unprecedented pressure on reception facilities.
onsequently, quick decisions had to be made and refugees were mostly placed in existing
mpty buildings, which were converted for that purpose. 27 Although the total share of refugees
n the population increased substantially in this period of time, the new facilities typically had
 smaller capacity and hosted fewer refugees than longer-term facilities planned well ahead. 28 

oreo v er , con v ersations with COA employees rev ealed that none of the new refugee facilities
hat closed down before the end of 2016 did so because of resistance in the neighbourhood. 29 

verall, these elements give us confidence that the presence of refugees focused on in this
aper did not give rise to strong anticipatory reactions, either in fa v our or against, by the local
opulation. 
© The Author(s) 2025. 

27 Only 12% of the refugee facilities that opened up between 2014 and 2016 in the Netherlands consisted of newly 
uilt units or pavilions, typically of a temporary nature. 

28 On average less refugees were hosted in facilities that newly opened in the period 2014–16 as compared to facilities 
hat opened before 2014. 

29 Notice that in our main sample only one refugee facility closed down before the end of 2016. 
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Fig. 4. Event Study. 
Notes: Plots of the coefficients and associated 95% confidence intervals of equation ( 1 ) augmented with 

four lags of the exposure indicator Refugees in neighbourhood nt , estimated using Borusyak et al. ’s ( 2024 ) 
imputation estimator. To a v oid potential bias in standard errors due to o v erfitting caused by the small size 
of treatment cohorts, the averages of the treatment effects are computed excluding the own cluster. We use 

the ST AT A package by Borusyak ( 2021 ), which estimates the lags and lead in two distinct estimation 
e x ercises. The reference category for the estimates of the lags comprises observations of the Treatment 
group in t − 5 and of the whole control group. See Online Appendix Table C.3 for regression results. 
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.3. Parallel-Trend Tests 

e examine the plausibility of the parallel-trend assumption using event-study analysis based
n the methodology developed by Borusyak et al. ( 2024 ). This approach is well-suited for our
ontext as it accounts for possible treatment effect heterogeneity across treatment cohorts, which
ay be present in our data due to the staggered nature of exposure and could bias estimations

rom a standard event study. 30 In our main analysis we aggregate all leads into a single variable to
 v oid limited statistical power, which would be present if they would be estimated separately. 31 

As can be seen in Figure 4 , none of the pre-exposure lags is statistically significant, and
o discernible common trend can be detected across the three variables. The p-values of joint

F -tests are also insignificant ( p > 0 . 348 ). In contrast, the lead estimates for all variables align
ogically and are statistically significant. Specifically, the estimated lead is significant at the
0% level for the attitude index and at the 5% level for the voting index and the intention to
ote for the far right (see Online Appendix Table C.3 ). Importantly, the estimated treatment
ffects are robust even under the stricter statistical standards of multiple hypothesis testing (see
nline Appendix Table C.15 ). This set of findings supports the plausibility of the parallel-trend

ssumption. 
Our conclusions are further confirmed if we focus only on the pre-exposure years 2011–13

nd regress our dependent variables on year fixed effects and their interactions with a variable
ndicating whether the individual is part of the Treatment group, or on a linear time trend and
ts interaction with the Treatment indicator ( Online Appendix Table C.4 ). In these analyses, the
nteraction terms are not statistically significant, reinforcing the conclusion that the pre-exposure
rend did not differ significantly between the Treatment and Control groups. 

As a final plausibility check we randomly re-allocated refugee facilities to neighbourhoods and
erformed placebo event studies. The study was repeated 1,000 times for each dependent variable,
The Author(s) 2025. 

30 An additional advantage of this approach is that it does not necessarily use t − 1 as the reference category, in 
ontrast to other recent approaches to staggered dif ference-in-dif ferences (Borusyak et al. , 2024 ). Recall that for the 
reatment cohort first exposed in 2015, t − 1 would correspond to 2014, which is missing in our data. 

31 If estimated separately, the t + 2 estimate for the attitude index and the t + 1 and t + 2 estimates for the voting index 
nd voting for the far right are based on fewer than 30 observations, which reduces statistical reliability as determined 
y the inverse Herfindahl index (Borusyak, 2021 ). In Online Appendix Figure D.2 the results from event studies with 
isaggregated leads are shown. Notably, these results are consistent with those on the role of duration of exposure to 
efugees reported in Section 5.1 . 

l 2025

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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Table 5. Attrition Analysis. 

Dependent variable: Answered Answered question Answered question on Intended 
any question on ethnic diversity voting preferences to vote 

(1) (2) (3) (4) 

Refugees in neighbourhood 0 .009 −0 .009 −0 .046 −0 .049 
(0 .033) (0 .010) (0 .041) (0 .034) 

Observations 22,684 20,696 18,651 14,984 
Individuals 5,384 5,385 5,385 4,972 
Clusters 1,742 1,729 1,729 1,692 

Individual fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Time-varying controls No Yes Yes Yes 

Notes: Estimates are from linear probability models as specified in equation ( 1 ). The dependent variables in columns 
1 to 3 are indicator variables taking a value of one if a respondent answered at least one of the questions in the LISS 
Core Surv e y on Politics and Values (column 1), answered the questions on attitudes towards ethnic diversity (column 
2), answered the questions on voting preferences (column 3), and are zero otherwise. The dependent variable in column 
4 is an indicator variable taking a value of one (zero) for respondents who indicate they (do not) intend to vote. For 
column 1, time-varying individual-level controls are not available for all individuals and thus not included. ∗∗∗ p < 0 . 01 , 
∗∗ p < 0 . 05 , ∗ p < 0 . 1 . 
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stimating a total of 12,000 coefficients (4 lags × 3 variables × 1,000 iterations). 32 Boxplots of
he resulting distribution of the placebo estimates are shown in Online Appendix Figure D.3 . As
an be seen, the pre-treatment coefficients estimated in the abo v e-reported ev ent study fall within
he normal range of the placebo coefficients, whereas the post-treatment estimates fall outside of
he placebo range. 

.4. Selection Effects 

s a final part of our empirical strategy, we provide evidence that it is unlikely that our analysis
uffers from selection bias. We focus on three sources of selection effects: attrition, selective
oter turnout and selective migration (such as in the case of white flight). 

.4.1. Attrition 

ttrition occurs if LISS respondents drop out of the panel during the sample period or if they
 v oid answering questions about attitudes towards ethnic diversity or voting preferences. We
est whether these forms of attrition differ according to whether individuals were exposed to
efugees. We create three binary variables: the first takes a value of one for individual i living in
eighbourhood n in year t if i answered at least one of the questions in the LISS Core Surv e y on
olitics and Values Surv e y in t ; the second takes a value of one if i answered the questions on
ttitudes towards ethnic diversity in year t ; and the third takes a value of one if i answered the
uestions on voting preferences in year t . We then estimate ( 1 ) using these three as dependent
ariables. The first three columns of Table 5 show that exposure to refugees in the neighbourhood
oes not generate selective attrition. 33 

.4.2. Intended turnout at elections 
nother possible selection mechanism relates to the intended turnout at elections, whereby

xposure to refugees may affect the willingness to vote. This might occur if exposure leads to
© The Author(s) 2025. 

32 We did not include control variables in this e x ercise due to the enormous computation time it would require. 
33 Using ( 2 ) leads to the same conclusion. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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tronger opinions about how political parties should deal with immigration issues, thus translating
nto a higher willingness to vote. Since voting preferences are only measured for individuals who
eported that they would vote if an election were called, it is important to establish whether
xposure to refugees affects the willingness to vote. If that is indeed the case, then the estimated
ffect of exposure on voting preferences may be biased. 

We regress the willingness to vote on our exposure variables again using ( 1 ). The dependent
ariable is a binary variable equal to 1 if individual i reports that (s)he would vote if there were
n election in year t , and zero otherwise. The results are shown in column 4 of Table 5 . They
how that exposure to refugees in the neighbourhood does not significantly affect an individual’s
illingness to vote, which suggests that selection issues in this context do not bias our results on
oting preferences. 

.4.3. Selective migration 

 third possible source of selection relates to individuals selectively moving into or out of
eighbourhoods that host refugees. Given that our sample only includes individuals who did not
o v e to another neighbourhood between 2014 and 2016, it might be a concern if these individuals

eacted differently to the presence of refugees than individuals who mo v ed out during that period.
n general, ho we v er, v ery few people mo v ed to another neighbourhood in our sample. 

During the period 2014–16, there were 548 mo v es by 484 individuals in the sample, im-
lying that the 5,430 individuals who did not mo v e represent the vast majority of the sam-
le (92%). Nevertheless, if the arri v al of refugees triggered the decision to mo v e, then our
esults may suffer from selection bias by excluding these individuals. To shed light on this
ssue, we investigate the number of mo v es into and out of neighbourhoods that either did
ot host refugees or hosted them at some point between 2014 and 2016. Of the 548 mo v es
etween 2014 and 2016, 505 were into neighbourhoods without refugees and only 43 into
eighbourhoods with refugees. Similarly, of the 548 mo v es, 523 were out of a neighbour-
ood that did not host refugees, and only 25 were out of a neighbourhood that hosted
efugees. 

If we narrow the time window in order to get a sense of the effect closer to the actual
rri v al of the refugees, a similar picture emerges: mobility towards neighbourhoods that hosted
efugees was higher than mobility away from these neighbourhoods. Up to twelve (six) months
efore the opening of a refugee facility, there were only nine (six) mo v es into and eight (four)
o v es out of neighbourhoods that hosted refugees. Following the opening of a refugee facility

n a neighbourhood, there were fifteen mo v es into and six mo v es out of these neighbourhoods
ithin a period of six months. The relation between these two numbers does not change much

f the time window is widened to up to twelve months after opening. An overview of the
umber of mo v es to neighbourhoods with and without refugees is provided in Online Appendix
able C.5 . 
Overall, the number of moves within a window of twelve months before or after the arri v al of

efugees in a neighbourhood is thus extremely low, making a formal statistical analysis redundant.
iven that the number of moves to neighbourhoods with refugees is consistently larger than the
umber of mo v es a way from them, we can conclude that selective out-migration (i.e., white
ight) is highly unlikely to have occurred. 34 
The Author(s) 2025. 

34 The same cannot be said of selective in-migration. Although the numbers are too low to draw meaningful statistical 
onclusions, let us suppose that selective in-migration did indeed take place. Under the plausible assumption that 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data


826 the economic journal [ april 

Table 6. Effects of Exposure to Refugees on Attitudes and Voting Preferences. 

Dependent variable: Attitude index Voting index Vote for far right 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Equation ( 1 ) 

Refugees in neighbourhood 0 .117 ∗∗ 0 .114 ∗∗ 0 .135 ∗∗∗ 0 .135 ∗∗∗ −0 .046 ∗∗∗ −0 .046 ∗∗∗
(0 .051) (0 .054) (0 .046) (0 .048) (0 .016) (0 .016) 

Equation ( 2 ) 

Refugees in neighbourhood 0 .115 ∗∗ 0 .113 ∗∗ 0 .139 ∗∗∗ 0 .139 ∗∗∗ −0 .048 ∗∗∗ −0 .048 ∗∗∗
(0 .051) (0 .054) (0 .047) (0 .048) (0 .016) (0 .017) 

Refugees in municipality −0 .007 −0 .006 0 .023 0 .022 −0 .012 −0 .012 
(0 .023) (0 .023) (0 .034) (0 .034) (0 .013) (0 .013) 

Observations 20,513 20,568 12,859 12,882 12,859 12,882 
Individuals 5,384 5,397 4,477 4,485 4,477 4,485 
Clusters 1,728 1,729 1,625 1,625 1,625 1,625 

Individual fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Time-varying controls Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Notes: Estimates are from models specified in equations ( 1 ) and ( 2 ). Refugees in neighbourhood and Refugees in 
municipality are indicator variables taking a value of one if a refugee facility was open in the neighbourhood of residence 
of the individual or in the municipality of residence but in a different neighbourhood, respectively. The dependent 
variables Attitude index and Voting index (both standardised) measure a positive attitude to ethnic diversity in society 
and an intention to vote for parties more positive about immigration and multiculturalism, respectively. The dependent 
variable Vote for far right is a binary variable measuring the intention to vote for a far-right (anti-immigration) party. 
Standard errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering at the neighbourhood level. ∗∗∗ p < 0 . 01 , ∗∗ p < 0 . 05 , 
∗ p < 0 . 1 . 
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. Main Results 

able 6 shows the effect of exposure to refugees in one’s neighbourhood on the attitude index
columns 1–2) and on voting preferences (columns 3–6) based on specifications with and without
ime-v arying indi vidual and neighbourhood characteristics. 35 The effects are substantial and
tatistically significant. In our preferred specification, exposure to refugees in the neighbourhood
ncreases the attitude index by 11.7% of a standard deviation and increases the voting index by
3.5% of a standard de viation relati v e to une xposed individuals. It thus leads individuals to shift
heir voting preferences away from parties with an anti-multicultural or anti-immigration stance
s compared to unexposed individuals, or at least makes them relatively less sympathetic to those
arties. More precisely, exposure to refugees decreases the likelihood of voting for the far right
y 4.6 percentage points relative to unexposed individuals. 

Another important result is that there is no substantial effect of exposure to refugees who
re located farther away: preferences of individuals who were exposed to refugees in their
unicipality but not in their neighbourhood are not affected by the exposure, as shown in the

ower panel of Table 6 . The fact that positive exposure effects are only present in the case
hat indi viduals li ve relati vely close to refugees suggests that personal encounters with ethnic

inorities may be important in shaping preferences. We elaborate on this in Section 5 . Figure 5
© The Author(s) 2025. 

ndividuals who mo v e into neighbourhoods with refugees hav e a more positiv e attitude towards ethnic minorities than 
ther individuals, the most likely consequence of excluding movers from our sample would be that our estimated exposure 
ffects would be biased downwards. See Batut and Schneider-Strawczynski ( 2022 ) for a paper that studies the effect of 
efugee facilities on residential choices. 

35 See Online Appendix Table C.6 for estimation results on all covariates. 

5
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Refugees in
neighbourhood

Refugees in
municipality

–0.1 0 0.1 0.2 –0.1 0 0.1 0.2 –0.1 –0.05 0

Attitude index Voting index Vote for far right

Fig. 5. Effects of Exposure to Refugees on Attitudes and Voting Preferences. 
Notes: Plots of the estimated coefficients and associated confidence intervals of equation ( 2 ) (see columns 

1, 3, and 5 of Table 6 ). Refugees in neighbourhood and Refugees in municipality are indicator variables 
taking a value of one if a refugee facility was open in the neighbourhood of residence of the individual or 
in the municipality of residence but in a different neighbourhood, respectively. The dependent variables 

Attitude index and Voting index (both standardised) measure a positive attitude to ethnic diversity in 
society and an intention to vote for parties more positive about immigration and multiculturalism, 

respectively. The dependent variable Vote for far right is a binary variable measuring the intention to vote 
for a far-right (anti-immigration) party. 
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isualises the differential effects depending on whether refugees are present in the neighbourhood
r further away in the municipality. 36 

If we take into account that attitudes towards ethnic diversity generally became more ne gativ e
etween 2011 and 2016 in the Netherlands, and voting preferences shifted towards parties with
 tough stance on immigration (see Figure 2 ), then our results imply that exposure to ethnic
inorities has dampened this dynamic. Thus, in neighbourhoods that hosted refugees the trend

n attitudes towards ethnic diversity and voting preferences was less negative. 
In Online Appendix Section A , we conduct a battery of robustness checks, showing that the

esults are robust to changes in the sample and the definition of the variables, to controlling
or municipality-specific time trends and to multiple hypothesis testing. We also show that in
n intention-to-treat analysis, the estimated effects have the same signs and are statistically
ignificant. Moreo v er, in Online Appendix Section B , we report counterfactual estimates in
lacebo regressions and show these are centred around zero. 

. Mechanisms 

 number of mechanisms have been proposed in the literature that help rationalise the effects of
ncreased immigration or exposure to ethnic minorities on voting preferences and anti-immigrant
ttitudes. The first mechanism relates to the type of interethnic contact. If the exposure involves
nterpersonal contact between local residents and refugees that creates a common ground, then
he outcome may be a reduction of ne gativ e stereotypes and ethnic prejudice (Allport, 1954 ).
et, as emphasised in conflict theory (e.g., Campbell, 1965 ), if the presence of ethnic minorities
enerates fears, for example, for a change in compositional amenities (Card et al. , 2012 ), or if
he ethnic out-group is seen as a threat (Quillian, 1995 ), then prejudice may grow, especially if
he cultural distance to the out-group is large (e.g., Tabellini, 2020 ). Our finding that exposure
o refugees reduces anti-immigrant attitudes suggests that positive intergroup contact may have
ominated conflicts and perceived threats in the Dutch context. In Section 5.1 we provide further
vidence supporting this interpretation. 
The Author(s) 2025. 

36 See Online Appendix Figure D.4 for the raw correlations between the independent and dependent variables. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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A second mechanism highlighted in the literature relates to labour market competition or
erceptions thereof. Although the effect of immigration on wages is generally found to be
ositive (Ottaviano and Peri, 2012 ; Dustmann et al. , 2013 ), fears of increased labour market
ompetition due to immigration can ne gativ ely affect attitudes towards immigrants (Ortega and
olavieja, 2012 ) and natives may oppose immigration of higher-skilled immigrants (Mayda et al. ,
022 ). Since we find a positive effect of exposure to refugees on attitudes to immigrants, it must
e that the (fear for) labour market competition, if any, was not strong enough to o v erturn the
ositi ve ef fect stemming from contact. 37 If an ything, an opposite mechanism may hav e been at
ork: the arri v al of refugees may have increased employment opportunities or optimism about the

conomic situation of the country—operating refugee facilities requires staf fing se veral positions,
uch as a local managers, care giv ers, translators, security personnel, etc.—which in turn may
ave reduced locals’ opposition to immigration. In Section 5.2 we show that the arri v al of
efugees did not have a significant effect on local employment or optimism about the economic
ituation. Hence changes in (perceptions about) the labour market do not seem an important
echanism. 
A third mechanism that helps to understand why local exposure to refugees may fuel anti-

mmigrant sentiments involves concerns about the welfare and social security system (Dustmann
nd Preston, 2007 ). Specifically, discontent with immigration may stem from the perception that
mmigrants receive a disproportionately large share of the welfare benefits, which may erode
upport for redistribution and trust in the go v ernment (Alesina et al. , 2023 ). Naturally, this
echanism cannot rationalise our findings since we find opposite effects of local exposure. In

act, quite the opposite mechanism may have been at work. Municipalities that agreed to host
efugees received financial compensation, which may have made it possible to increase public
pending in the rele v ant neighbourhoods. Such an increased spending may have increased support
or the go v ernment, which may in turn covary with attitudes to ethnic diversity. In Section 5.3
e illustrate that it is unlikely that this mechanism drives our findings. 

.1. Contact 

o explore the role of contact, we exploit variation in the duration of exposure, due to the
efugees’ arri v al in the neighbourhood in dif ferent months of the year and the different lengths
f their stay, as well as variation in the number of refugees hosted in a neighbourhood. It seems
lausible that the likelihood of interethnic contact is higher, the longer the exposure and the
arger the number of refugees residing in the neighbourhood. To test this, we created two binary
ariables that correspond to below-median and abo v e-median duration of e xposure, respectiv ely.
he variables indicate whether at the time of measurement an individual was exposed to refugees

n the neighbourhood for less or more than the median duration of exposure (i.e., 6 months). In
rder to estimate the effect of number of refugees, we calculated an annual indicator from the
onthly data by averaging the number of refugees hosted in neighbourhood n across months in
hich there was at least one refugee present in n . The median of this variable is about 200. We

onstructed two binary variables according to whether the number of refugees is abo v e or below
00. The effects of the duration of exposure and of the number of refugees on the attitude index,
he voting index and voting for far right are reported in Table 7 . 
© The Author(s) 2025. 

37 Recall that refugees in the Netherlands can work officially only after residing in the country for six months. 
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Table 7. Effects Depending on Duration of Exposure and Number of Refugees in the 
Neighbourhood. 

Dependent variable: Attitude index Voting index Vote for far right 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Duration of exposure in neighbourhood 

Below median 0 .061 0 .054 0 .092 ∗∗ 0 .098 ∗∗ −0 .035 ∗∗∗ −0 .039 ∗∗∗
(0 .073) (0 .073) (0 .042) (0 .042) (0 .013) (0 .014) 

Abo v e median 0 .175 ∗∗∗ 0 .176 ∗∗∗ 0 .174 ∗∗ 0 .168 ∗ −0 .055 ∗ −0 .053 ∗
(0 .054) (0 .059) (0 .083) (0 .086) (0 .029) (0 .030) 

Number of refugees in neighbourhood 

Below median 0 .144 ∗ 0 .147 ∗ 0 .252 ∗∗∗ 0 .251 ∗∗∗ −0 .079 ∗∗∗ −0 .078 ∗∗∗
(0 .074) (0 .082) (0 .081) (0 .081) (0 .030) (0 .030) 

Abo v e median 0 .094 0 .085 0 .067 0 .069 −0 .027 ∗ −0 .028 ∗
(0 .068) (0 .069) (0 .044) (0 .047) (0 .014) (0 .016) 

Observations 20,513 20,568 12,859 12,882 12,859 12,882 
Individuals 5,384 5,397 4,477 4,485 4,477 4,485 
Clusters 1,728 1,729 1,625 1,625 1,625 1,625 

Individual fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Time-varying controls Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Notes: Estimates are from tw o-w ay fixed effects models similar to equation ( 1 ) where exposure to refugees in the 
neighbourhood is subdivided as below and abo v e median e xposure in terms of duration and numbers of refugees. Duration 
of exposure refers to the number of months a refugee facility was open in a neighbourhood. Numbers of refugees refers 
to the average number of refugees accommodated in a refugee facility in the neighbourhood across months with at 
least one refugee was present. The dependent variables Attitude index and Voting index (both standardised) measure a 
positive attitude to ethnic diversity in society and an intention to vote for parties more positive about immigration and 
multiculturalism, respectively. The dependent variable Vote for far right is a binary variable measuring the intention to vote 
for a far-right (anti-immigration) party. Standard errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering at the neighbourhood 
level. ∗∗∗ p < 0 . 01 , ∗∗ p < 0 . 05 , ∗ p < 0 . 1 . 
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The presence of refugees in the neighbourhood for more than 6 months leads to a statistically
ignificant increase in the attitude index and the voting index of about 17.5 percentage points
elativ e to une xposed individuals. If e xposure lasts less than six months, then the effect is
till positive but not statistically significant. 38 Exposure to fewer than 200 refugees leads to
n increase of 14.4 and 25.2 percentage points in the attitude and voting index respectively,
elativ e to une xposed indi viduals. The ef fect when the number of refugees is greater than 200
s still positive but only marginally statistically significant. 39 One possible explanation is that a
ounterv ailing ef fect kicks in if the number of refugees is ‘too large’ because a larger number
f refugees may be more likely to be perceived as a threat (see Quillian, 1995 ; Anderberg et al. ,
024 ). It may also be that a larger number of refugees, if associated with more conflicts in
nd around the facilities, leads to ne gativ e contact. Whereas both longer exposure and a larger
umber of refugees arguably increase the salience of refugees and the chance of a random, brief
ncounter, it is concei v able that only longer exposure increases the likelihood of positive contact
e.g., more personal contact). The finding that the effect of long exposure is strong and positive,
ut the effect of a high number of refugees is not, suggests that positive contact or lack of ne gativ e
ontact are important for generating a positive exposure effect. 
The Author(s) 2025. 

38 Small perturbations of the cutoffs do not change the results. 
39 Effects that diminish, and even change sign, as the number of refugees increases can also be seen in quadratic 

egressions (see Online Appendix Tables C.11 and C.12 ). 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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Table 8. Effects on Employment, Economic Optimism and Confidence in Government. 

Dependent variable: Employed Optimism Confidence index 

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Equation ( 1 ) 

Refugees in neighbourhood −0 .021 −0 .021 −0 .014 −0 .009 −0 .143 ∗∗ −0 .146 ∗∗
(0 .023) (0 .023) (0 .048) (0 .048) (0 .063) (0 .061) 

Equation ( 2 ) 

Refugees in neighbourhood −0 .024 −0 .024 −0 .007 −0 .002 −0 .151 ∗∗ −0 .155 ∗∗
(0 .023) (0 .024) (0 .049) (0 .048) (0 .064) (0 .062) 

Refugees in municipality −0 .012 −0 .015 0 .039 0 .040 −0 .040 −0 .042 
(0 .015) (0 .015) (0 .033) (0 .033) (0 .029) (0 .029) 

Observations 20,696 20,751 22,893 22,949 19,678 19,724 
Individuals 5,385 5,398 5,518 5,534 5,321 5,333 
Clusters 1,729 1,730 1,763 1,764 1,722 1,723 

Individual fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Time-varying controls Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Notes: Estimates are from models specified in equations ( 1 ) and ( 2 ). The dependent variables are an indicator for 
being employed (columns 1 and 2), and inde x es representing economic optimism (columns 3 and 4) and confidence in 
go v ernment on a scale from 0 to 10 (columns 5 and 6). Standard errors (in parentheses) are adjusted for clustering at the 
neighbourhood level. ∗∗∗ p < 0 . 01 , ∗∗ p < 0 . 05 , ∗ p < 0 . 1 . 
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.2. Labour Market Opportunities and Perceptions Thereof 

e test whether the arri v al of refugees in the neighbourhood has impro v ed local employment
pportunities or has raised optimism about the economic situation of the country relative to the
ontrol group. To do so, we run two sets of regressions along the lines of ( 1 ) and ( 2 ). In the first

et we regress an indicator of being employed based on the self-reported employment status on
he exposure variables. In the second set of regressions we regress a (normalised) measure of
elf-reported optimism about the current economic situation in the Netherlands on the exposure
ariables. 

The employment status is available in the monthly LISS Background Surv e y. We code individu-
ls as employed if they report salaried employment, family business, self-employed professional,
oluntary work or unpaid work as employment status. If the variable changed across months in
 year, we selected the mode. Individuals’ optimism about the economic situation is measured
n the annual LISS Economic Situation and Income Surv e y, which takes place in June–July
except in 2014, when it took place in October–No v ember). The question is ‘How satisfied are
ou with the current economic situation in the Netherlands?’ and is rated on a seven-points
cale. 40 

Columns 1 to 4 of Table 8 show that the presence of refugees in the neighbourhood has basically
o effect on local employment nor on optimism about the economic situation. We therefore
onclude that changes in labour market opportunities or perceptions are not a key mechanism
ehind the exposure effects on attitudes towards ethnic diversity or voting preferences. 
© The Author(s) 2025. 

40 Other rele v ant questions in the LISS Economic Situation and Income Surv e y relate to perceptions about the chance 
f losing one’s job or finding a job in the next year. Since the number of observations for these other variables is 
ubstantially lower and results do not lead to different conclusions, we do not report these. 
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.3. Confidence in the Government 

e do not have access to information on local public spending, but we can use indi vidual-le vel
anel data from the LISS Core Surv e y on Politics and Values on satisfaction with the Dutch
o v ernment as an indirect measure. Specifically, we use five statements from the survey to
ompose a confidence index, which then served as a dependent variable in ( 1 ) and ( 2 ). 41 

As shown in columns 3 and 4 of Table 8 , exposure to refugees had a ne gativ e and significant
ffect on the confidence index. In other words, it reduced confidence in the go v ernment. It is
herefore highly unlikely that an impro v ed attitude towards ethnic diversity and changes in voting
references can be explained by increased support for the government. 

. Heterogeneous Effects 

e study whether the effects of exposure to refugees in the neighbourhood are heterogeneous
long a range of characteristics of the respondents. The choice of heterogeneity dimensions is
artly guided by the literature on the effect of exposure to immigrants on voting for the far right.
e consider education (low/high) and the degree of urbanisation (urban/rural). 42 With respect to

ducation, Halla et al. ( 2017 ) find that exposure induces highly educated natives to vote more
or the far right, but has weaker effects on the lower educated. In contrast, Edo et al. ( 2019 )
nd that the lower educated respond more strongly to the presence of (low educated) immigrants
y voting for the far right. Dustmann et al. ( 2019 ) find no heterogeneous responses depending
n the education level, but find that urbanisation is an important moderating variable; the local
resence of refugees increases support for the far right in rural municipalities but decreases it in
rban municipalities. 

Other dimensions that we consider are gender (female/male), age (below 50/abo v e 50), and
he presence of children in the household (yes/no), as well as pre-exposure voting preferences.
he underlying idea is that having (young) children and being female may increase the likelihood
f personal contact with refugees; refugee children go to a local school and Dutch women have
ore often part-time jobs than men, giving them more time to engage in school and pre- or after-

chool activities. We also explore heterogeneous effects depending on pre-exposure attitudes
positive refers to above median and negative to below median) and the pre-exposure voting
ndex (left-leaning refers to abo v e median and right-leaning to below median) because it is
nteresting to learn whether the exposure effects go hand in hand with increased polarisation, in
hich case the initially left-leaning would develop a more positive attitude to ethnic diversity

nd the right-leaning a more ne gativ e attitude (as shown by Colussi et al. , 2021 ). 
For each pair of subgroups within the heterogeneity dimensions, we jointly estimate the

ffects of Refugees in neighbourhood on a dependent variable and test whether the effects are
ignificantly different between the subgroups using a Wald test. If so, then this implies there is
 heterogeneous effect for the associated dimensions and dependent variable. 43 The results are
epicted in Figure 6 , in which each column corresponds to one of the three dependent variables.
The Author(s) 2025. 

41 Individuals were asked to indicate on a scale from 0 to 10 their level of confidence in and the extent to which they 
ere satisfied with both the Dutch go v ernment and politicians. 
42 Low education includes primary school, junior high school, high school and junior college, and high education 

ncludes college and university. Urban (rural) areas have a population density higher (lower) than 500 inhabitants per 
m 

2 . 
43 Notice that we find no substantive heterogeneous effects of exposure to refugees located farther away. 

025
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Female
Male

Below 50
Above 50

Low education
High education

Without children
With children

Urban
Rural

Negative attitude
Positive attitude

Right-leaning
Left-leaning

–0.2 0 0.2 0.4 0.6 –0.2 0 0.2 0.4 –0.1 –0.05 0 0.05

Attitude index Voting index Vote for far right

Fig. 6. Hetero g eneous Effects. 
Notes: Plots show the estimated effects of refugees in the neighbourhood on the dependent variables and 

associated confidence intervals for pairs of subgroups within a range of heterogeneity dimensions. 
Subgroup effects are estimated in twenty-one separate regressions (seven heterogeneity dimensions times 

three dependent variables) using interaction terms between the exposure dummy Refugees in 
neighbourhood and the rele v ant subgroup. The regressions additionally include individual fixed effects, 
year fixed effects, and time-varying individual and neighbourhood controls, as well as interaction terms 
between year fixed effects and the relevant subgroup. Confidence intervals are based on standard errors 
clustered at the neighbourhood level. Online Appendix Table C.20 provides detailed estimation output. 
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We find that the positi ve ef fect of exposure on the attitude index is strongest for individuals
elow median age and individuals with children living at home, although in the latter case the
ifference is not statistically significant. The effect is also somewhat larger for women than for
en, although the difference is not significant either. When it comes to voting preferences, the

trongest effects tend to be concentrated among men, individuals abo v e median age, individuals
ithout children at home, and lowly educated, but in none of these cases are the differences

tatistically significant. Given the imprecision in estimated heterogeneous effects, we a v oid
rawing firm conclusions on the basis of the qualitative results and leave the question whether
he exposure effects are partially driven by school- or children-related personal contacts open. 

Furthermore, we find that the exposure effects do not differ significantly between urban and
ural areas. Qualitatively, the largest positive change (in attitudes) is observed in rural areas.
hese results are at odds with Dustmann et al. ( 2019 ), who find a clear urban–rural divide, as
entioned abo v e. 
Finally, we find strong heterogeneous effects depending on pre-exposure voting preferences.

pecifically, exposure to refugees has significantly stronger effects on attitudes and voting pref-
rences of individuals who were relatively right-leaning before the refugees arrived in their
eighbourhood than on attitudes and preferences of left-leaning indi viduals. A qualitati vely
© The Author(s) 2025. 

https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
https://academic.oup.com/ej/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/ej/ueae080#supplementary-data
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imilar difference is observed between individuals with a below-median and an abo v e-median
ttitude index, albeit statistically not as strong. Given the perv asi veness of ethnic prejudice
Quillian et al. , 2017 ), the finding is not trivial and suggests that exposure to refugees in the
eighbourhood has reduced polarisation. The result seems in contrast to the polarising effects of
ncreased salience of ethnic minorities reported by Colussi et al. ( 2021 ). 

. Conclusion 

e exploit the sudden inflow of refugees in some neighbourhoods in the Netherlands between
014 and 2016 to study whether exposure to ethnic minorities influenced preferences on ethnic
iversity. We find that individuals in neighbourhoods experiencing an influx of refugees developed
 more positive attitude towards ethnic diversity after their arrival and became less inclined to vote
or political parties with an anti-immigration agenda than individuals in other neighbourhoods.
eighbourhoods thus have an important role to play in shaping attitudes and behaviour towards

thnic minorities and political preferences, as they do in the context of mental health (Kling et al. ,
007 ; Ludwig et al. , 2013 ), crime (Damm and Dustmann, 2014 ), and employment and education
Chetty et al. , 2018 ). 

While exposure to refugees influenced the preferences of residents in the neighbourhood, it
ssentially had no effect on people living farther away from the refugee facilities, suggesting
hat personal contact is a possible channel behind the exposure effects. This interpretation is
orroborated by the finding that effect sizes are largest when exposure lasts for a relatively long
ime. Individuals who live closer to a refugee facility or are exposed for a longer period are more
ikely to come into contact with refugees in their daily routine. Such contacts may increase the
ikelihood of disco v ering a common humanity and diminish in-group/out-group thinking, in line
ith the intergroup contact hypothesis of Allport ( 1954 ) and the subsequent empirical literature.
his complements the finding of Alesina et al. ( 2023 ) that priming individuals with a positive
tory about an immigrant reduces stereotyping and impro v es attitudes towards immigrants. In
ine with Depetris-Chauvin et al. ( 2020 ), our results indicate that experiencing such a story has
 similar effect. 44 

Contact with refugees may also conv e y information to individuals from the majority, in the
ense that it may alter preconceived notions about ethnic minorities. For example, individuals
ay come to realise the falsity of their beliefs that ethnic minorities cause nuisances, commit

rimes or are unwilling to work. 45 Case studies and door-to-door interviews carried out in the
icinity of refugee facilities in the Netherlands suggest that a ne gativ e attitude towards minorities
s not related to ne gativ e local experiences involving minorities, but is instead associated with
e gativ e media co v erage and general social discontent (Kuppens et al. , 2019 ). This highlights
hat in order to understand the effects of ethnic diversity on perceptions about individuals with
 different ethnic background, and ultimately on political preferences and societal outcomes, it
s important to distinguish between local and aggre gate div ersity (see Enos, 2017 ; Bazzi et al. ,
019 ; Desmet et al. , 2020 ). 

Our results with regard to voting preferences and, in particular, the intention to vote for the far
ight, are consistent with the findings of Steinmayr ( 2021 ) and Vertier et al. ( 2023 ). These studies
The Author(s) 2025. 

44 Depetris-Chauvin et al. ( 2020 ) find that collectively experiencing a national football teams’ victory increases 
nterethnic trust and reduces interethnic conflict. 

45 Exposure can induce majority members to take the perspective of minority members, which helps increasing the 
ikelihood of interethnic ties and reducing ethnic se gre gation (Alan et al. , 2021 ). 
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how for Austria and France, respectively, that the far right has lost popularity in areas with
ustained interaction between local residents and refugees during the European refugee crisis.
onetheless, the evidence is mixed if we consider other studies on the effect of exposure to ethnic
inorities on political preferences (e.g., Cools et al. , 2021 ). How then can our results be squared
ith the literature? First off, local conditions vary substantially across countries. The COA,
hich manages the hosting of asylum seekers in the Netherlands, and the host municipalities

ointly invested in the integration of refugees within society, and maintained a dialogue with
ocal residents by means of local liaisons. This may have created circumstances that contributed
o a positive influence on local residents’ perceptions and attitudes. Furthermore, during the
uropean refugee crisis the annual proportion of refugees in the population of a typical Dutch
eighbourhood was 4% and never exceeded 28%, while on Greek islands close to the Turkish
oast that number was up to 500% in 2015. The exceptionally large number of refugees on these
slands may have evoked strong ne gativ e reactions among local residents, leading to a surge in
he popularity of the far right (Vasilakis, 2018 ; Dinas et al. , 2019 ; Hangartner et al. , 2019 ). 

A second factor that may contribute to the mixed findings in the voting literature relates to
he level of data aggregation. Studies showing that contact with minorities has a positive effect
n attitudes towards them are largely based on indi vidual-le vel data and thus allows identifying
ighly localised effects. 46 Instead, the literature on political preferences, which often reports
e gativ e effects, is largely based on relativ ely aggre gated data (e.g., Dahlberg et al. , 2012 ;
ustmann et al. , 2019 ). Relatedly, Bazzi et al. ( 2019 ), who study the effect of ethnic diversity
n nation building and integration, report stronger positive effects of diversity as the diversity
easure becomes increasingly local. To illustrate the role of data aggregation, we re-estimate

he effects of exposure to refugees on attitudes towards ethnic diversity and voting preferences,
ut now with data aggregated at the municipality level rather than the neighbourhood level. We
nd that the effects are four-fold smaller than the neighbourhood effects and are not statistically
ignificant. 47 We conjecture that in an aggregate analysis the net exposure effect is a mixture of
he effect stemming from personal contact with ethnic minorities and the (probably less positive)
ffect of less personal forms of exposure, such as through the media and hearsay, which are likely
o fuel fear and anti-immigrant sentiment. 

Finally, our findings show that exposure to ethnic minorities influenced voting preferences
hrough attitudes towards ethnic diversity. Since a political party’s stance on immigration and

ulticulturalism is just one of the elements that influence voters, this is not trivial. The implication
s that insights from the contact literature, which focuses on how attitudes towards the out-group
re influenced by personal intergroup contact, are rele v ant for understanding voting preferences.
his leads us to the policy implication of our findings. In general, any policy that facilitates
ontact between ethnic minorities and the majority can lead to a shift in political preferences.
pplied to the case of refugees, our findings suggest that a policy of geographically spreading

efugees combined with local support and the creation of positive local conditions for integration
as the potential to impro v e attitudes towards ethnic minorities, particularly among right-leaning
ndividuals, and thus to prevent polarisation and the rise of extreme right parties. 
© The Author(s) 2025. 

46 Steinmayr ( 2021 ) is based on data from relatively small-sized municipalities and finds positive effects also on 
lectoral outcomes. Yet, using microdata on social housing buildings in France, Algan et al. ( 2016 ) show that ethnic 
iversity reduces housing quality and leads to fewer social relationships with neighbours. 

47 See Online Appendix Table C.21 . If data are aggregated at the municipality level, exposure only has an effect of 
.5% points of a standard deviation in the case of the attitude index and 2.9% in the case of the voting index, whereas the 
eighbourhood effects correspond to 11.7% and 13.5% of a standard deviation, respectively. 
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