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Abstract European law requires member states of the European Union (EU) to
accept refugees. It also allows them to return refugees to their countries of origin
if the reason for asylum no longer exists. Both the reception and return of refugees
has become a widely debated and controversial issue in many member states of the
EU. Based on a survey conducted in 13 EU member states, we analysed whether
citizens support the return of refugees when the cause for their displacement has
become obsolete and how differences in attitudes toward the return of refugees can
be explained. A clear majority of Europeans (70%) support the return of refugees.
This is also the case for those who believe that their country should accept refugees
in the first place. These results mean that existing law—the acceptance of refugees
in need and the return when the cause becomes obsolete—is being supported by
a majority of Europeans. However, there are considerable differences in approval
rates among the countries. The results of multivariate analysis show that ideational
factors—both on the micro and the macro level—influence attitudes toward the
return of refugees, whereas structural factors, recurring to economic interest, do
not contribute substantially to the explanation of attitudes toward the return. The
political implications of these findings are discussed in the last section of the article.
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Die Einstellungen der EuropäerInnen zur Rückführung von
Geflüchteten in ihre Herkunftsländer: Ergebnisse einer Umfrage in
13 Ländern der Europäischen Union

Zusammenfassung Das geltende europäische Recht verpflichtet die Mitgliedstaaten
der EU, Geflüchteten Zuflucht zu gewähren; es erlaubt ihnen aber auch, Geflüch-
tete, deren Asylgrund hinfällig geworden ist, in ihre Herkunftsländer rückzuführen.
Sowohl die Aufnahme als auch die Rückführung von Geflüchteten ist in vielen eu-
ropäischen Ländern zu einem kontroversen politischen Thema geworden. Auf der
Grundlage einer in 13 Mitgliedstaaten der EU durchgeführten Umfrage analysieren
wir, ob die BürgerInnen die Rechtsnormen unterstützen und der Ansicht sind, dass
Geflüchtete in ihre Herkunftsländer rückgeführt werden sollen, wenn der Grund für
die Flucht obsolet geworden ist, und wie man Unterschiede in der Einstellung zur
Rückführung von Geflüchteten erklären kann. Eine deutliche Mehrheit aller Befrag-
ten (70%) spricht sich für eine Rückführung von Geflüchteten aus. Dies gilt auch für
diejenigen, die sich für eine Aufnahme von Geflüchteten aussprechen. Das geltende
Recht – Aufnahme von Geflüchteten einerseits und Rückführung, wenn der Asyl-
grund obsolet geworden ist, andererseits – wird von der Mehrheit der EuropäerInnen
also unterstützt. Zugleich zeigen sich deutliche Unterschiede zwischen den Ländern.
Die Ergebnisse multivariater Analysen demonstrieren, dass ideelle Faktoren sowohl
auf Individual- als auch auf Länderebene die Einstellung zur Rückführung beein-
flussen, während strukturelle Faktoren, die auf die ökonomische Interessenslage
rekurrieren, keinen wesentlichen Erklärungsbeitrag leisten. Die politischen Schluss-
folgerungen aus diesem Ergebnis werden im letzten Abschnitt diskutiert.

Schlüsselwörter Asyl · Flüchtlingspolitik · Öffentliche Meinung ·
Umfrageforschung · Europa

1 Introduction

The number of refugees who seek protection in Europe has increased significantly
between 2014 and 2016.1 The escalation of the civil war in Syria pushed more and
more people to abandon their home countries and try to find refuge in Europe. This
development unleashed a controversial public debate in many European Union (EU)
member states, focusing on different topics: first, whether and to what extent the EU
member states are prepared to grant asylum to people who have been persecuted;
second, the debate on an equal allocation of refugees among European member
states; and third, the discussion about the return of refugees to their countries of

1 We use the term refugees for people who are covered in the directive 2011/95/EU and are defined as
vulnerable persons (https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:337:0009:0026:
EN:PDF; accessed 10 February 2020). On the one hand, these are persons who, according to the Geneva
Convention and the defined criteria, enjoy subsidiary protection and most of the time had to leave their
country because of war or civil war. In contrast to refugees, we can differentiate people who leave their
home countries for economic reasons and want to settle in another country. We will call this group of
people migrants.

K

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:337:0009:0026:EN:PDF
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2011:337:0009:0026:EN:PDF


European Citizens’ Attitudes on the Return of Refugees to Their Home Country: Results from... 505

origin if their asylum application is rejected or the situation in their home country
has changed so that the reason for being granted asylum has become obsolete. In
many EU member states, we have seen a rise of right-wing or right-wing populist
parties, which differentiate themselves from other established parties by nativist
and excluding perspectives on migration (Mudde 2007; Norris and Inglehart 2019;
Rydgren 2017). Accordingly, they do not approve of taking in refugees, do not want
to see an equal allocation of refugees among the EU member states, and are in
favour of a strict return policy.2 These parties often claim to represent the attitudes
of the majority of citizens. They understand themselves as their true representatives
who express the citizens’ negative attitude toward refugees.

A lot of research has been done on the attitude of citizens toward accepting
refugees and also on the allocation of refugees in European countries (e.g. Bansak
et al. 2016, 2017; Gerhards et al. 2016, 2019; Steele and Abdelaaty 2018). We have
shown in previous publications that an overwhelming majority of European citizens
believe that refugees should be taken in if their home country was stricken by civil
war (Gerhards et al. 2019). Even in Hungary, where people are very sceptical when
it comes to refugees, the right to be granted asylum as codified in the Geneva
Convention is supported by a clear majority.

But the European right of asylum also states that refugees can be returned to
their home countries if their reason for being granted asylum has become obsolete.
Accordingly, we understand the return of refugees as the right of states to return
refugees whose residence permits have expired and were not extended. The states
then have the right to send them back to their countries of origin in the event that
the individuals do not want to return voluntarily.3 If and to what extent European
citizens support the return of refugees and which factors explain differences in
citizens’ attitudes toward the return of refugees is so far an unanswered research
question that we will address with this paper. Our research builds on a survey carried
out in 13 EU member states.

The European law that applies to all member states and their citizens constitutes
the conceptual framework of our study. This law consists of two elements: the
obligation of European states to take in refugees and the right of states to return
refugees to their home country if the reason for seeking refuge has become obsolete
and if they do not want to return voluntarily. We ask whether and to what extent
citizens support the law and if the legal framework is thus supported by the citizens’
belief in its legitimacy. Max Weber (1985) outlines in his sociology of domination

2 Some of these parties are the Finns Party in Finland, UKIP in the UK, the Danish People’s Party, the
National Rally (formerly known as the National Front) in France, Geert Wilders Party for Freedom in the
Netherlands, the Alternative for Germany, the Freedom Party of Austria, Attack in Bulgaria, Fidesz in
Hungary, Lega in Italy, and Law and Justice in Poland.
3 Unfortunately, only limited reliable data on the return rate in the different European countries exist.
Eurostat publishes the number of people who are asked to leave a country, as well as the number of
people who leave voluntarily or are forced to leave. We cannot, however, determine whether people left
the country in the same year they were asked to leave. Accordingly, the return rates on the basis of these
numbers vary among the countries examined, between 7% (Portugal and Hungary) and 108% (Germany)
in 2016. There are also strong fluctuations between the years (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/asylum-
and-managed-migration/data/database; accessed 4 March 2020).
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that the legitimacy of an order depends on the citizens’ belief in its legitimacy. In
the first section, we will outline the existing legal framework in Europe to return
refugees. In the second section, we will describe the factors that can explain citizens’
attitudes toward refugees by referring to the relevant literature. We will differentiate
between structural factors that are linked to the interests of people and countries
and ideational factors. Section three provides an overview of our dataset and the
methods applied. In the fourth section, we will present the results of the descriptive
and multivariate analyses. A clear majority of all Europeans (approximately 70%)
are in favour of returning refugees. Interestingly, this also applies to those who
support taking in refugees in need. European law—taking in refugees in need on
the one side and their return if the reason for being granted asylum has become
obsolete on the other side—is supported by the majority of Europeans. At the same
time, significant differences between countries exist. The results of the multivariate
analyses show that ideational factors influence attitudes toward return both on the
individual level and on the country level. Structural factors that refer back to the
economic situation of the respondents and the country they live in do not help to
explain the results. In the last section, we will summarise our results and discuss
their political implications.

2 Legal Framework

European law serves as the conceptual framework of our research. Its sociophilo-
sophical justification has already been formulated in Immanuel Kant’s text “Vom
ewigen Frieden: Ein philosophischer Entwurf” (Perpetual Peace: A Philosophical
Sketch; Kant 2008 [1795]). Kant believes that peace between states is not a given
but must be promoted by a comprehensive legal framework. Three legal systems are
necessary for this: civil law, which coordinates the relation of people within a state;
law of nations, which codifies intergovernmental relations; and the so-called law of
world citizenship (ius cosmopoliticum), which applies to all people worldwide and
is especially important for our research question. The latter includes the right to visit
other states without being treated in a hostile way. According to Kant, a visitor can
be turned away only if his or her life is not threatened. This implies that people who
seek refuge in another country because of a war in their home country or because
they are being personally persecuted by the regime may not be denied access. Kant
points out that this is a right to visit and not a right to stay in the sense of a permanent
right of residence: “The Law of World Citizenship Shall Be Limited to Conditions
of Universal Hospitality” (Kant 2008 [1795], p. 357).4 Therefore, a country is not
obliged to host a persecuted person once his or her reason for persecution has be-
come obsolete and he or she is no longer in danger in the home country. The right
of residence granted by the cosmopolitan law is of a temporary nature.

Kant’s idea of a cosmopolitan law and the question under which conditions
persons in need of protection have to be taken in, as well as when they will have

4 For the English translation, see https://www.mtholyoke.edu/acad/intrel/kant/kant1.htm; accessed
9 March 2020.
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to return, is codified in different European directives. The most important legal
document concerning the right of refugees to be accepted in another country is the
directive 2011/95/EU.5 This directive includes the criteria specified in the Geneva
Convention. People who are persecuted because of their race, religion, nationality,
political opinion, or membership of a particular social group have the right to refuge.
The Geneva Convention does not, however, include persons who had to leave their
country because of war or civil war. The directive determines that these persons
as well are eligible for subsidiary protection. This protection has to be granted if
a person faces torture or a death sentence in their home country or if his or her life is
in danger because of an international or civil war. War and civil war refugees as well
as politically persecuted persons therefore have a guaranteed right to be taken in by
the European Union. During the asylum procedure, which varies from one country
to another, it is determined whether a person has been persecuted. It depends on the
country’s legislation how long people are allowed to stay after their status has been
verified.6

The right to stay, however, is a temporary right linked to the reason of persecution
in the home country. States may return refugees to their home countries if the reason
for being granted refuge has become obsolete. This basic principle is also set out
in the directive from 2008 on common standards and procedures in member states
for returning illegally staying third-country nationals.7 This directive specifies that
the member states have to take action if persons do not hold a residence permit
(anymore). This applies, for example, to refugees whose reason for seeking refuge
in Europe has become obsolete. The member states are allowed to return people to
their home countries if they adhere to certain procedures.

In general, European law complies with Kant’s idea of a temporary right to
visit. Nation states can, of course, extend the temporary right to visit or even grant
citizenship for pragmatic reasons or because it is in a state’s interest. This is set
out in this directive as well. Granting permanent residence can be useful to promote
integration into the host society if it is clear that the reasons for persecution will
continue to exist. However, this does not affect the principle of temporality or the
right to stay.

European law constitutes the reference point for our empirical analysis. We asked
European citizens whether they think that refugees should be returned if the situation
in their home country has improved and, therefore, the reason for asylum has become
obsolete. Hence, we examined whether the existing legal norms were supported
by the citizens’ belief in the legitimacy of these norms. As described above, the

5 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32011L0095; accessed 11 February
2020. The directive has not been adopted by the United Kingdom, Ireland, or Denmark.
6 For example, in Germany asylum seekers (according to Article 16a of the German Basic Law) and
recognised convention refugees (according to the Residence Act) have a temporary residence permit of
3 years. They receive an unlimited settlement permit if the reasons for their recognition have not changed.
Subsidiary beneficiaries of protection generally receive a limited residence permit of 1 year that can be
prolonged by another 2 years. It must be verified that the reason for their protection still exists, e.g. that an
armed conflict in the home country has not been resolved.
7 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32008L0115; accessed 27 Febru-
ary 2020.
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nation states decide whether the return of refugees is pursued and implemented or
whether they allow refugees to stay after their status as refugees has expired. This is
the difference between returning and accepting refugees, as the member states are
legally obliged to take in refugees in need.

3 Factors that can Influence the Citizens’ Attitudes Toward the Return
of Refugees

To what extent do citizens support the idea that refugees are to be returned to their
home countries once the reason for seeking refuge has become obsolete, and how
can possible differences in attitudes be explained? These are the main questions
we were trying to answer with our survey. We distinguish between structural and
ideational factors that can have an influence on the individual and on the country
level and are directly linked to attitudes toward the return of refugees. Two further
factors exist that can influence people’s attitude toward the return of refugees. Their
stance toward taking in refugees is one of these factors: Respondents could believe
that refugees should not be taken in in the first place even though they might legally
be entitled to have access to a country. One can assume that people who hold this
opinion also believe that refugees should be returned to their home countries.

Furthermore, we assume that people who are in regular contact with refugees
have a higher probability of opposing their return. This so-called contact hypothesis
was developed by Robin M. Williams Jr. (1947) and Gordon W. Allport (1955).
It states that intergroup contact under certain conditions can reduce prejudices.8

While sporadic and superficial contacts tend to confirm prejudices, regular and
close contacts reduce prejudices against other groups, according to Allport (1955)
(see also Pettigrew 1998 and McLaren 2003).9 On the basis of the analysis of
the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), Eisenecker and Schupp (2016) have
shown for Germany that around 10% of the respondents are in regular contact with
refugees. In addition, there are people who are in contact with refugees in their
social environment or at work. We expected that more contact with refugees would
correlate with a higher rejection of returning them to their countries of origin.

When determining the structural and ideational variables that could explain cit-
izens’ attitudes toward the return of refugees, we relied on those factors that also
influence the attitudes toward taking in refugees. This is logical because the conse-
quences of not returning and taking in refugees may overlap. Refugees who remain
in the host country or are taken in can, for example, be seen as a threat to the citi-
zens’ own sociostructural positions. We assume, however, that structural factors are

8 These conditions include equal group status within the situation, common goals, intergroup cooperation
without competition, and support of authorities, law, or custom (Allport 1955). Whether the conditions
are necessary or only helpful to reduce prejudices is widely discussed in the literature (Pettigrew 1998;
Pettigrew and Tropp 2006).
9 According to Pettigrew (1998), a change in attitude through contact takes place through four different
processes: (a) Negative expectations can be refuted by contact, (b) a change in attitude can lead to behaviour
change, (c) affective relationships can lead to more empathy, and (d) contact with other groups can lead to
a different evaluation of the individual’s own group.

K



European Citizens’ Attitudes on the Return of Refugees to Their Home Country: Results from... 509

more important when it comes to explaining attitudes toward the return. Attitudes
toward taking in refugees are probably more influenced by moral motives that might
cover reasons based on self-interest, while attitudes toward the return of refugees
are probably more influenced by economic factors because the remaining refugees
will sooner or later have access to the labour market and to social benefits.

3.1 Structural Factors

If one sees refugees as a threat to one’s own status, it is more likely that one is in
favour of their return. This hypothesis stems from the realistic group conflict theory
(Campbell and Levine 1972) and the integrated threat theory (Stephan and Stephan
2000). The basic assumption of both theories is that the (perceived) competition
with other groups leads the affected persons to a feeling of threat and to negative
attitudes (Stephan and Stephan 2000, p. 25; Brief et al. 2005, p. 831). The economic
situation of individuals and groups especially plays an important role in that context.
According to Quillian (1995, p. 590), a poor economic position leads to the rejection
of immigrants, as immigrants compete with natives for scarce resources. In addition,
such natives often hold immigrants accountable for their own situation (scapegoat-
ing). A similar argument applies to the group a person belongs to. If people believe
that their country is economically disadvantaged because of migration, they tend to
oppose immigrants (McLaren 2003, p. 915).

Refugees who have come to Europe and stay longer will either enter the education
system and, later, the labour market or will depend on social benefits. Brenzel et al.
(2019, p. 42) show on the basis of the refugee sample of the SOEP that refugees in
Germany have, on average, lower qualifications and are less often employed than
the German population. Blossfeld et al. (2016, p. 79) analysed data of the German
Federal Employment Agency (Bundesagentur für Arbeit) and found similar results.
Assuming that refugees (especially in the first years) receive more social benefits and
have lower qualifications than the average of the domestic population, one can expect
that especially people who receive social benefits and have lower qualifications
will feel threatened and therefore favour refugees’ return as soon as the reason for
seeking refuge has become obsolete. Several studies have examined the correlation
between competition in the labour market and attitudes toward immigrants. The
results are inconsistent, however.10 O’Rourke and Sinnott (2006, p. 857) used data
of the International Social Survey Programme 1995 and found that the attitude
toward a specific group of refugees compared with the attitude toward immigration
in general was not related to the qualification level of a person. One reason for this
could be the moral obligation that comes with taking in refugees, as their life is
threatened. However, if the reason for seeking refuge became obsolete, a feeling of
moral obligation might decline as well.

10 Whereas Scheve and Slaughter (2001) were able to prove a relationship between a low level of qual-
ification and the approval to limit immigration in the USA (also similar, Mayda 2006), Hainmüller et al.
(2015) did not find any evidence that competition in the labour market leads to a different attitude toward
immigration.
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Structural features can influence the attitude toward the return of refugees not
only on the individual level but also on the country level. If fewer refugees enter
a country, and if they stay a shorter time, there will be less competition in the labour
market. Accordingly, one can assume that the relative group size of the refugees
has an impact on the question of to what extent they are seen as a threat (Quillian
1995, p. 589; McLaren 2003, p. 916; Meuleman et al. 2009, p. 354). We assumed
that the higher the number of refugees in a country (in relation to the size of the
population), the more likely citizens were to support the return of refugees to their
country of origin.

A similar hypothesis can be formulated when looking at the economic situation
of a country. A low unemployment rate in a country and a well-developed welfare
state leads to less competition so that refugees are less seen as a threat (Meuleman
et al. 2009, p. 354; Kehrberg 2007, p. 266). Accordingly, we expected that countries
with a low unemployment rate and high social expenditure rates would have a lower
approval of the return of refugees than countries with a high unemployment rate
and a weak welfare state. On the basis of the analysis of the Eurobarometer 1997,
Kehrberg (2007, p. 274) shows that countries reject immigration more after an
increase in the unemployment rate than in countries where this is not the case.

3.2 Ideational Factors

The wish to return refugees to their home country can be influenced not only by
structural factors related to economic interests but also by ideational motives. Some
people see the different cultural attitudes and practices of migrants and refugees
as an enrichment of their own culture. Others see them as a threat to their cultural
identity. We suspected that this general attitude also influences the attitude toward the
return of refugees. Accordingly, we assumed that people who see multiculturalism
as a threat to their national culture tend to reject a long-term stay of refugees more
than people with cosmopolitan attitudes do. Hainmüller and Hopkins (2014, p. 233)
argue that especially groups that are culturally very different to the host society
are rejected (Hainmüller and Hopkins 2014, p. 233). Since 2015 (in the course of
the refugee crisis), the majority of refugees have come to Europe from Muslim
countries. Muslim refugees experience the strongest rejection (Bansak et al. 2016,
p. 218; Gerhards et al. 2019). Therefore, we expected that xenophobic attitudes play
an important role when it comes to approving or rejecting the return of refugees.

Furthermore, we believed that people who strongly identify with the nation state
tend to disapprove of refugees remaining in their country because they do not see
refugees as part of their society (Nickerson and Louis 2008, pp. 798; Ivarsflaten
2005, p. 23). Consequently, an identification with supranational bodies such as the
European Union could increase the willingness to grant refugees a long-term stay in
the host country, as the idea of solidarity transcends national borders (Merkel 2017,
p. 13; see also Zürn and De Wilde 2016).

Finally, we expected that political orientation influences attitude toward the return
of refugees. Left-wing ideologies are more connected with ideas of equality, soli-
darity, and internationalism (Fuchs and Klingemann 1989). We assumed that people
who identify as left-wing would be more strongly in favour of taking in refugees
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than people from the political centre or from the right-wing camp. Nickerson and
Louis (2008, p. 808) showed in an experimental study with Australian students that
right-wing political orientation as well as a strong identification with the nation
state increases the probability of rejecting asylum seekers. In their study based on
the analysis of the Eurobarometer, Kessler and Freeman (2005) also found a clear
link between a conservative political orientation and rejection of immigration to
Europe (see also Sides and Citrin 2007; for the United States, see Chandler and
Tsai 2001). Literature has also come up with the hypothesis that not only right-
wing but also left-wing parties oppose migrants, as voters of left-wing parties tend
to have a lower social status and feel threatened with losing this status because of
immigration (Alonso and Claro da Fonseca 2011, p. 868). If this is the case, the
relationship between the left–right scale and attitudes toward the return of refugees
would therefore be U-shaped.

Ideational factors can also influence the attitude toward return of refugees not
only on the individual but also on the country level. The so-called bandwagon effect
says that people adapt their political attitude to what they perceive as the prevailing
opinion (Schmitt-Beck 2015, p. 1). With the rise in the number of refugees since
2015, the question of taking in, integrating, and returning refugees has become one
of the most debated topics in almost all countries of the EU.11 Assuming that the
majority opinion shaped by public debate also influences citizens’ attitudes, one can
expect that a negative social climate toward refugees leads to stronger support for
their return. Such a climate can reveal itself through negative reporting on refugees
in the media, asylum-critical discourse by politicians, or negative attitudes of people
in one’s personal environment or social media. We chose the share of people with
a negative attitude toward taking in refugees in the country of the respondents as
a proxy indicator, as we do not have reliable information on the above-mentioned
factors. We assumed that a higher number of people who are critical of the right
of asylum goes hand in hand with negative reporting on refugees. Accordingly, we
also expected stronger support for the return of refugees in these countries.

We have categorised the different factors that can influence the attitude of people
toward refugees as structural and ideational factors. However, such a classification is
not as distinctive as one might assume. For example, individual education cannot be
clearly assigned to one of the two categories. The influence of individual education
can either be ascribed to the structural position in the labour market or to a higher
cognitive mobilisation that correlates with more tolerance toward cultural diversity
(Bobo and Licari 1989, p. 303; Hainmüller and Hiscox 2007, p. 405).

4 Data and Methods

The basis for our study is a general population survey, the Transnational European
Solidarity Survey (TESS), which was carried out in different European countries

11 In the Eurobarometer survey in 2015 and 2016, most respondents said that immigration was the most
important problem the European Union is currently facing (Glorius 2018, p. 14).
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between May 2016 and November 2016.12 As we did not have enough resources to
conduct the survey in all 28 member states, we had to limit ourselves to 13 coun-
tries (Austria, Cyprus, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands,
Poland, Portugal, Spain, Slovakia, and Sweden). We are aware that it is not possible
to reconstruct a complete picture of the attitude of citizens toward refugees in all
28 EU member states based on data from only 13 countries. However, in order to
sample a broad spectrum of countries, we systematically selected the 13 countries
according to different features that could have an impact on the dependent variable.
Accordingly, we considered wealthy and less wealthy countries; western, middle,
and eastern European countries; and countries with different welfare state regimes.13

In 12 of the 13 countries, 1000 telephone interviews (both landline and mobile) were
conducted. In Cyprus, the sample was reduced to 500. Respondents were exclusively
registered national citizens aged 18 years or older at the time of the survey. For the
analyses, the sample was limited to those cases that did not show any missing val-
ues in the relevant variables, yielding to an analysis sample of 9579 cases. Further
information on the sampling, the survey, and the weighting, as well as the questions
and recoding of all used variables, can be found in Tables A.1–A.3 of the Electronic
Supplementary Material.

We operationalised our central dependent variable—the respondents’ attitude to-
ward the return of refugees—by asking whether the respondents agreed (yes/no)
with the statement that refugees who have been granted the right to stay should be
sent back to their home country when the situation has improved.14 As explained, we
assumed that the attitude toward the return of refugees was influenced by the general
attitudes toward taking in or rejecting refugees. Accordingly, we asked whether the
respondents agreed with the statement (using a 4-point approval scale) that people
who are threatened by war in their home country should be granted the right to
stay in the respondent’s country.15 To examine the contact hypothesis, we surveyed
whether the respondents had regular contact with foreigners.16 The respondents’
structural position in the labour market was measured with a scale similar to the

12 TESS is a joint venture between two research groups from (1) the international research project Sol-
idarity in Europe: Empowerment, Social Justice and Citizenship—SOLIDUS, funded by the European
Commission as part of the Horizon 2020 research programme (Grant Agreement No. 649489) and (2) the
Horizontal Europeanization research unit funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) (FOR 1539).
13 For details on the choice of countries and the survey in general, see Gerhards et al. (2019).
14 We did not expect that respondents would relate the question to the return of rejected asylum seekers,
as the formulation of the question clearly relates to refugees with the right of residence.
15 In the survey, we asked for other reasons why refugees fled their home countries, such as persecution
because of their religion, because they are homosexual, or because they campaigned for human rights.
Fleeing from war was chosen for the analyses as the item does not contain information on the refugees’
characteristics, which could distort the approval rate because of triggering certain stereotypes. Fleeing
from (civil) war is also in the focus of the public debate, especially after the stark increase in the number
of refugees from Syria, where most refugees have come from since 2013 (http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.
eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_asyappctza&lang=en; accessed 1 July 2019).
16 The question does not survey the contact with refugees; there are two reasons, however, to use the item
as an indicator of the operationalisation of the contact hypothesis. First, the group of those who have regular
contact with foreigners also includes those who have regular contact with refugees. Second, studies have
shown that contact with members of a specific group of immigrants and the respective change in attitude
is transferred to other groups and not just to the specific group one has contact with (Pettigrew 1997).

K

http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_asyappctza&lang=en
http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=migr_asyappctza&lang=en


European Citizens’ Attitudes on the Return of Refugees to Their Home Country: Results from... 513

Erikson–Goldthorpe–Portocarero class scheme (EGP), which is also used in the Eu-
robarometer. We recoded the different class positions in five categories: 1) upper
and lower service class, 2) routine non-manual, 3) technicians and skilled workers,
4) self-employed, and 5) agricultural/unskilled manual workers. We used the Inter-
national Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) to survey the highest school-
leaving certification and used three different categories in our analyses: 1) high (ter-
tiary education), 2) medium (higher and middle secondary education), and 3) low
(no formal qualification/lower secondary education). We used three variables in our
analyses to operationalise the ideational factors: first, the respondents’ belief or de-
nial that cultural life in their country was enriched by immigration (4-point approval
scale); second, identification only with the nation state compared to identification
with a transnational identity (dichotomous), which includes people who at least par-
tially identify themselves as Europeans or citizens of the world; and third, political
self-placement on a left–right scale divided into five groups—1) left, 2) moderate
left, 3) centre, 4) moderate right, and 5) right. Control variables were the age (in
10 years) and gender (male/female) of the respondents. The univariate distribution
of relevant variables can be found in Table A.4 of the Electronic Supplementary
Material.

We considered four possible explanatory factors on the country level. The unem-
ployment rate and government social spending from 2015 were used as independent
macro-level variables to measure the influence of a country’s economic situation on
the citizens’ attitude toward the return of refugees. We used the number of asylum
applications per 100 national residents to determine how different countries were
affected by refugee migration. Finally, the share of approval for taking in refugees
was calculated for every country and included as a macro variable factor in the
models. This variable tries to measure the general mood in a society toward taking
in refugees.17

To test our hypotheses, we calculated multivariate logistic regression models with
country fixed effects to control for the clustered sample structure. The control vari-
ables, attitudes toward the acceptance of refugees, contact variables, sociostructural
variables, and ideational factors were added stepwise to the model. The presented
effect plots are based on the average marginal effects (AMEs), not including the
country fixed effects.18 The partial models and coefficients of determination are
displayed in Table A.5 of the Electronic Supplementary Material.

We use the two-step regression approach to measure the influence of macro-
level factors on citizens’ attitudes. In the first step, a regression model with all
independent micro variables and dummy variables for all countries was calculated.
In the second step, a macro regression model was calculated, using the country
fixed effects (AMEs) from the first step as the dependent variable and the country-

17 All descriptive calculations are weighted according to the drawing probability on the basis of age,
gender, labour market status, region (NUTS 2), and employment status, as well as the number of inhabitants
of the countries in the transnational descriptive analyses.
18 Average marginal effects in a binary logistic regression model can be interpreted as the average change
of the probability over all cases. An AME of 0.1 means that the probability of supporting the return of
refugees increases on average by 10 percentage points if the independent variable increases by one unit.
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level factors as independent variables. Due to the low number of only 13 countries
included in this analysis, one regression model was calculated for each independent
variable. With this approach, we could test whether the macro variables could explain
some of the country differences, while controlling for composition effects due to
different distributions of the micro variables in the countries. The results of the macro
regression are presented in the form of scatterplots with regression lines. Two of the
models include additional regression lines, not taking outliers into account.

5 Results

As shown in Fig. 1, a majority of around 70% of all respondents were in favour of
returning refugees. With the exception of Ireland (49%), the return of refugees had
a majority approval in all countries. The results underline that the legal provision
concerning the return of refugees, as explained in Sect. 2, is supported by the
majority of citizens of almost all surveyed countries.

Figure 2 presents the distribution of approval concerning the return of refugees
according to the four approval groups for taking in refugees. In contrast to the return,
an overwhelming majority of the respondents totally agree (60%) or tend to agree
(30%) with the acceptance of war refugees (for more detail, see Gerhards et al.
2019). The outlined results show that the people who approve of taking in refugees
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(Source: Transnational European Solidarity Survey 2016; own calculations)
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Fig. 2 Approval of the return of war refugees by attitude toward their acceptance (n= 9579; weighted).
(Source: Transnational European Solidarity Survey 2016; own calculations)

are less often in favour of their return than the two groups who oppose taking in
refugees. Interestingly enough, 78% of the people who tend to agree with taking in
refugees, and 61% of those who totally agree to take in refugees, are in favour of their
return if the reason they were taken in has become obsolete. This result shows that
the attitudes toward taking in and returning refugees are correlated, but that citizens
clearly differentiate between the legitimacy of accepting and returning refugees.
With regard to both dimensions, the citizens’ attitudes comply with European law.

But let us come back to the interpretation of Fig. 1. While only around half of
all respondents in Ireland, Spain, and Sweden approve of the return of refugees,
this number lies at over 80% in Hungary, Slovakia, Cyprus, and Portugal. The other
countries show average approval rates between 65% and 75%. This high variance
leads us to ask how these country differences can be explained. Therefore, we
analysed whether and to what extent these differences in attitude toward the return
of refugees could be explained using the hypotheses formulated in Sect. 3. The
coefficient plot in Fig. 3 shows the result of the logistic fixed-effect regression. Of
the two control variables, only age shows a weak positive and significant effect.

The attitude toward taking in war refugees has, as expected, a significant negative
influence on the attitude toward the return of refugees: People who are in favour
of taking in refugees have on average a 20-percentage-points-lower probability of
agreeing to the return of refugees than people who reject the taking in of refugees.
If the question of whether a person is in regular contact with foreigners is answered
with a yes, the probability of being in favour of a return of refugees is on average
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Age (in 10 years)
Gender (Ref. Male)

Acceptance of war refugees (Ref. No)

Contact to foreigners (Ref. No)

Routine non−manual
Skilled workers/technicians

Self−employed
Unskilled workers/agriculture

Low
Medium

Foreigners enrich culture (4−point scale)
Exclusive national identity (Ref. Transnational identity)

Left
Moderate left

Moderate right
Right

 Occupational class (Ref. Service class)

 Educational level (Ref. High)

 Political self−placement (Ref. Center)

−.2 −.1 0 .1 .2

Fig. 3 Coefficient plot of the regression on the attitude toward the return of refugees (average marginal
effects; average marginal effects and confidence intervals based on a binary logistic fixed-effect regression
[country coefficients not displayed]; n= 9579). (Source: Transnational European Solidarity Survey 2016;
own calculations)

5 percentage points lower than for persons with no contact with foreigners. This
result confirms the so-called contact hypothesis.

Furthermore, we assumed that the structural position in the labour market has
an influence on attitude toward the return of refugees. The data does not support
this hypothesis with regard to the service classes. Unskilled and agricultural workers
and skilled workers do not differ significantly from the service classes. Routine non-
manual workers show a small effect of 2 percentage points, which is just below the
significance threshold of 5%. The self-employed have a 7-percentage-points-higher
probability of being in favour of returning refugees. This result cannot be easily
interpreted with regard to the interests of the self-employed.

The results are different when we look at the educational level. Having a low
educational level leads to an increase in the probability of supporting the return of
refugees by 8 percentage points compared with a high educational level. A medium
educational level increases this probability by 5 percentage points. As mentioned
above, education can only partially be interpreted as a structural factor that measures
a person’s interests. In total, the results indicate that the structural and the labour
market position of a person have only a weak influence on their attitude toward the
return of refugees.

The ideational factors, in contrast, seem to be better predictors. All of the con-
sidered explanatory factors show significant effects in the expected direction: Those
who believe that immigration enriches the culture of their country have, per point
on the 4-point scale, a 9-percentage-points-lower probability of being in favour of
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return. People who identify themselves only with the nation state have on aver-
age a 7-percentage-points-higher probability of approving of return than do people
with a transnational identity. The political self-placement of the respondents also
influences their attitude toward the return of refugees: People with a right-wing
(8 percentage points) or moderately right-wing (6 percentage points) self-placement
tend to be more in favour of the return than people in the political centre. Peo-
ple who see themselves as left-wing or moderately left-wing have a probability of
favouring return of 7 or 8 percentage points lower, respectively, than people in the
political centre. This result contradicts the hypothesis of a U-shaped link between
the political orientation of the respondents and their attitude toward the return of
refugees.

In conclusion, contact with foreigners, attitude toward refugees, and, especially,
individual educational and ideational factors influence the approval of returning
refugees, while lower occupational classes do not favour the return of refugees
above average as we had expected.

Looking at the changes of the country coefficients in Table A.5 of the Elec-
tronic Supplementary Material, one can see that adding explanatory variables on
the individual level reduces the strength of the country effects; however, all coun-
try coefficients still show a significant difference compared to France, the country
of reference in the last model. We draw the conclusion that the described country
differences can only be partly attributed to a composition effect with regard to the
examined individual characteristics. To further look into this unexplained variance,
we conducted a two-step regression analysis that uses the country coefficients of
the individual model as the dependent variable in macro regressions. Because of the
low number of cases, we did not interpret the statistical numbers and significances.
Instead, we interpreted the scatterplots depicted in Fig. 4 as a first indication of
possible correlations between the macro factors and attitude toward the return of
refugees, which must be verified in future studies on the basis of a higher number
of cases.

We assumed that the unemployment rate, the strength of the welfare state, and
the relative number of refugees in a country have an effect on the attitude toward
the return of refugees. The unemployment rate shows a slight negative effect for all
countries. This effect turns around, however, if one takes the two countries with an
extremely high unemployment rate (Spain and Greece) out of the analysis. Neither
the social expenditure rate nor the number of applications for asylum shows a clear,
systematic connection to the approval rate of the return of refugees.

To further examine whether the relative change in the structural macro variables
over time (unemployment rate, number of applications for asylum) has an influ-
ence on the individual attitude toward the return of refugees (see Hiers et al. 2017;
Kehrberg 2007), we repeated the same analysis including the change in unemploy-
ment rate between 2008 and 2015 and the changes in the number of applications
for asylum between 2011 and 2015 (results are available on request). The results do
not differ from the results presented here. Structural factors play a substantial role
neither on the individual nor the macro level in the explanation of attitudes toward
the return of refugees.
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The result is different, though, when it comes to the ideational explanation. We
assumed that the social climate toward refugees has an independent effect on indi-
vidual opinion about their return. Indeed, the share of approval for taking in war
refugees is negatively linked to the share of approval for returning refugees. This
relation remains and even slightly increases if the outlier Hungary is excluded.19 De-
spite the low number of cases, this finding can be seen as a first indication showing
that a positive social climate of refugee acceptance correlates with a higher approval
of not sending refugees back to their countries of origin even though the threat in
their home countries might have disappeared.

6 Summary and Outlook

The EU legislation guarantees persecuted people access to Europe. But the right to
stay in the host country is temporary and expires if the reason for asylum has become

19 Because of the low number of cases on the country level, the results of the macro regression are not
reliable by means of inferential statistics. Instead of interpreting the coefficients and their statistical sig-
nificance, we present scatterplots that let us draw a first conclusion on the correlation between country
characteristics and support of a return of refugees.
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obsolete. We conducted a survey in 13 EU member states, with which we determined
to what extent EU citizens believe that refugees should be returned to their home
countries once the reason for seeking refuge has become obsolete. A clear majority
of the respondents (approximately 70%) are in favour of the return of refugees. At
the same time, an overwhelming majority of the citizens believe that refugees should
be taken in if they are in need. The European respondents apparently differentiate
between the legitimacy of taking in refugees on the one side and their return on
the other side. With regard to both dimensions, the citizens’ attitudes are mostly in
line with European law. This, however, is not true for all countries examined, as the
legal norm of the return of refugees in Ireland is not supported by the majority of
the population.

At the same time, the empirical analyses demonstrate clear country differences
when it comes to supporting the return of refugees. The results of the multivariate
analyses show that ideational factors have an influence on the attitude on the in-
dividual as well as on the country level, while structural factors that refer back to
economic interests do not contribute substantially to the explanation of attitudes to-
ward the return of refugees. Even though some of the country differences are due to
different composition of the countries and differences in the social climate directed
at refugees, one has to state that we cannot explain the country differences in attitude
toward the return of refugees very well. Other factors that we did not consider in our
data collection might exist. But the analysis might also indicate that a systematic
comparative analysis that tries to explain country differences with relatively broad
macro indices has its limitations, as it does not do justice to the historical devel-
opments and characteristics of single countries. Social scientists using historically
comparative methods have mentioned that for quite some time (e.g. Mahoney 2004).

We would now like to discuss some political implications of our results. The
strong wish of the population to return refugees to their home countries if their
reason for being granted asylum has become obsolete is for two reasons a dilemma
for politicians. First, rejected asylum applicants often cannot be returned for different
reasons. This holds true, for example, for people charged with a criminal offense
whose criminal proceedings have not ended yet. Members of a terrorist group cannot
be returned to their home country if they risk torture in their home country. The same
applies to people who do not have any identity documents or have destroyed them
deliberately; they cannot be returned because their identity has to be determined
first, which is often not possible.

Second, the temporality of the residence status is in a very complicated way
linked to the question of integration of refugees into the host society. The rights
of refugees to be integrated into the host society is codified in the directive laying
down standards for the reception of applicants for international protection.20 This
directive leaves quite some room to manoeuvre to limit the rights of refugees and
to complicate their integration. The directive specifies that member states should
enable asylum applicants to access the labour market after 9 months. But at the
same time, countries have the possibility to limit this right to prioritise their own

20 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex%3A32013L0033; accessed 13 February
2020.
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citizens—a right that is often used. A policy of non-integration of refugees is often
justified with the argument that integration of refugees would obscure the difference
between refugees and other migrants. This again can lead to the fact that people
who support taking in refugees but at the same time do not wish them to stay longer
start to oppose taking them in and therefore question the basic principle of the right
of asylum.

Even though the outlined argumentation is correct on an abstract and legal level,
a policy of weak integration of refugees will entail considerable consequences and
high “costs”. The important question is how probable it is that the conditions in
the refugees’ home country improve in a way that the reason for asylum becomes
obsolete. According to the yearbook 2018 of the Stockholm International Peace
Research Institute, the global security situation has deteriorated in the past century,
the number and complexity of armed conflicts has risen, and many of these conflicts
do not seem to be easily overcome (Smith 2018, p. 3). The situation in the home
country does not usually improve in the short term, which means that people remain
longer in the countries that have taken them in (Crisp and Long 2016, p. 145).
This is probably true for those refugees who have come to Europe since 2012 and
who have mostly come from Syria or Afghanistan. One can assume that people
from these two countries will probably not be able to return to their home countries
in the next 10 years or even longer. The Assad regime seems to have stabilised
thanks to the Russian war intervention. Even if the situation in Syria is stable, the
refugees returning to Syria might face persecution by the regime.21 Also with regard
to Afghanistan, one cannot expect that the situation will improve in the near future
and that Afghanistan will become a safe country where refugees can be returned
to.22

If one can expect that a majority of refugees cannot return to their home countries
in the near future, it is, from a humanitarian point of view, necessary but also in
the interest of the host society to integrate refugees as soon as possible. Otherwise,
they will depend on social expenditures. A policy of non-integration can also lead to
the establishment of a parallel society and to political radicalisation leading to high
social costs. Therefore, economists recommend providing refugees with access to
the educational system as early as possible and enabling them to access the labour
market so they can become economically independent and do not have to depend
on social expenditures (Brücker et al. 2018, 2019; Wößmann et al. 2016; Wößmann

21 The Syrian president Bashar al-Assad has announced a general amnesty for deserters, but his words can-
not be trusted. There are reports of cases where returned people disappeared or were arrested. (https://de.
reuters.com/article/syrien-amnestie-idDEKCN1MJ0YT, https://www.asyl.net/view/detail/News/berichte-
ueber-verschwinden-syrischer-rueckkehrer/; https://foreignpolicy.com/2019/02/06/a-deadly-welcome-
awaits-syrias-returning-refugees/, http://www.taz.de/!5542925/; accessed 29 May 2019.
22 The United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan has documented a consistently high level of in-
juries and deaths of civilians in the past years (UNAMA 2018), and the European Council on Refugees and
Exiles recommends in a current paper to stop returning people to Afghanistan because of the deteriorating
safety situation (ECRE 2019).
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2016). Early integration measures are linked to high costs, but they are worth it as
a failed integration will later on cost even more.23

If those refugees whose reason for displacement continues to exist in the long
run and for whom return is not possible were to receive a permanent instead of
a temporary right of abode, this would collide with the basic principle of temporality
of the right of asylum. We have seen that citizens support this very much. If the right
to stay were to be changed, one would have to expect resistance by the population.
This resistance would be fuelled by right-wing populist parties that are sceptical
toward migration.

This dilemma can, from a political point of view, not be easily solved. If one does
not want to further strengthen the prevalent resentments in the populist camps, the
only option is to clearly communicate with the population that the return of many
refugees is unlikely and that early and intensive integration is necessary to avoid
long-term costs for the host society. Furthermore, it is necessary to strengthen the
fact that workers are needed in different sectors of the labour market. A survey study
that was conducted by the Sozialwissenschaftlichen Institut der evanglischen Kirche
(own translation: Social Science Institute of the Evangelical Church in Germany)
in 2017 showed that such information can convince citizens. This study showed
that the majority of all those who were in favour of deporting, in any case, rejected
asylum seekers revised their opinions retrospectively: In a second step, they said that
rejected asylum seekers may stay in Germany if they have already built an existence
in Germany (72%) or if they have lived in Germany for many years and are well
integrated (75%; Ahrens 2017). The results imply that the approval or rejection of
refugees remaining in the host country depends on their integration into the host
society.
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23 Additionally, the prospect of permanent residence increases the motivation to integrate refugees, both
for the refugees themselves and for the employers: This prospect is an incentive for the refugees to invest
in their education because they know that, for example, learning the language of the host country can be
useful. It is also profitable for the businesses that train and employ refugees to invest in training if they
know that the people will stay longer.
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