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Abstract
This study examines how immigration policy impacts citizens’ trust in politicians 
and political institutions. The article argues that immigration policy affects 
political trust through policy congruence. More specifically, it claims that the level 
of restrictiveness of immigration policy impacts political trust heterogeneously, 
conditional on whether citizens are anti- or pro-immigration and additionally on how 
strongly citizens are seeking information about political issues, the latter making it 
potentially easier for them to identify policy (in-)congruencies. Combining country-
level data on immigration policy outputs in European countries with individual-level 
data to complex multilevel models, the findings reveal that the level of congruence 
of immigration policy to citizens’ immigration preferences alone does not impact 
political trust. But they show that immigration policy impacts the political trust of 
citizens who are highly anti-immigration and at the same time very strongly seeking 
political information. Overall, however, the article concludes that the impact of 
immigration policy congruence on political trust is moderate at best.

Keywords Immigration policy · Political trust · Policy congruence · Attitudes to 
immigration · Political information seeking

Introduction

Citizens’ trust in political institutions and authorities is essential for the stability 
and viability of representative democracies (van der Meer and Zmerli 2017, p. 1). 
A lack of political trust reduces citizens’ degree of compliance with law (Marien 
and Hooghe 2011), the capacity of political leaders to effectively govern and adopt 
redistributive policy (Hetherington 2004), and it can increase political cynicism (van 
der Meer 2017b). Variations in citizens’ political trust result to a considerable extent 
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from the degree to which citizens feel substantively represented by government 
policies (e.g., Citrin et al. 2014; McLaren 2016).

Among the most salient and polarizing policy issues in European countries in 
recent decades is immigration policy (Givens and Luedtke 2005; Lahav 1997), 
which is part of the new integration–demarcation cleavage (e.g., Grande and Kriesi 
2012). European citizens’ views diverge strongly on how strictly immigration to 
their country should be regulated (e.g., Heath and Richards 2019; McLaren 2015, 
chap. 3). Moreover, public debates over immigration policy are heated and polarized. 
However, we do not yet know whether the extent to which immigration policy 
substantively represents citizens’ immigration preferences matters for political trust.

Addressing this issue is of great importance from both a practical and scholarly 
perspective. The so-called ‘liberal paradox’, which assumes that liberal democracies 
must balance competing demands arising from representation, constitutionalism, and 
capitalism (Hampshire 2013), limits the ability of liberal democratic governments 
to enact restrictive immigration policies even though the median voter calls for 
tightening immigration (Ford et al. 2015; Morales et al. 2015). In other words, the 
fact that in the design of immigration policy, liberal democratic governments must 
reconcile ‘representation’ with ‘responsibility’ (e.g., Armingeon and Lutz 2019) 
provides particularly great potential for reduced political trust among the anti-
immigration public.

To study effects on political trust, studies have so far focused on policy effects 
of integration and multiculturalism policies (Citrin et  al. 2014; Hooghe and de 
Vroome 2015; McLaren 2016). These policies are directed at the obligations and 
rights concerning the participation of immigrants (Helbling et  al. 2020, p. 2604). 
There are indications that integration policy is in line with public preferences, 
whereas immigration policy is not (Lutz 2021). This could imply that the effects 
of immigration policy on political trust are more negative than those of integration 
policy, making the former the more relevant case to study.

There is, however, no study that has examined the impact of immigration 
policies on political trust. Immigration policies regulate who can be admitted and 
permitted to stay (Helbling et  al. 2020, p. 2604), and they are referred to here as 
‘policy outputs’, that is concrete laws, regulations, and decisions (Knill and Tosun 
2011, pp. 496–497). Instead, existing studies have looked at effects of immigration 
‘policy outcomes’ on political trust, thus focusing on the consequences resulting 
from the outputs (Easton 1965, p. 351). These refer to effects of immigration rates 
(Jeannet 2019; Rocha et al. 2015), asylum applications (Harteveld et al. 2018), or 
perceived government performance (McLaren 2011). But to make claims about 
the consequences of public representation of citizen preferences by immigration 
policies for political trust, the impact of concrete immigration policy outputs 
must be investigated. I refer to this effect on political trust as an effect of policy 
congruence, namely, the extent to which policy content and citizen preferences and 
interests match (Golder and Ferland 2017, p. 229).

What is more, it has been pointed out that there are strong differences among 
citizens in how much they know about their country’s public policies (e.g., Achen 
and Bartels 2016). In that regard, studies have suggested that effects of ideological 
congruence on citizens’ support of the political system are conditional on how 
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strongly citizens are seeking information about political issues (e.g., Stecker and 
Tausendpfund 2016), making it easier for them to identify policy (in-)congruencies 
(Campbell 2012). To make convincing claims about the effects of immigration 
policy on political trust, it is therefore imperative to take into account heterogeneity 
in the extent to which citizens are seeking political information.

Against the background of the limitations of existing studies, I attempt for the 
first time to test in a systematic way the consequences of the degree of government 
immigration policy congruence for peoples’ trust in national political institutions 
in European countries. I argue that if the immigration policy output of a country 
is congruent or incongruent to citizens’ ideological preferences, citizens’ levels 
of political trust increase or decrease, respectively. I also argue that policy effects 
are greater for citizens with a higher compared to lower level of seeking political 
information.

I test my arguments with complex multilevel models by combining country-level 
data from the Immigration Policy in Comparison index (Helbling et al. 2017) for 23 
European countries for the period 2002–2010 with corresponding individual-level 
data from the European Social Survey. The policy index measures the restrictiveness 
of concrete immigration laws, and it combines many specific regulations regarding 
immigration conditions, eligibility criteria, security of status and rights. First, the 
empirical results demonstrate that the impact of immigration policy congruence 
on political trust is substantively negligible. Second, however, the results show 
that immigration policy congruence affects the political trust of people who very 
strongly oppose immigration, once very high levels of political information seeking 
are accounted for.

Theoretical framework

The concept of political trust

Political trust can be defined as “citizens’ support for political institutions […] in the 
face of uncertainty about or vulnerability to the actions of these institutions” (van 
der Meer 2017b, p. 1). Objects of support for the political system span from more 
specific to more abstract (Norris 1999, 2017). Trust in institutions such as parliament, 
political parties, the legal system, and political authorities represent a “middle-range 
object of support” (van der Meer and Zmerli 2017, p. 4). It correlates with trust in 
individual politicians and with support of the regime principles, but is different from 
them (Marien 2011, 2017; van der Meer 2017b, pp. 5–6). As it is considered central 
yardstick for whether a democracy is in good condition (Hakhverdian and Mayne 
2012, p. 740), I concentrate on political trust in institutions.

Drawing from theories and existing empirical research, I view political trust in 
a rationalist manner as an ‘evaluative orientation’ (Hakhverdian and Mayne 2012, 
p. 740; Hetherington 1998; Mishler and Rose 2001). In that perspective, citizens 
evaluate political institutions in a given political domain as to whether they act 
in their interest (Mishler and Rose 2001, p. 32), and trust is thus relational and 
situational (Hardin 1999; Levi and Stoker 2000, p. 476), and rather volatile (van 
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der Meer and Zmerli 2017, p. 4). To the contrary, ‘cultural theories’ (e.g., Mishler 
and Rose 2001; Norris 2011) stress the empirical relevance of interpersonal trust 
(e.g., Liu and Stolle 2017), and long-lasting cultural changes such as increases in 
educational levels and postmaterialist values (Inglehart 1999; Norris 2011, p. 7) for 
political trust.

Drawing from the evaluative perspective, I argue that political trust results from 
citizens’ evaluations of the extent of ‘substantive representation’ (Noordzij et  al. 
2021). Substantive representation is given when the actions of representatives 
resemble the substantive or ideological preferences of citizens (Golder and Ferland 
2017). As a static type of substantive representation, ‘ideological congruence’ 
demands that “the actions of the representative are in line with the interests of 
the represented at a fixed point in time” (Golder and Ferland 2017, p. 216).1 An 
essential condition for ideological congruence is policy congruence, namely, the 
resemblance of policy content with citizen preferences (Golder and Ferland 2017, 
p. 229). Studies show that political trust is greater when government policies are 
in line with citizens’ preferences, as citizens feel more strongly that institutions are 
acting in their interests. For instance, using objective policy measures, studies find 
that political trust is greater when integration and multiculturalism policies are more 
in line with citizens’ ideological preferences related to migration (Citrin et al. 2014; 
Hooghe and de Vroome 2015; McLaren 2016). Other studies find that ideological 
congruence and how it affects support of the political system also depends on its 
institutional characteristics (Golder and Stramski 2010; Reher 2015).

Another strand of studies linked to the evaluative perspective argues that 
political trust results from citizens’ evaluations of the ‘quality of representation’ 
(Noordzij et al. 2021). In that perspective, political trust is explained by evaluations 
of ‘institutional process’ (e.g., Hakhverdian and Mayne 2012) and ‘institutional 
performance’. Studies focusing on institutional performance effects traditionally 
investigate the role of (evaluations of) macro-economic performance (e.g., van der 
Meer 2017b) and the welfare state (e.g., Kumlin 2014) on political trust, and more 
recently immigration. Arguing that anti-immigration citizens associate (a growth in) 
the presence of migrants with bad institutional performance, they find that for this 
group a rise in migrant stock (Jeannet 2019, p. 5) and asylum applications (Harteveld 
et al. 2018) decrease political trust while higher deportation rates increase it (Rocha 
et al. 2015).

Yet, this latter approach does not speak to how policies as policy outputs or 
legal regulations (Knill and Tosun 2011) impact political trust, as it focuses on 
policy outcomes instead. Therefore, I concentrate instead on policy congruence, 
as it enables conceptualizing the effects of citizens’ substantive representation by 
concrete immigration policy outputs on political trust. In that line, political trust 
increases (decreases) when immigration policy is in line (not in line) with citizens’ 
preferences.

1 The concept of ideological congruence differs from responsiveness. Whereas the former conceptu-
alizes substantive representation as static, the latter conceptualizes it as dynamic (Golder and Ferland 
2017, 216).
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Immigration policy congruence and political trust

In terms of underpinning mechanisms, I conceptualize the effect of immigration 
policy congruence on political trust as an ‘interpretive effect’ (Pierson 1993, p. 
611; see also Ziller and Helbling 2017, p. 4). The concept is part of policy feedback 
theory, which asserts that the content of public policy influences mass public opinion 
and behavior (Campbell 2012; Mettler and Soss 2014). The interpretive effects 
perspective assumes that policies influence public opinion by providing information 
and meaning regarding the policies (Pierson 1993). Policies feature as interpretive 
signals, which influence the public’s “perceptions about what their own interests are 
and whether their representatives are protecting those” (Pierson 1993, p. 621).

Building from the above, I argue that immigration policies impact political trust 
heterogeneously conditional on whether the contents are (in-)congruent with the 
anti- or pro-immigration preferences of citizens. During the period of this study, 
the first decade of the 2000s, European countries hosted and received significant 
numbers of workers, asylum seekers, and family members (McLaren 2015, chap. 3; 
Messina 2007, pp. 3–4; van Mol and de Valk 2016). Immigration issues were salient 
politically (Givens and Luedtke 2005; Kriesi 2012; Lahav 1997; Messina 2007, pp. 
5–6; 9) and publicly (Dennison 2020, p. 416; Paul and Fitzgerald 2021, p. 383), thus 
being of significance for the formation of citizens’ political attitudes.2

European citizens also strongly varied in their opinion of whether they were 
in favor or against more immigration (McLaren 2015, chap. 3). But given that 
immigration policy across European countries has systematically become more 
liberal in past decades (Helbling and Kalkum 2017) despite public demands for 
restrictions, there is most potential for decreased political trust among the opponents 
of immigration. A central reason for the liberalization trend is that, as presumed by 
the ‘liberal paradox,’ liberal democracies must reconcile demands of the public for 
restrictions with external demands for liberalizations resulting from well-organized 
capitalist interests and constitutionalism when designing immigration policy 
(Hampshire 2013, chap. 3). It ties in with the idea that democratic governments 
must balance ‘representation’ and ‘responsibility’ in order to govern legitimately 
(Mair 2009, pp. 10–12). From this follows that whereas responsible (i.e., more 
liberal) immigration policy is likely to be evaluated by anti-immigration citizens as 
unrepresentative of their interests and preferences, it is likely to be evaluated by pro-
immigration citizens as representative, thereby impacting the political trust of these 
groups heterogeneously.

Citizens who are anti-immigration view national membership to be based on 
shared ethnicity and culture (Citrin et  al. 2014; Heath and Tilley 2005, p. 128). 
Therefore, anti-immigration citizens view immigration as a threat to the cultural 

2 During the first decade of the 2000s, cultural issues such as immigration challenged the political sali-
ence of economic issues (Kriesi et al. 2006, 2012). Public and media attention was focused on the per-
ceived failure of integration policies to integrate former migrant workers and their families, leading to 
salient discussions about the introduction of selective immigration policies (Doomernik et al. 2009) and 
stricter controls for undocumented migrants (van Mol and de Valk 2016).
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identity of their country (Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015) and their own exclusive 
status in its political community (McLaren 2011). Thus, they will interpret 
liberal and thus ‘responsible’ immigration policies as ‘unrepresentative’ of their 
immigration policy preferences. Their political trust is expected to decrease if they 
feel that the immigration policy adopted by politicians and institutions mismatches 
their interest in the preservation of the country’s cultural identity (cf., McLaren 
2015, chap. 4). To the contrary, restrictive policies that are viewed to alleviate 
the perceived threat from immigration signal to anti-immigration citizens that 
institutions and politicians are acting on their behalf. Thus, immigration policy 
interpreted as restrictive and therefore less ‘responsible’ is expected to increase 
political trust. Consequently, I propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1a Restrictive immigration policies will increase the political trust of 
people who oppose immigration, while liberal immigration policies will decrease it.

In contrast, people who are pro-immigration define national membership as based 
on shared political principles rather than shared ethnicity or culture (Citrin et  al. 
2014, p. 5; Wright 2011, p. 838). Membership in the national community is thus 
viewed to be achieved by attaining citizenship, learning the country’s language, and 
respecting the law (Heath and Tilley 2005, p. 122). People supporting immigration 
therefore likely interpret a liberal or ‘responsible’ immigration policy to be in line 
with their ideological profile, and to thus be ‘representative’ of their views. These 
policies may include, for instance, measures to facilitate admission of unskilled 
labor migrants and to grant asylum seekers the right to work. In contrast, restrictive 
immigration policies may be rejected as making it too difficult for foreigners 
to achieve membership. Thus, citizens who support immigration may interpret 
from liberal immigration policies that political authorities and institutions are 
substantively representing their ideological preferences, and from the enactment of 
restrictive policies that they are not, thus increasing and decreasing their political 
trust, respectively. I therefore hypothesize:

Hypothesis 1b Restrictive immigration policies will decrease the political trust of 
people who support immigration, while liberal immigration policies will increase it.

Political information seeking

Empirical studies investigating policy effects on citizens’ attitudes presume that 
people have some knowledge about the policies (Ziller and Helbling 2017, p. 5). 
This assumption is questionable because knowledge of which policies have been 
passed or amended in the country varies strongly across citizens (e.g., Achen and 
Bartels 2016). A condition for immigration policy effects to occur on political trust 
is therefore that people have some information about them (see Campbell 2012; 
Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, p. 176).

Studies suggest that active seeking of political information is associated with 
knowledge of public policy (e.g., Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, p. 176). In this 
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vein, self-exposure to political information via the media has been identified to 
trigger knowledge about policies (e.g., Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996; Vettehen 
et  al. 2004). News media such as newspapers, radio, and television do so by 
informing about public policies and by making them more intelligible (Campbell 
2012, pp. 345–346). Besides news exposure, political interest is associated with 
seeking of political information (e.g., Fraile and Iyengar 2014, p. 281; Luskin 1990). 
It motivates people to learn about a wide range of political issues (Delli Carpini and 
Keeter 1996, p. 175; Galston 2001, p. 222), and it makes them more attentive to 
the policy positions of political authorities (Otjes 2018, p. 648; De Vries and Giger 
2014).

In this vein, I assume that seeking of political information conditions the 
immigration policy feedback process on political trust, as it should make the 
contents of the policies more visible to the public and more traceable to the actions 
of politicians and institutions (see Ziller and Helbling 2017, p. 5). It allows people 
to better compare their own policy positions to those of authorities, to identify (in-)
congruencies and to reward or punish them accordingly (see Pierson 1993, p. 622). 
In support of these arguments, a study finds that a more visible welfare state enables 
voters to better compare their own positions with those of political parties (Gingrich 
2014, p. 566). Other studies show that political interest moderates the effect of 
policy distance on democratic satisfaction (Stecker and Tausendpfund 2016), and 
that knowledge about antidiscrimination policy (Ziller and Helbling 2017) and 
institutional performance (Cook et al. 2010) affects political trust. Based on these 
considerations, I expect the following:

Hypothesis 2 The moderation effect of immigration attitudes on the association 
between immigration policy and political trust is stronger the higher the degree of 
political information seeking.

Data, measures, and method

Measure of immigration policy

To cover national and over-time variation in immigration policy, I use data from 
the Immigration policy in Comparison dataset (IMPIC; Helbling et al. 2017). The 
IMPIC measures policy outputs (i.e., the concrete laws and legal regulations instead 
of their implementation or resulting outcomes) for the years 1980 to 2010 for 33 
countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). 
It captures regulations pertaining to the policy areas of labor migration, refugee 
and asylum policy, family reunification, and co-ethnics (Helbling et  al. 2020, pp. 
2607–2608).

For each policy area, the index measures the restrictiveness of eligibility criteria 
and entry conditions, which determine how hard it is for an immigrant to become a 
legal resident in a country. Furthermore, the index captures the security of status and 
the rights that come with a specific entry permit, determining for instance length of 
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stay and employment access. The index also captures the extent of enforcement of 
these regulations through the control of irregular immigration (Helbling et al. 2020, 
pp. 2607–2608).

To create the IMPIC dataset, legal experts provided information on concrete 
legal regulations by answering a questionnaire. On that basis, the IMPIC team 
coded the restrictiveness of these regulations. All resulting items on regulations map 
the level of restrictiveness of concrete legal regulations (Helbling et  al. 2017, pp. 
86–90). They can vary between 0 (liberal) and 1 (restrictive). The fact that the index 
measures restrictiveness as opposed to policy changes guarantees comparability 
over time and between countries (Helbling et al. 2017, p. 88).

All these individual items were aggregated to retrieve comprehensive measures 
for the restrictiveness of the different policy areas (Helbling et al. 2017, pp. 90–92). 
To ensure the comparability between the different policy areas, the mere existence 
of a specific law is fixed at the value of 0.5 (Helbling et al. 2017, p. 89). Schmid and 
Helbling (2016) find that the policy areas of labor migration, family reunification, 
and refugees and asylum form a unique and coherent dimension, while the policy 
areas co-ethnicity and control of irregular immigration constitute a separate 
dimension each (Helbling et al. 2020, p. 2608).

Based on these findings, I use a single comprehensive indicator that is the mean 
score of the above-described restrictiveness measures for the three policy areas 
of labor migration, family reunification, and asylum and refugees. These areas 
are the main legal channels of immigration (e.g., Messina 2007). Regulations 
targeting co-ethnic migrants are excluded because it concerns a special category 
of immigrants existing in only few countries (for a similar approach see Helbling 
et  al. 2020, p. 2608). Moreover, because immigration control does not concern 
immigration regulations but their enforcement, it is not relevant for testing my 
argument. In Table A1 in the Online Appendix, I list all regulations that constitute 
the comprehensive index that I use.

The index ranges from 0.19 to 0.80, with a mean value of 0.33, indicating that 
immigration policy among the country sample and the selected time period (i.e., 
23 countries, period 2002–2010) is liberal on average (see Table 1 for an overview 
of the variable). Because the index is skewed (see Figure A1 in the Online Appen-
dix), I divided the variable into quartiles to better capture the relevant information 
towards the lower end of the scale (the 1st quartile being the quartile with the most 

Table 1  Summary statistics of policy indicator, outcome variable, and moderators

Indicator Mean SD Min/Max N

Immigration policy
(country-level indicator)

0.33 0.12 0.19/0.80 99 (country-years)

Political trust 4.12 2.23 0/10 176,372
Immigration attitudes 0.49 0.21 0/1 162,415
Political interest 2.38 0.90 1/4 181,864
Political news exposure 1.65 0.87 0/7 108,160
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liberal immigration policy values, and the 4th quartile being the quartile with the 
most restrictive immigration policy values).

Individual‑level data

Individual-level data are retrieved from waves 1–5 (2002–2010) of the European 
Social Survey (ESS). ESS data are collected biannually in lengthy face-to-face 
interviews in the language of the respective country.

I only include respondents who possess the legal citizenship of the country 
at the time of the interview in my sample. I do so because my argument is about 
interpretive effects of immigration policy on people who are not the target group 
of immigration policy, namely, legal citizens. After including legal citizens only, 
the overlap of the IMPIC with the ESS allows me to cover a sample of 182,276 
individuals across 23 European countries and 5 years (2002, 2004, 2006, 2008, 
2010). Table 2 provides an overview of the sample.

The outcome variable is political trust, which I measure with items on how 
much trust the respondents have in their country’s politicians and parliament. The 

Table 2  Overview of the sample 
used in the multivariate analyses

Country ESS rounds Freq. of respondents

Austria 1 2 3 6665
Belgium 1 2 3 4 5 8452
Switzerland 1 2 3 4 5 8078
Czech Republic 1 2 4 5 8720
Germany 1 2 3 4 5 13,902
Denmark 1 2 3 4 5 7465
Estonia 2 3 4 5 5782
Spain 1 2 3 4 5 9145
Finland 1 2 3 4 5 9861
France 1 2 3 4 5 8784
Great Britain 1 2 3 4 5 10,699
Greece 1 2 4 5 9229
Hungary 1 2 3 4 5 7780
Ireland 1 2 3 4 5 9723
Iceland 2 570
Italy 1 2 2728
Luxembourg 1 2 2212
Netherlands 1 2 3 4 5 9494
Norway 1 2 3 4 5 8266
Poland 1 2 3 4 5 8903
Portugal 1 2 3 4 5 10,012
Sweden 1 2 3 4 5 8896
Slovakia 2 3 4 5 6910
Total 23 countries/max. 5 waves 182,276
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items range from 0 (‘no trust at all’) to 10 (‘complete trust’), and I calculated the 
mean score on both items (scale reliability: Cronbach’s alpha = 0.84). The result-
ing political trust index ranges from 0 to 10, with higher values indicating more 
political trust.

To capture immigration attitudes as moderator, I estimate the respondents’ 
mean score on six items. Three relate to what extent respondents agree that immi-
grants with the same race/ethnicity, a different race/ethnicity, or immigrants from 
poorer countries should be allowed to live in the country (4-point scale each, 
ranging from 1 ‘allow many’ to 4 ‘allow none’). Three other items refer to what 
extent respondents think that immigration is bad/good for the country’s economy, 
undermines/enriches the country’s cultural life, and whether it makes the country 
a better/worse place to live (11-point scale each, ranging from 0 to 10). To ease 
interpretation, the resulting immigration attitude index was transformed to range 
from 0 to 1, with higher values indicating a stronger anti-immigration attitude.

To measure political information seeking as additional moderator I include two 
separate indicators. The first is the respondents’ level of political interest (4-point 
scale, ranging from 1 ‘very interested’ to 4 ‘not at all interested’). Political 
interest is taken to account for seeking political information as it indicates the 
extent to which a person is self-motivated to learn about general issues of political 
relevance (Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996, p. 175; Fraile and Iyengar 2014, p. 
282; Galston 2001, p. 222). The second indicator is political news exposure, 
i.e., the amount of time a person spends seeking information about news/politics 
and current affairs, which is gauged by measuring the respondents’ mean scores 
on three items. These items are the amount of time a person spends an average 
weekday on watching the tv, listening to the radio, and reading the newspaper 
to receive information about news/politics/current affairs (8-point scale each, 
ranging from 0 ‘no time at all’ to 7 ‘more than 3 h’). Exposure to political news 
has been found to predict political knowledge (Vettehen et al. 2004).

Summary statistics on the outcome variable and the moderator variables are 
presented in Table  1 and Table  A3–A5 in the Online Appendix, and question 
wordings are shown in Table A2 in the Online Appendix.

Statistical models

Five years of the ESS [2002–2010] were merged with the IMPIC data [2001–2009]. 
More precisely, ESS data from the respective survey year were matched with IMPIC 
data from 1 year prior to the survey year. For instance, ESS data from 2002 were 
matched with IMPIC data from 2001 and ESS data from 2004 were matched with 
IMPIC data from 2003, and so on. By matching ESS survey-year data with IMPIC 
data from 1 year prior to the survey year, I intend to prevent potential reverse 
causality, namely, that political trust may impact the degree of immigration policy 
restrictiveness.

The structure of the data is time-series cross-sectional. To deal with this data 
structure I estimate multilevel regression models, as recommended by Gelman and 
Hill (2009, p. 246). In order to account for clustering in the data and for correct 
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estimation of the standard errors, I follow Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother’s 
(2016) advice to include random effects at all contextual levels. I adopt their 
recommendation to apply a statistical modeling technique, in which country-years 
are cross-classified within countries and years, and individuals are nested in country-
years. According to the authors, this technique results in a full model that principally 
accounts for all potential statistical dependencies and contains a level for every type 
of variable (Schmidt-Catran and Fairbrother 2016, pp. 25–26).

In a range of multilevel models, my arguments on the relationship between 
immigration policy congruence and political trust and on the moderating role of 
political information seeking are tested. All of my multilevel models incorporate a 
full set of control factors at individual and contextual level. Individual-level controls 
consist of a standard series of factors, which have been identified in other studies 
to influence political trust. These are the respondents’ years of age, gender, years 
of education, area of living, employment status, migration status, political ideology, 
and feeling about the household’s income (e.g., de Vroome et al. 2013; Ziller and 
Helbling 2017).3 See Tables A3–A5 in the Online Appendix for summary statistics 
on all individual-level control variables. At contextual level, all models incorporate 
time-varying factors on the respective country’s gross-domestic product per capita 
(in current US$), unemployment rate (in percent of total labor force), and foreign-
born population (as a percentage of the population), which all may exert a direct 
impact on the respondents’ political trust levels. With the exception of the variable 
for the foreign-born population, all of these contextual control variables are matched 
with ESS data at the year of the survey. In order to avoid potential reverse causality 
of political trust on the share of the foreign-born population, this variable was 
lagged by 1 year. See Table A6 in the Online Appendix for summary statistics on 
all country-level control variables and Table A7 in the Online Appendix for sources.

In summary, all of the multilevel models incorporate a full set of individual-level 
and contextual-level control variables and random effects in order to account for 
clustering in the data. Also, for the reason mentioned above, only legal citizens of 
the respective country are included in the sample of the models.

In a first multilevel model, the average effect of the immigration policy indicator 
on political trust is tested. In addition to individual-level and country-level controls, 
it incorporates the immigration policy indicator, the variable for the respondents’ 
immigration attitudes, but no interaction terms. The size of the variance inflation 
factor does not indicate multicollinearity among the explanatory variables. Fur-
thermore, a random slope for the respondents’ immigration attitudes is included. It 
allows the effect of the respondents’ immigration attitudes to vary across country-
years. In so doing, this model accounts, for example, for the possibility that there is 

3 Details on the coding of the individual-level control variables: years of age (i.e., the respondents’ age 
in years), gender (male = 0; female = 1), years of education (i.e., years of full-time education completed), 
area of living (small/middle town = 0; Rural area or village = 1; Large town = 2), employment status 
(employed = 0; unemployed = 1), migration status (0 = native born with native background; 1 = second-
generation immigrants; 2 = first-generation immigrants), political ideology (11-point scale, ranging from 
0 ‘left’ to 10 ‘right’), and feeling about one’s household’s income (4-point scale, ranging from 1 ‘living 
comfortably on present income’ to 4 ‘very difficult on present income’).
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a strong negative relationship between immigration attitudes and political trust in 
countries with a rapid increase of the share of immigrants or the unemployment rate. 
A likelihood-ratio test confirms that the model is improved by the inclusion of the 
random slope.

Second, I interact the immigration policy indicator with immigration attitudes 
(i.e., 2-way interaction) to test my main argument about the extent to which the 
degree of congruence of immigration policy outputs affects political trust. Again, 
a full set of individual and contextual level controls, and a random slope for 
immigration attitudes are included.

Third, I interact the immigration policy indicator with immigration attitudes 
and with variables capturing individual political information seeking (i.e., 3-way 
interactions). This way, I can test whether immigration policy congruence effects 
on political trust are particularly pronounced among individuals with pro-/anti-
immigration attitudes who also exhibit high levels of political information seeking. 
In other words, this allows me to investigate to what extent the seeking of political 
information influences the degree to which immigration attitudes moderate the 
effect of immigration policy on political trust. To do so, I estimate two specific 
3-way interactions, which each include (in addition to the immigration policy and 
immigration attitude measures) either political interest or political news exposure, 
which serve as indicators for political information seeking (see discussion in 
“Individual-level data” section). To prevent multicollinearity, only one interaction 
term is included at a time. In addition to the full set of individual and contextual 
level controls and a random slope for immigration attitudes, I also include random 
slopes for political interest and political news exposure, respectively, in the 
corresponding regressions. It allows the effect of the respondents’ political interest 
and political news exposure to vary across country-years. In so doing, the models 
account, for example, for the possibility that there is a strong negative relationship 
between political interest or media exposure, respectively, with political trust in 
countries with a rapid increase of the share of immigrants. A likelihood-ratio test 
confirms that the models are improved by their inclusion.

Because I have little interest in the control variables, I only discuss the coefficient 
estimate of the policy indicator, and the interaction terms graphically. Full model 
details are available in the Online Appendix. Furthermore, to ease interpretation of 
the regression models, all dummy variables are set to zero, and all interval-scaled 
individual-level independent variables are centered at the total grand mean. Thus, 
the individual manifestations of the interval-scaled individual-level independent 
variables indicate the deviations from the total mean value.

Results

What is the impact of the congruence of government immigration policy with 
peoples’ immigration preferences on their level of trust in political institutions? As a 
first step to answering the question, regression Model 1 incorporates the immigration 
policy measure, the immigration attitude measure and all control factors, but no 
interaction terms (see Table A8 in the Online Appendix for full regression outputs). 
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The model predicts that the average level of political trust of a regular citizen is 
3.8 on a 0–10 scale.4 Moreover, the model shows that the level of restrictiveness of 
government immigration policy outputs alone does not affect the level of political 
trust of an average citizen to a statistically and substantively significant extent.

How does the degree of congruence of immigration policy with citizens’ immi-
gration preferences impact their political trust (i.e., hypotheses H1a and H1b)? To 
answer this question, Model 2 incorporates, in addition to the control factors, a term 
for the 2-way cross-level interaction between immigration policy and immigration 
attitudes (see Table  A8 in the Online Appendix for full regression outputs). The 
interaction term is statistically significant. Figure 1 presents the substantive mean-
ing of the interaction, using the estimates from Model 2. It illustrates the degree 
to which a person’s attitude to immigration moderates the association between 
government immigration policy outputs and her political trust. In the figure, 

Fig. 1  Illustration of the conditional effect of immigration attitudes on political trust (2-way interaction). 
Note Shows the predicted effect of immigration policy on political trust at pro-immigration attitudes 
(= black line) and anti-immigration attitudes (= gray line), with 95% confidence intervals. Predictions are 
based on Model 2 in Table A8 in Online Appendix. Immigration policy restrictiveness on x-axis divided 
into four quartiles, with quartile 1 representing the most liberal immigration policy values and quartile 4 
the most restrictive immigration policy values. Pro- and anti-immigration attitudes fixed at 2SDs below 
and above the mean, respectively

4 Recall that due to centering the continuous individual-level variables at the total grand mean and set-
ting the individual-level dummy variables to zero, the constant in all regression models represents the 
average level of political trust for a citizen that is 47 years of age, male, has 12 years of education, lives 
in a small/middle town, is employed, is native born with native background, has an on average political 
ideology (5.1 on a scale ranging from 0 ‘left’ to 10 ‘right’), on average immigration attitudes (0.5 on a 
scale ranging from 0 to 1), and an on average feeling about her household’s income (1.99 on a scale rang-
ing from 1 ‘living comfortably on present income’ to 4 ‘very difficult on present income’).
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pro-immigration attitudes are fixed at 2 standard deviations below the mean value 
and anti-immigration attitudes at 2 standard deviations above the mean value. Recall 
that the immigration policy indicator is divided into quartiles, with quartile 1 repre-
senting the most liberal immigration policy values and quartile 4 the most restrictive 
immigration policy values.

As is observed from Fig.  1, where the line for anti-immigration attitudes 
(= gray line) is upward sloping, the line for pro-immigration attitudes is downward 
sloping (= black line). The figure reveals that for immigration opponents 
restrictive immigration policies are associated with higher political trust and 
liberal immigration policies with lower political trust, while the opposite applies 
to immigration supporters. Whereas the former finding is in line with what 
related studies found (Jeannet 2019; McLaren 2011; Rocha et  al. 2015), the latter 
is more novel. Both effects correspond to what I assumed in hypotheses H1a and 
H1b, respectively. Nevertheless, both slopes are not steep: For people who oppose 
(support) immigration, a change from the most liberal to the most restrictive 
immigration policy increases (decreases) political trust by only 0.29 points (0.27 
points) on an 11-point scale. Therefore, the effects are substantively negligible 
and support the hypotheses insufficiently. Thus, the congruence of government 
immigration policy with the interests of citizens with pro- or anti-immigration 
attitudes does not substantively impact the level of political trust of these groups.

Turning to hypothesis H2, to what extent does the impact of the interaction 
between immigration policy and immigration attitudes on political trust vary by the 
degree of individual political information seeking? For that purpose, Models 3–4 
incorporate each a coefficient for the 3-way cross-level interaction between immi-
gration policy, immigration attitudes, and one of the two indicators for political 
information seeking (i.e., political interest and political news exposure, respectively; 
see Table A9 in the Online Appendix for full regression outputs). Graphical inter-
pretations of these 3-way interactions show that the interaction including political 
news exposure is substantively meaningful, whereas the interaction incorporating 
political interest is not. For that reason, only the graph for the former is presented 
in the following (see Fig. 2 below), while a graph for the latter can be viewed in the 
Online Appendix (i.e., Figure A2).

Figure  2 presents the substantive meaning of the interaction, using the 
estimates from Model 4. It illustrates how political news exposure conditions 
the moderation effect of immigration attitudes on the association between 
immigration policy and political trust. For Fig.  2, a low level of political news 
exposure is fixed to 0 (‘No time at all’) and a high level to 7 (‘More than 3 h’) of 
the 0–7 scale.

The lines for the combination of pro-immigration attitudes with either low 
(= circle symbol) or high levels (= square symbol) of political news exposure are 
both only weakly downward sloping, and the line for the combination between 
anti-immigration attitudes and low levels of political information seeking (= dia-
monds symbol) is leveled. However, the line for the combination of anti-immi-
gration attitudes with high levels of political news exposure (= triangle symbol) 
is upward sloping to a substantive extent. This means that for people with strong 
anti-immigration attitudes and a high degree of exposure to political news, a 
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change from liberal to restrictive immigration policy increases political trust 
by a meaningful 1.3 points. Thus, while political information seeking moder-
ates the conditional effect of anti-immigration attitudes on political trust, this is 
not the case for pro-immigration attitudes. This corroborates hypothesis H2, but 
only for respondents with anti-immigration attitudes.

On a more cautionary note, however, this substantively large effect only 
prevails when the policy knowledge proxy is set to its extremes, and the 
immigration attitude variable as well (i.e., ± 2 SDs). The substantial effect 
becomes much smaller when a high level of news exposure is set to 3 (‘More 
than 1  h, up to 1.5  h’) instead of 7 (‘More than 3  h’), the former still being 
a considerable amount of political news consumption for an average weekday. 
Then the increase in political trust for people with anti-immigrant attitudes 
is only 0.55 points, which is not substantively different from the effect shown 
in Fig.  1, where the respondents’ political information seeking behavior is 
unaccounted for (Figure A3 in the Online Appendix).

Fig. 2  Illustration of the conditional effect of immigration attitudes & political news exposure on politi-
cal trust (3-way interaction). Note Shows the predicted effect of immigration policy on political trust at 
pro-immigration attitudes & low/high levels of political news exposure, and at anti-immigration attitudes 
& low/high levels of political news exposure, with 95% confidence intervals. Predictions are based on 
Model 4 in Table A9 in Online Appendix. Immigration policy restrictiveness on x-axis divided into four 
quartiles, with quartile 1 representing the most liberal immigration policy values and quartile 4 the most 
restrictive immigration policy values. Pro- and anti-immigration attitudes fixed at 2SDs below and above 
the mean, respectively. Low level of political news exposure is fixed to 0 and high level of political news 
consumption to 7 of the 0–7 scale
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In summary, the results reveal that immigration policy (in-)congruence 
(decreases) increases political trust, but only for people with very strong anti-
immigration views and a very high degree of political news exposure, represent-
ing only a small segment of society.

Robustness

I test the stability of the results presented in Figs.  1, 2 and Figure A2 in Online 
Appendix with a series of robustness tests and additional controls (see Tables A10 
to A16 in the Online Appendix for the model output; graphical interpretations not 
shown).

The first goal of these analyses is to ascertain whether the effects are robust 
across different dimensions of immigration policies (i.e., external and internal)5 and 
immigration policy areas (i.e., family reunification policies, labor migration policies, 
and asylum policies). Then, the second goal is to find out whether the results of the 
study remain the same when also legal citizens with immigration background are 
included. Finally, in order to test the sensitivity of the results, I run models without 
country-level controls and then successively add them (i.e., first the foreign-born 
population, then gross-domestic product per capita, and then the unemployment 
rate). Lastly, but exclusively for the 3-way interactions in which the composite 
indicator for political news exposure is used, I test whether the results remain robust 
when radio listening is excluded from the indicator. This is because the latter may 
reflect the individual’s age (with older respondents tending to have higher levels of 
radio consumption) rather than political information seeking.

The results from Fig. 1 (i.e., 2-way interaction) remain robust in these alternative 
models: When graphically examined the substantively minor interaction effect 
between immigration policies and immigration attitudes on political trust remains, 
with small variations, the same. This is the case when alternative immigration policy 
indicators are used (see Table A10 in the Online Appendix), when all legal citizens 
are included in the models (see Table  A11 in the Online Appendix), and when 
country-level controls are included in the models consecutively (see Table A12 in 
the Online Appendix).

The findings for the 3-way interactions with the political information seeking 
indicators from Figure A2 in the Online Appendix (i.e., political interest) and Fig. 2 
(i.e., political news exposure) also remain robust in these alternative models. To start 
with, the 3-way interaction effect including political interest remains substantively 
insignificant in all alternative specifications (see Tables A14–A16) in the Online 
Appendix. The 3-way interaction effect including political news exposure is mostly 
confirmed in the alternative analyses. First, disaggregated analyses show that the 
interaction effect remains substantively large with most but not all of the alternative 
immigration policy indicators: They indicate that policy effects are more attributable 

5 For an explanation of the meaning of these indicators see “Measure of immigration policy” section 
and Table A1. Moreover, all alternative indicators were lagged by 1 year and, because they are also right-
skewed, were divided into quartiles.
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to internal immigration policy, labor migration policy and asylum policy, but less to 
external immigration policy, and family reunification policy (see Table A14 in the 
Online Appendix). Second, the effects remain robust with minor variations when all 
citizens are included (see Table A15 in the Online Appendix), and also third, when 
country-level controls are included in the models consecutively (see Table A16 in 
the Online Appendix). Fourth, when radio listening is excluded from the political 
information seeking composite indicator, the effect size becomes substantively 
a little smaller but remains robust (see Table  A13 and Figure A4 in the Online 
Appendix).

Discussion and conclusion

That citizens’ substantive interests and preferences are in line with the policies 
enacted by government is a key element of democratic representation (Pitkin 1967). 
Yet, the contexts in which governments govern are changing, forcing governments to 
sometimes prioritize ‘responsibility’ over ‘representation’ (Mair 2009). This pertains 
particularly to the issue of immigration policy, where external pressures arising from 
constitutionalism and international interdependencies urge governments to liberalize 
immigration policies, thus systematically neglecting public demands for restrictions 
(e.g., Hampshire 2013).

Starting from the assumptions that political trust in institutions is a crucial yard-
stick for the political well-being of a democracy and that it is influenced by citizens’ 
evaluations of substantive representation, this contribution sought answering the 
question to what extent political trust is impacted by the extent to which immigration 
policies in a country are in line with citizens’ preferences. Answering this question is 
highly instructive for our understanding of how immigration policies impact citizens’ 
political trust in a political context in which it becomes more difficult for govern-
ments to represent (Armingeon and Lutz 2019; Mair 2009).

I have argued that immigration policy impacts political trust through citizens’ 
perceptions of (in-)congruence and that citizens’ efforts to seek political information 
strengthen this effect.

In this study, I have shown that, first, immigration policy has no substantive effect 
on political trust, neither for opponents nor for supporters of immigration. But I 
find, secondly, that immigration policies impact the political trust of people who are 
highly anti-immigration and at the same time very strongly seeking political infor-
mation. For them, liberal (restrictive) immigration policy reduces (increases) politi-
cal trust substantively. This finding adds important evidence to the literature that 
investigates how migrant policies and immigration impact political trust (e.g., Citrin 
et al. 2014; Jeannet 2019).

I conclude that immigration policy congruence does impact political trust but that 
it is limited in scope to a small segment of society who is very strongly anti-immi-
gration and also very well politically informed (i.e., rejection of Hypotheses H1a and 
H1b; partial support for Hypothesis H2). As this amounts to a small part of the popu-
lation, I suggest that the effect of the congruence between government immigration 
policy outputs and citizens’ preferences on political trust is moderate at best.
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Overall, when viewed from the angle of the broader literature, immigration pol-
icy congruence plays a rather limited role when it comes to political trust.

This finding on policy effects stands in contrast to studies that find the effects 
of immigration policy outcomes, that is asylum applications and deportation rates, 
on political trust (Harteveld et al. 2018; Rocha et al. 2015). But it is also more in 
line with Jeannet (2019), who finds a moderate effect of countries’ migrant stock 
on political trust. All in all, it appears that legal regulations are less visible and 
traceable to the public than their outcomes, thus having a comparably smaller effect 
on political trust. The results of my study are also at odds with my assumption (see 
Introduction) that immigration policies impact political trust more strongly than 
migrant policies (i.e., integration and multiculturalism policies). But this question 
cannot be conclusively resolved because the existing studies which find that migrant 
policies affect political trust do only investigate the indirect moderating role of these 
policies (Citrin et al. 2014; Hooghe and de Vroome 2015; McLaren 2016).

Second, the findings show that immigration policy congruence affects the 
political trust of immigration opponents but not of proponents. These findings are 
in line with Harteveld et al. (2018, pp. 173–174), who have similar results for the 
effects of the number of asylum applications on political trust. My finding is also in 
line with the ‘liberal paradox’ (e.g., Hampshire 2013), based on which I expected 
a stronger impact on the political trust of immigration opponents compared to 
proponents (see “Immigration policy congruence and political trust” section).

Third, the findings put in perspective the assumption that a lack of substantive 
representation on immigration is detrimental for liberal representative democracy 
(e.g., Freeman et al. 2013). The evidence presented here implies that ‘responsible’ 
immigration policies (Armingeon and Lutz 2019) that are not in line with the 
demands of citizens favoring restrictions, do not substantively reduce institutional 
trust – at least not at individual level and in short term.

Fourth, the results of this contribution do not generally question the relevance 
of objective indicators of policy outputs or government performance vis-à-vis 
subjective indicators as determinants of political trust (see for discussions Kumlin 
2014; van der Meer 2017b). This study included political information seeking 
indicators, that have been found in previous studies to correlate with policy 
knowledge (e.g., Delli Carpini and Keeter 1996) and/or to moderate congruence 
effects on political support (Stecker and Tausendpfund 2016), as moderating 
variables. Thus, the moderate policy effect found in my study may indicate the 
actual limited relevance of immigration policy outputs for citizen political trust 
– rather than questioning the role of objective measures per se.

While this study helps to understand more how immigration policy (outputs) 
impact(s) political trust in institutions, it also has some limitations. First, a frequent 
limitation of research examining policy effects is that it studies the effects of strongly 
aggregated indicators. Finding moderate effects with an objective indicator does not 
exclude that subjective indicators cannot have more substantive effects (e.g., van der 
Meer 2017a). Second, the study is limited due to the fact that the timespan of the 
immigration policy data that are used is limited until 2010, where immigration was 
less salient compared to 2015, the start of the so-called ‘European refugee policy 
crisis,’ and after. Third, the study implicitly assumes that the respondents consider 
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the issue of immigration important, which is a condition for immigration policy (in-)
congruence to influence their political trust. In that regard, it is a limitation of the 
study that it cannot explicitly measure subjective issue salience and that the rela-
tive influence of immigration policy in comparison to other public policies cannot 
be gauged. Thus, salience is an untested assumption and the results are therefore 
also context-specific and cannot be readily applied to other time periods. Lastly, 
the political information seeking indicator that is used does not contain information 
about certain news outlets or social media use, which may play a more specific role 
in interpretive policy effects on political trust.

Besides dealing with these problems of measurement, prospective studies could 
investigate under which conditions immigration policies may impact political trust 
more substantively. These could be for instance the increased salience of certain pol-
icy areas or specific policies. Moreover, it is also possible that the impact on trust is 
larger if policies do not reach promised goals (Czaika and de Haas 2013) or when 
politicians are perceived to talk tough on immigration but act weakly on it (Lutz 
2021). We also need to explore whether immigration policy effects on political trust 
are more negative if there is already a low repertoire of political trust at country level.

It becomes clear that the salient discussions on the relationship between immigra-
tion (policy) and democracy require more rigorous empirical research.
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