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Abstract 
Studies on ethnic diversity and social cohesion are predominantly cross-sectional. 
Relying on longitudinal data from the German Socio-Economic Panel and applying a 
differences-in-differences design, this paper investigates how the event of moving to a 
more or less diverse neighbourhood affects people’s opinions about immigration up. 
This longitudinal design not only excludes reverse causality, but also renders unob-
served heterogeneity a very unlikely alternative explanation. We show that individu-
als who move to a more diverse neighborhood are about 13% more likely to become 
very concerned about immigration. This effect remains even three years after the 
move. Because individuals who move to equal or lower diversity neighborhoods do 
not change their attitudes, it is not the event of moving as such that makes people 
more negative towards out-groups. Moreover, this study is the first to investigate 
whether previous experiences with diversity eliminate any threat effects of moving to 
a more diverse place. Interestingly, our results lend only partial support for this hy-
pothesis, since those who to the top 15 per cent most diverse neighborhoods generally 
do not change their views. We consider whether this particular null-effect might be 
due to ‘threat immunity’ of such movers. Our sensitivity analyses questions this ob-
jection and instead suggests that populations often thought to be immune to threat 
seem to respond similarly. 
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Introduction 

While the amount of studies that analyze the relation between ethnic diversity and 

social cohesion is burgeoning (Koopmans, Lancee, & Schaeffer 2015), there is virtu-

ally no empirical research that relies on longitudinal data. Moreover, the few longitu-

dinal studies that are available do not analyze individuals over time but rely on re-

peated cross-sections of countries (Meuleman, Davidov, & Billiet, 2009), municipali-

ties (Dinesen & Sønderskov, 2012) or panels of municipalities (Hopkins, 2009). The 

scarcity of dynamic studies is problematic for several reasons, since the questions 

underlying the relation between diversity and trust are often more fruitfully put in a 

longitudinal perspective. For some, longitudinal analysis allows to better deal with 

concerns about causality. As Hémet (2015), Fisher Williamson (2015), and Veit 

(2015) demonstrate impressively, such concerns can also be tackled using other 

methods. In this paper, we demonstrate that a longitudinal perspective also provides 

substantial insights. As Hopkins (2009, p. 160) states: “To understand how diversity 

influences public good provision, we should look to those towns that are diversifying, 

not those towns that are diverse.” Or, put differently, the guiding question in the de-

bate is how changes in ethnic diversity affect changes in trust and social cohesion. 

Yet, such a question can hardly be solved satisfactorily with cross-sectional data 

(Jackson & Mare, 2007). Improving upon purely cross-sectional work, some studies 

show relations between changes in diversity or recent increases therein and (cross-

sectional) levels of xenophobia (Hopkins, 2010) or social cohesion (Schaeffer, 2014). 

Still, these studies face the problem of cross-sectional analysis that it is very difficult 

to empirically separate cause and effect, because there is only one time point meas-

ured. In this paper, we use longitudinal data to analyze residential mobility across 

neighborhoods with different levels of ethnic diversity. By modeling moving house 

transitions, we analyze how changes in ethnic diversity affect changes in people’s 

attitudes towards immigrants. Such attitudes are not orthodox indicators of social co-

hesion, such as social trust or civic engagement. Yet, sentiments towards ethnic mi-

norities, also referred to as xenophobia, are an important obstacle to cohesion in any 

immigration country. Along the same line of reasoning, Uslaner (2015) argues that 

positive inter-group attitudes are an important pre-condition for more general levels of 

social trust. Irrespective of the particular indicator of social cohesion, one should keep 

in mind that a change in diversity because of moving is not the same as a changing 
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neighborhood composition. For example, if the diversity of one’s neighborhood in-

creases twofold within a year, this is probably a more extreme experience than mov-

ing to a neighborhood that is twice as diverse. 

Besides its potential for causal analysis, another great advantage of using longitudinal 

data is that it allows for answering different questions. For example, one can model 

transitions and thus differentiate between origin and destination. Larger shares of the 

immigrant population have been argued and found to be both positively (via inter-

group contact) and negatively (via group threat) correlated with anti-immigrant atti-

tudes simultaneously (Dixon, 2006; Schlueter & Scheepers, 2010; Schlueter & 

Wagner, 2008). Such opposite findings could potentially be explained by the nature of 

where someone came from, i.e. the origin category. It is likely that how a change in 

diversity matters depends on previous experiences with diversity. It could be that in-

creasing diversity is threatening for those who previously lived in homogeneity, be-

cause little intergroup contact is made in homogenous areas. On the other hand, indi-

viduals moving from diversity to very high diversity are more accustomed to diversity 

and might see the increase in diversity as an opportunity for further intergroup contact 

(Martinovic, van Tubergen, & Maas, 2009). However, there is virtually no research 

that differentiates origin categories. 

Also with regard to the destination of one’s move one can expect different effects on 

xenophobia. In that case, different destinations imply different effects. For example, 

Schneider (2008) and Schaeffer (2013) find a non-linear relationship between out-

group size and perceived ethnic threat, which suggests that threat effects level off. Yet, 

there is no previous research that analyzes whether moving to a neighborhood with a 

very high level of diversity has different effects than moving to a moderately diverse 

neighborhood.  

A methodological advantage of longitudinal analysis is that one can better deal with 

the problem of potential bias due to selection. When the ethnic composition of a 

neighborhood changes, better-situated people tend to move to other areas, leaving 

behind the deprived, low-trusting, and prejudiced inhabitants (Clark, 1992; Crowder, 

2000; Crowder, Hall, & Tolnay, 2011; Harris, 2001). Conversely, prejudice deter-

mines the choice for a more homogenous destination neighborhood (Bobo & 

Zubrinsky, 1996; Eric Oliver & Wong, 2003), which would imply that, over time, 

homogenous neighborhoods not only become more homogenous, but their inhabitants 
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also more prejudiced. As Gundelach and Freitag (2013, p. 16) put it: “Affluent and 

high-trusting residents chose to live in homogeneous neighborhoods. Regarding the 

choices of residents with fewer financial resources, self-selection could mean that 

minority members predominantly self-select into neighborhoods where the least-

trusting residents live”. 

The contribution of this paper is fourfold. First, by analyzing changes in ethnic diver-

sity and attitudes toward immigrants, we better test the causal path that is assumed in 

the theory. Second, by defining specific transitions, we take both origin and destina-

tion into account. Third, we estimate the effect of moving to diversity over time and 

see whether the reaction to diversity wears off and how long it takes to do so. Fourth, 

our empirical method allows us to better deal with potential bias due to unobserved 

heterogeneity and selection. 

We make use of the German Socio-Economic Panel Survey (SOEP) and detailed 

neighborhood data. Applying a differences-in-differences design, we use moving as a 

‘treatment’ of changing diversity and calculate changes in people’s attitudes to immi-

gration over multiple years after they have moved. The DID-design controls for all 

unobserved heterogeneity between individuals, which enables us to isolate the effect 

of moving from possible confounding factors. Furthermore, in our DID-design we 

model the causal ordering as we assume it in the theory. This is a big improvement 

over, for example, regular fixed-effects models 

 

Ethnic diversity and attitudes towards immigrants – longitudinal ev-

idence 

As outlined by Koopmans, Lancee and Schaeffer (2015), there is a substantial body of 

(cross-sectional) work that examines the relation between diversity and attitudes to-

wards immigrants. Yet, longitudinal evidence is rare. One of the few longitudinal 

studies analyzing out-group size is the work of Meuleman, Davidov and Billiet (2009). 

They relate changes in migration flows on the country level to changes in attitudes 

towards immigrants and find that higher inflow is related to more negative attitudes. 

Lancee and Pardos-Prado (2013) use individual-level longitudinal data in Germany to 

explain attitudes towards immigrants. They find that the proportion of foreigners pre-

dicts attitudes towards immigrants. However, this effect is no longer significant when 
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using fixed-effects estimation, suggesting that the effect is explained by unobserved 

variables or only occurs after a longer period of time. Dinesen and Sønderskov (2012) 

use longitudinal data (in the form of repeated cross-sections) to predict the effect of 

ethnic diversity (operationalized as out-group size) on generalized trust in municipali-

ties in Denmark. While trust is not the same as attitudes towards immigration, Dine-

sen and Sønderskov show, using fixed-effects estimation, that diversity negatively 

predicts generalized trust, suggesting a group threat mechanism. As we will outline 

below, our aim in this paper is to go a step beyond merely testing the relation between 

diversity and cohesion longitudinally. 

 

Moving to diversity: theoretical expectations 

Studies that analyze residential mobility show that moving is selective. For example, 

supporting the ‘White flight hypothesis’, in the US the likelihood of leaving the 

neighborhood increases significantly with the size of and the increase in the minority 

population (Crowder, 2000; Crowder et al., 2011). Bobo and Zubrinsky (1996) con-

clude that pre-move levels of prejudice determine the preference and choice for a 

more homogenous destination neighborhood. Yet, while there is much research that 

analyzes why and which people move, studies that analyze the effect of moving itself 

are scarce.  

What then, can we expect of the effect of moving? In general, residential mobility is 

an ‘interrupting’ event, i.e. it pulls people out of their networks and everyday life. As 

such, it is associated with lower well-being (Stokols & Shumaker, 1982). More spe-

cifically, residential mobility is said to have both psychological and attitudinal conse-

quences (Lin, Twisk, & Rong, 2011; Oishi, 2010). Moving is associated with the 

‘personal’ over the ‘collective self’ and with duty-free friendships and group member-

ships, rather than duty-based friendships (Oishi, 2010). In line with this, it is also 

found that residential mobility decreases (behavioral) social capital (de Souza Briggs, 

1998; Nisic & Petermann, 2013; Pettit & McLanahan, 2003). Furthermore, residential 

stability is related to more pro-social community and helping behavior (Oishi et al., 

2007). It is also often reported that longer duration of residence is associated with 

more neighbor-interaction, close-knit networks of local ties, and local social capital 

(Kang & Kwak, 2003; Sampson, 1988). As moving interrupts people’s lives, it might 
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very well make one particularly prone to perceptions of threat, including out-group 

threat.  

The question is, however, whether particular moves affect people’s inter-group atti-

tudes differently. When moving implies changing diversity, it is likely that inter-

group conflict and contact mechanisms operate. The question is which mechanism 

dominates. That is, ceteris paribus, does a change in ethnic diversity result in positive, 

negative, or no changes in attitudes towards immigrants? Although not studying indi-

vidual-level changes, previous work that analyzed changes in diversity dominantly 

supports the group-threat mechanism explaining attitudes towards immigrants 

(Lancee & Pardos-Prado, 2013; Meuleman et al., 2009) and social trust (Dinesen & 

Sønderskov, 2012). As diversity increases, people experience (or perceive) the larger 

out-group size as a threat to their interests, identity, and community. It seems likely 

that a move to increasing diversity results in more anti-immigrant sentiment. 

We should also acknowledge that moving is surely a disruptive, but not an accidental 

event. People plan to move and thus know where they will live in the future. In other 

words, because people imagine how their future life will be there could be anticipa-

tion effects. Insofar as group threat is one of the mechanisms explaining negative di-

versity effects, it could be that we observe increasing concerns about immigration 

already before people move. In other words, once people know that they are going to 

move to a more diverse neighborhood, the outlook of increased competition over re-

sources and conflicting ways of life might start to threaten them, resulting in increas-

ing concerns prior to the event of moving itself. 

A related question is how threat develops after the actual move. Both increasing and 

decreasing effects are theoretically plausible. Because of familiarization (Schneider 

(2008) threat could decline over time. To the extent that threat is reflected in real 

competition over scare resources (Olzak, 1992), threat could also stabilize or even 

increase. As a general hypothesis, we therefore expect that moving to a more diverse 

neighborhood causes negative attitudes towards immigrants after, but also shortly 

before the event. It is an open question how this effect develops after people have 

moved. 

However, this does not necessarily imply that when diversity decreases, people be-

come less xenophobic, too. Certainly, increases in out-group size or diversity trigger 
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perceptions of threat, due to fear of job-loss and increasing housing prices. One could 

argue that decreases in out-group size result in more relaxed views on competition 

over scarce resources on the labor market or housing market. However, we do not 

know whether people who have experienced diversity and have become concerned 

about immigration as a consequence, ‘forget’ their concerns once they move to ho-

mogeneity. Put differently, to the extent that people move to more homogenous 

neighborhoods because they hold prejudiced attitudes (Bobo & Zubrinsky, 1996), it is 

the question whether such individuals change their mind about this contentious politi-

cal issue, once they have fewer intergroup contact on an everyday basis. We thus re-

frain from formulating a general hypothesis on the consequences of moving to homo-

geneity and treat this aspect of the analysis as exploratory. 

 

Origin and destination 

It is plausible that previous experiences with diversity matter for the effect of moving 

to diversity on attitudes towards immigrants. In other words, there could be an origin 

effect. Schlueter and colleagues (2010; 2008) conclude that perceived out-group size 

increases perceived group threat, which in turn is related to anti-immigrant attitudes. 

Semyonov and colleagues (2004) find that, in Germany, higher perceived, but not 

actual group size is related to anti-immigrant attitudes. If the perception of out-group 

size matters for people’s feelings of threat, it is likely that these perceptions differ for 

people with and without experience of diversity. However, there are no studies that 

differentiate previous from current experience with diversity. We propose that while 

perceived group threat increases after moving to diversity, this increase is stronger for 

people without ‘experience’ with diversity, i.e., those who lived in homogenous 

neighborhoods before moving. In contrast, people who move from a diverse to a high-

ly diverse neighborhood have experience with diversity and are therefore less likely to 

“over-perceive” the out-group sizes; consequently, out-group threat is lower. We 

therefore hypothesize that the effect of moving from diversity is different from that of 

moving from homogeneity. 

Similarly, the destination might matter: Moving to high diversity may be different 

from moving to diversity. As Semyonov Raijman and Gorodzeisky (2006, p. 430) put 

it: ‘Because hostility, prejudice, and discriminatory views are constrained by a certain 
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threshold (a ceiling effect), we expect negative views toward outsiders to increase at a 

faster rate early on, but then to stabilize’. Yet, Semyonov and colleagues do not find a 

curvilinear effect. Schneider (2008) does find (across countries) a non-linear relation-

ship between out-group size and perceived ethnic threat. Schneider labels this the 

‘familiarization hypothesis’: because of more experience with immigration and inte-

gration there is a ‘getting used to effect’: at some point, a higher percentage of immi-

grants does not increase anti-immigrant attitudes anymore. Also Schaeffer (2013) 

finds that, in Germany, the odds of using ethnic categories to describe neighborhood 

problems rises with larger out-group size. However, at very high levels of foreign 

nationals in the neighborhood, this effect levels off and the odds even decrease. Aside 

from familiarization, an explanation for non-linear effects of diversity could be that at 

high levels of diversity opportunities for contact are pervasive and cancel out ethnic 

threat. It has repeatedly been found that inter-group contact (such as inter-ethnic 

friendships and intermarriages) increases with the percentage of ethnic minorities, 

because the opportunities for contact rise (Martinovic et al., 2009). Yet, the non-linear 

effect reported by Schneider (2008) controls for having immigrant friends and col-

leagues, suggesting that familiarization with immigrants in the form of weak inter-

group neighborhood acquaintances or encounters explain differential effects of ethnic 

diversity (Koopmans & Veit, Forthcoming).  

Overall, it seems that medium levels of diversity do not necessarily translate into me-

dium increases of concerns about immigration. Instead, they could result in effects 

that are of similar size as moving to high levels of diversity. Having said that, we 

should again consider the timing of cause and effect. During the anticipation period 

neither familiarization nor inter-group contact can level off threat effects, because 

both these moderators function via experiences that are only made once a person has 

moved. For this reason we expect initially (particularly during the anticipation period) 

stronger effects of moving to high diversity rather than to medium level diversity, but 

also expect these stronger effects to wear off over time. 

 

Data and measurement 

We test our hypotheses using the German Socio-Economic Panel Survey (SOEP), a 

panel survey with a yearly questionnaire since 1984 (Wagner, Frick, & Schupp, 
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2007). Under strict privacy conditions, the SOEP data can be connected with detailed 

neighborhood-level data that is provided by MICROM (Goebel, Spieß, & 

Gerstenberg, 2007; Lersch, forthcoming, pp. 88-89). The MICROM data contains 

spatial data on the ‘block’ level, resulting in a unique data set containing geographical 

cells of as little as on average 460 households. The small size is an advantage, since 

especially the micro-neighborhood is found to be relevant for diversity effects 

(Dinesen & Sønderskov, 2012). The blocks were originally defined by MICROM for 

geo-marketing purposes. Because of the availability of the MICROM-data, we restrict 

our analysis to the years 2008-2011. Overall, our sample contains 27,890 individuals 

and 78,311 person-year observations. 

 

Dependent variable 

Each survey year, respondents are asked what their main concerns are. The question is 

‘What is your attitude towards the following issues – are you concerned about them?’ 

One of the issues is ‘immigration to Germany’ with the response categories ‘very 

concerned’ (32%), ‘somewhat concerned’ (44%), ‘not concerned at all’ (24%). We 

recoded the variable into ‘very concerned’ (1) versus somewhat concerned / not con-

cerned at all (0). 

Items capturing concern, or being worried about immigration are valid indicators to 

capture a negative attitude or feeling vis-à-vis immigration that is salient for the re-

spondent (Fournier, Blais, Nadeau, Gidengil, & Nevitte, 2003; McGhee & Neiman, 

2010). Accordingly, being concerned about immigration predicts center right-wing 

party identification (Pardos-Prado, Lancee, & Sagarzazu, 2013). Wlezien (2005) 

shows that survey items measuring a public concern have two indistinguishable at-

tributes: the salience of an issue and the degree to which it is seen as a problem. It is 

therefore plausible that respondents express both a salient and a negative attitude 

when they state to be very concerned about immigration. 

 

Independent variable 

Each year, respondents are asked whether they changed residence in the last year 

(yes/no). We combine this variable with the neighborhood information that we have 

for each respondent. Based on name analysis, MICROM provides the percentage of 
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ethnic groups per block. The following groups are included: Germans, Turks, 

Spain/Portugal/Latin America, Italy, Greece, former Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, 

Balkan, Sub-Saharan Africa, South/East/South-East Asia, other non-European Islamic 

countries, Other. Based on these 12 groups, we calculated a Hirschman-Herfindahl 

Index (HHI) (Hirschman, 1964). The advantage of a name analysis is that it includes 

both nationals and non-nationals (such as naturalized citizens, or second and third-

generation immigrants), herewith describing the diversity of the neighborhood much 

better. Another advantage is its level of detail: it allows including multiple ethnic 

groups.  

The disadvantage of the measure is that MICROM – for commercial reasons – does 

not provide much background information on how exactly the name analysis is car-

ried out. We therefore correlated the percentage of persons of immigrant origin in the 

MICROM with the percentage of non-nationals from the (publicly available and offi-

cial) Destatis data on the ‘Kreise’ level. Although Kreise are much larger than the 

MICROM units, this is the smallest geographical unit for which harmonized data is 

publicly available in Germany (Friedrichs & Triemer, 2008). We hence collapsed our 

MICROM data to the Kreise level. The correlation is 0.87 (p<0.00), which suggests 

that MICROM is reliable. 

We combine the moving information with the MICROM data on neighborhood diver-

sity in the following way. First, we define the 15% most diverse MICROM blocks in 

Germany as high-diversity neighborhoods. Conversely, we define all blocks with lev-

els of diversity that lie below the median (50%) as homogeneous neighborhoodsi. All 

other blocks are medium-level diversity neighborhoods (above the median, but below 

the top 15%). We define a change in diversity as a jump from one of these categories 

to another. This coding scheme allows us to look at both origin and destination ef-

fects. To make sure that people who experience only very small changes in HHI do 

not move categories, we additionally define a move to a different level of ethnic di-

versity as a change of at least half the inter-quartile rangeii (IQR) in the HHI com-

pared to the origin neighborhood. We also considered other coding schemes to define 

changes in ethnic diversity, but this did not make a substantial difference. The coding 

scheme results in 270 moves from homogeneity to medium level diversity, 139 moves 

from homogeneity to high diversity, and 266 moves from medium-level diversity to 

high diversity. For moves to homogeneity, we only consider the second rule, that is, a 
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move to homogeneity is a move that is followed by a reduction in the HHI of at least 

half the IQR (930 moves). The reason is that here we have no expectations regarding 

origin and destination effects. All other moves are treated as moves to equal levels of 

diversity (2,415 moves). 

 

Control variables 

On the individual level, we control for household type, labor market status, home-

ownership, and the number of previous moves. To control for potential selectivity in 

moving that is not captured by the DID-design (see below), we control with dummy 

variables for 13 reasons of moving (measured post-move). Reasons can be work-

related, family-related, a notice given by the landlord, financial, or that the respondent 

bought a new place. On the block level, we control for the average purchasing power, 

population density, and residential stability (all are measured by MICROM on a scale 

from one to nine). 

 

Empirical strategy 

To estimate the effect of moving, we make use of a differences-in-differences design 

(DID). The DID-design is often used to measure the causal effect induced by a partic-

ular event (the treatment) (Brüderl, 2005). By constructing a counterfactual (the con-

trol group) that is as similar as possible to the treatment group, one can estimate the 

effect of an event (Legewie, 2012). Veit (2015), Hémet (2015), and Fisher-

Williamson (2015) all use different, innovative designs to identify comparable treat-

ment and control groups. In this paper we propose another strategy, which is particu-

larly suited for panel data. 

Yet, people who move are different from those who do not, particularly since people 

might move because they are upset about diversity. Therefore, the central idea of DID 

is not to compare movers to non-movers, but to compare the yearly trends in xeno-

phobic attitudes of movers and non-movers (c.f. Angrist & Pischke, 2009, Ch. 5). 

Movers might indeed hold different attitudes than non-movers. However, in the years 

that ‘movers’ do not move, the trend in xenophobia probably resembles that of non-

movers – irrespective of the different average levels of xenophobia that both groups 

hold. Insofar as the yearly trend of movers and non-movers is similar before the 
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move, any change observed thereafter can be regarded as causal. Thus, one of the 

great advantages of the DID-estimator is that time-constant unobserved heterogeneity 

is no longer a problem. The DID-estimator is unbiased and consistent, even when the 

assumption that the unit effects are uncorrelated with the explanatory variable is vio-

lated. Furthermore, by respecting the causal ordering of events, reverse causality is 

unlikely. The DID-estimator is therefore often used to estimate causal effects (Halaby, 

2004). 

In this analysis, the event of moving is the treatment. In other words, moving to a dif-

ferent neighborhood implies that individuals are ‘treated’ with a change in diversity. 

The treatment effect represents the average change in anti-immigrant attitudes before 

and after the move, corrected for the general trend in attitudes for those individuals 

who did not move (the control group). The DID estimator is specified as follows: 

yit = αi +λt +δdit +εit 

 

where y is the outcome of interest of individual i at time t. α is an individual-specific 

intercept that captures time-constant differences between all individuals. Λ is a dum-

my variable that captures the yearly trends in y, and d is a dummy variable that identi-

fies person-time observations that have moved in the previous year. As such, δ cap-

tures the trend divergence of movers from the general yearly trends in y, i.e., it cap-

tures the difference in the yearly differences. ε is the error term. 

One of the fundamental assumptions of the DID estimator is the common trends as-

sumption: the over-time (pre-move) trend in anti-immigrant attitudes should be the 

same for the control group (the non-movers) and the treatment group (the movers). If 

the (pre-move) trend in the outcome variable is similar for the two groups, this indi-

cates that the groups are comparable. Consequently, differences between the groups 

that occur after the treatment can be interpreted as ‘caused’ by the treatment. To test 

the common trends assumption, following Angrist and Pischke (2009) we include 

yearly pre-treatment dummies for the movers. Statistically significant dummies indi-

cate that the common trends assumption is not met: control and treatment group dis-

play different trends in attitudes towards immigrants before the event of moving. 

Last, to find out whether the effect of moving persists or ‘wears off’ with time we 

estimate the effect separately for each year after the move. It is likely that the effect is 
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strongest very close to the time of moving. As discussed in the theory section, it could 

even be that there is an anticipation effect. That is, it could be that attitudes already 

change (shortly) before the move (Bobo & Zubrinsky, 1996). We therefore estimate 

the effect of moving half a year before the actual move, half a year after the move, 

and subsequently in yearly intervals. As a result, the DID-estimator is specified as 

follows: 

yit = αi + λt + δ−2d
(−2) + δ−1d

(−1) + δ1d
(1) + δ2d

(2) + Xitβ + εit 

, which we estimate as a two-way fixed-effects equation. 

 

Results 

Figure 3.1 visualizes the main findings: On the left-hand side, individuals who moved 

to diversity, on the right-hand side those who moved to equal diversity or homogenei-

ty. At y=0, the x-axis (black line) represents the trend for the non-movers. More spe-

cifically, non-movers are people who did not move in the survey year, will not move 

in the next two years, and have not moved in any of the previous years. Accordingly, 

the figure only shows the divergence from the general trend in concerns about immi-

gration (2008-2011). The visualization of Figure 3.1 hence conceals that, overall, 

concerns about immigration decreased in the observed years. Compared to 2008, non-

movers were less concerned about immigration in the following years: In 2009, 4 per 

cent of the sample changed their attitude from being very concerned about immigra-

tion to not being concerned at all. In 2011, this number is 2.9 per cent. Theoretically, 

these trends are not very meaningful, but they represent the baseline against which we 

compare the change in immigration concerns of movers. The x-axis represents the 

time relative to the event of moving, the vertical dashed line identifies the moving 

event, and lastly, the grey box acknowledges that moving is not an unanticipated ac-

cident but a planned transition, i.e., people know that they will move in the next 

months and they probably also know where they will move to. Finally, the y-axis is 

the divergence from the general trend in the probability to be very concerned about 

immigration. 

In principle, the estimates for our control variables (not shown here) are also interest-

ing since they are rare longitudinal evidence from two-way fixed effects models. 
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Note, however, that in such a set-up, contextual neighborhood effects might be too 

conservative since a neighborhood’s average purchasing power, for example, does not 

change much in one year. With hardly any changes on the contextual level, it comes 

at no surprise that neither purchasing power (as a measure of neighborhood SES), nor 

population density or residential instability are associated with concern about immi-

gration. Our analysis of moving to diversity does not suffer from this problem, be-

cause we defined moving to diversity in such a way that movers experienced a sub-

stantial increase in diversity (at least half the inter-quartile range). Against this back-

ground, we focus on our main research questions and analysis. 

Figure 3.1 shows that the pre-treatment dummies are not statistically significant. This 

means that trends in concern about immigration of people who will move in the next 

one or two years (the treatment group) are not significantly different from non-movers 

(the control group). In other words, the common trends assumption is not violated and 

 

Figure 3.1: The effect of moving on being very concerned about immigration. 

 

in principle assures that any significant differences after persons have moved can be 

interpreted as causal. Apart from looking at significance levels only, the assumption 

seems best met for people who move to medium-level diversity. The trends of those 
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who move to high levels of diversity look somewhat different, even though these dif-

ferences are insignificant. 

Yet, against the common trends assumption, the pre-treatment dummies also show 

that six months or less before the move, those individuals who are moving to diversity 

are slightly (but not statistically significantly) more concerned about immigration than 

non-movers. In other words, shortly before people move to medium-level diversity, 

the common trends start to diverge. Yet, this expected anticipation effect is not statis-

tically significant, even though the trend continues after the move and eventually be-

comes significant. 

For people who move to medium levels of diversity, we see an increase in concern 

about immigration. More than 13 per cent of movers become concerned about immi-

gration directly after they have moved. That is, when individuals are confronted with 

increasing diversity, perceived threat increases, resulting in more negative attitudes 

towards immigration. What is more, this effect does not wear off; we do not see a 

short time shock with a quick adaptation. In Figure 3.1, it is also visible that the effect 

of moving to diversity persists over time: for the years after moving, people who 

moved to diversity are more xenophobic than they were before and compared to non-

movers.  

For two time points, the coefficient is not statistically significant at the 5% level (with 

p-values of .08 and .09 in a two-tailed test). Yet, The N of movers is relatively low. 

Furthermore, if one would assume a directed hypothesis, these time points are signifi-

cant on a 5% level. Last, the effect size remains substantial, that is, more than 10 per 

cent (after two years) remain concerned throughout the first four years after moving 

and none of our results suggest a leveling off after that period. Indeed, if one esti-

mates a model without specifying separate years after moving, the effect of moving to 

diversity is significant In conclusion, it seems that even four years after moving, nei-

ther familiarization with diversity, nor inter-ethnic contacts balance threat effects. 

Surprisingly, for people who move to high levels of diversity we do not observe 

changes in their concern about immigration. Theoretically, for people who move to 

high diversity we expected strong anticipated threat effects, which level off after the 

move because of familiarization (Schneider, 2008) and opportunities for inter-ethnic 

contact (Schaeffer, 2013). Instead, we find no anticipation effects, irrespective of 
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whether people come from diversity or from homogeneity. This offsetting finding 

continues as a trend, that is, feelings of threat do not occur after people move to high 

diversity, either. 

Last, people who move to homogeneity, or to equal levels of diversity do not signifi-

cantly change their concerns about immigration. It seems that, despite the reduced 

competition over resources, people stick to their political opinion about immigration 

when they settle in a more homogeneous neighborhood. 

Robustness check: threat-immune movers? 

While our analytical strategy is thorough and excludes bias from unobserved hetero-

geneity, the null-results about moving to high diversity are partly implausible. Per-

haps people who move to high levels of diversity are immune to diversity-induced 

threat, just like men are immune to the contraceptive pill, whether randomly treated in 

a double blind experiment or not. Put differently, in a DID-design, we estimate the 

Average Treatment effect for the Treated (ATT) (Morgan & Winship, 2007), but who 

are the treated? Based on the literature on determinants of xenophobia (Ceobanu & 

Escandell, 2010), there are five arguments why people might be immune for diversi-

ty-induced threat. First, people who move to high diversity could be dominantly im-

migrants and for them, co-ethnics, or other immigrants are less likely to be a threat. 

Second, people who move to high diversity might have so many close intergroup 

friends that they are threat immune. Third, it could be that such movers are all highly 

educated full-time workers who do not fear any competition from immigrants. Fourth, 

people who move to high diversity might be frequent movers who are not affected by 

their neighborhood because they stay only shortly. Finally, there could be a ceiling 

effect: movers might hold such negative attitudes that their concerns cannot increase 

any further. Conversely, one might expect people who move to high diversity to favor 

cultural richness and to hold such positive attitudes about immigrants that they are 

threat immune. Here too we would expect differences in pre-move levels of xenopho-

bia. 

To empirically test these explanations, Figure 3.2 shows estimates of a multinomial 

logistic regression predicting the likelihood to move to high diversity (from homoge-

neity or diversity respectively) as compared to medium-level diversity as afunction of 

the above-mentioned determinants of xenophobia. This comparison of diversity mov-
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ers shows that there are indeed significant differences with regard to having an immi-

grant origin. Both first- and second-generation immigrants are more likely to move to 

high diversity from diversity and less likely to move to medium level diversity or high 

diversity from homogeneity. In contrast to previous research we do not see any differ-

ences in terms of pre-move levels of xenophobia (i.e., xenophobic people are not less 

likely to move to high diversity than to medium level diversity), nor in terms of edu-

cation, being subject to labor market competition (unemployed, in education or voca-

tional training as compared to being employed or inactive), the frequency of moving, 

or having intergroup friends. 

 

Figure 3.2: Threat-immune individuals? Multi-nominal regression predicting the likelihood to move to 

high diversity as compared to medium level diversity. 
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Figure 3.3. Sensitivity analysis for the effect of moving on being very concerned about immigration. 

 

The reduced sample size implies a loss of statistical power, but the pattern of in-

creased xenophobia after moving to medium-level diversity remains and does not 

wear off either. Furthermore, the estimates that lose significance still have a p-value 

below 10 per cent. Excluding the potentially threat-immune population does not 

change the results for moves to high diversity in statistically significant ways, either. 

Although estimates for moves to medium and high diversity look similar up to two 

years after the move, the coefficients of the latter have p-values larger than 0.7 and 

are thus far from meeting any criteria of statistical significance. Rather, the results 
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sons of immigrant origin are a diversity-threat-immune population. If they were, we 

should see an increase in the negative response to diversity. Instead, the results remain 

virtually unchanged, suggesting that persons of immigrant origin are also subject to 

negative diversity effects, just like majority group members. The case numbers are 

too low for a direct inference-statistical test of this conclusion. But additional results 

indeed suggest that after a move to medium diversity concerns about immigration 

increase as much (if not more) for persons of immigrant origin as they do for na-

tives.iii This interpretation is corroborated by Veit’s (2015) experimental study. 
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In summary, the robustness check supports a causal interpretation of the effect of 

moving to medium-level diversity. Yet, the robustness check did not solve the puzzle 

of the null-results for moving to high diversity. Last, the robustness check suggests 

that also for persons of immigrant origin concerns about immigration increase as they 

move to more diverse neighborhoods. Indeed, if we restrict the sample to immigrants 

only, the point estimates for moving to diversity are even larger, but due to the small 

sample size, none of the coefficients are statistically significant.  

  

Conclusion 

In this paper, we made use of longitudinal data to analyze to what extent people’s 

attitudes toward immigration change when they move to a more diverse neighbor-

hood. Generally, our findings corroborate negative ethnic diversity effects, that is, we 

show that individuals who move to a more diverse neighborhood are about 13% more 

likely to become very concerned about immigration, suggesting that increasing diver-

sity operates as a trigger for (perceived) ethnic threat, rather than for an increase in 

contact. Because individuals who move to equal or lower diversity neighborhoods do 

not change their attitudes, it is not the event of moving as such that makes people 

more negative towards out-groups, but the change towards a more diverse environ-

ment. By applying a differences-in-differences design, we also methodologically im-

proved upon previous work. Our longitudinal set-up not only excludes reverse causal-

ity, but also renders unobserved heterogeneity a very unlikely alternative explanation. 

Beyond the general finding of a negative effect of diversity, our results offer further 

insights. First, we are able to show that the negative effect of diversity is not a short-

term shock that wears off soon after adapting to the new environment. We observe an 

increase of concerns over immigration that remains even three years after the move. 

This implies that adaptation processes that attenuate cognitive biases take quite a long 

time. Alternatively, it could mean that the mechanisms behind negative diversity ef-

fects are more complex, including cooperation problems or incongruent preferences, 

as laid out in the introduction to this volume. Such obstacles are of course not over-

come by individual adaptation. 

This study is the first to investigate whether previous experiences with diversity elim-

inate any threat effects of moving to a more diverse place. Interestingly, our results 
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lend no consistent support for this hypothesis: while it is only people who come from 

homogeneous neighborhoods that become more concerned about immigration, those 

who move from homogeneity to high levels of diversity do not change their views. 

We also investigated destination effects and expected that moving to high levels of 

diversity rather than to medium level diversity should result in initially larger con-

cerns about immigration that wear off once familiarization and inter-ethnic contact 

experiences set it. Surprisingly, however, we found no statistically significant reac-

tions of people moving to highly diverse neighborhoods whatsoever. We considered 

whether the null-effect for those moving to the top 15 per cent most diverse neighbor-

hoods might be due to ‘threat immunity’ of such movers. Our sensitivity analyses 

questions this objection. Instead, it suggests that populations often thought to be im-

mune to threat might respond similar to the majority population. That is, persons of 

immigrant origin equally react with growing concerns over immigration when they 

move to more diverse neighborhoods. 

One should keep in mind that these findings are specific to the levels of diversity that 

we observed. Germany’s ‘very high’ diversity is fairly moderate compared to other 

countries. In Germany, the cut-off point for the top 15 per cent most diverse neigh-

borhoods is at HHI=0.21. This is certainly low in terms of the range that is analytical-

ly possible. Similarly, it is important to keep in mind that the event of moving to di-

versity is not the same as changing diversity of the neighborhood. Moving involves a 

large degree of choice and people that do move represent a certain part of the general 

population. Homeowners probably react in a more extreme way to a change of their 

environment that lies beyond their control. When moving to diversity increases con-

cerns about immigration, it is likely that the level of diversity in the neighborhood a 

person lives in changing has an even stronger effect on people’s attitudes. In other 

words, our test of the diversity hypothesis is a very conservative one. Unfortunately, 

our data did not allow us to test the effect of a changing neighborhood. In the four 

years of survey data that we had at our disposal, the diversity of neighborhoods 

changed very little. 

Future analyses could focus on replication of the current results in different contexts, 

such as, for example, the US. Insofar as future studies continue to find no threat ef-

fects for those moving to high levels of diversity, social scientists have another puzzle 

to solve. Furthermore, future analyses will need to show whether our findings equally 
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hold true for other outcome variables that are relevant in the study of social cohesion, 

such as trust, cooperative behavior, and collective action. 
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Notes 

i When we use lower cut-off values to define homogeneity, our results remain similar 
but because of low case numbers they drop from significance. 

ii The inter-quartile range, also called the midspread or middle fifty, is a measure of 
statistical dispersion, equal to the difference between the upper and lower quartiles. In 
case a variable is skewed, the IQR is a better measure of dispersion than, for example, 
the standard deviation. 
iii With regard to moves to high diversity, the common-trends assumption for persons 
of immigrant origin is strongly violated and thus the results are inconclusive. 


