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Abstract
Research has highlighted the barriers that immigrants face due to discrimination 
in their everyday lives. At the same time, it has been shown that immigrants get 
civically engaged to counteract discrimination and to work for structural change. 
To contribute to ongoing research on how discrimination affects attitudes, behav-
iour, and eventually life opportunities of immigrants, we investigate in a scoping 
review conceptualisations and measurements of discrimination and civic engage-
ment used in empirical quantitative studies. We take systematic stock of publications 
that examine the link between discrimination—perceived and experienced—and the 
civic engagement of immigrants in Western societies. Using three of the leading 
databases for the social sciences, we systematically search for literature on discrimi-
nation and civic engagement over the past 50 years. On the basis of the retrieved 
publications, we assess how studies conceptualise and measure discrimination and 
civic engagement and investigate how scholars represent the link between discrimi-
nation and civic engagement in their statistical models. We introduce an analytical 
framework for discrimination that leads to more analytical clarity and may serve as 
a tool to investigate the link between discrimination and civic engagement more pre-
cisely. From our review, we derive recommendations as to how studies from differ-
ent disciplines can learn and benefit from each other in order to gather knowledge on 
the mechanisms that underlie the link between discrimination and civic engagement.
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Introduction

Immigrants, especially Muslims, are targets of discriminatory acts and practices 
in the European and North American countries they live in (Thijssen et al., 2022; 
Riach & Rich, 2002). Various studies highlight the negative impact of discrimina-
tion on the lives of those affected. Among the negative consequences are physical 
and mental health problems, a reduction of life satisfaction and quality of life, and a 
withdrawal from social and political life (Bertrand & Duflo, 2017).

At the same time, research shows that discriminatory experiences can motivate 
people to work on the provision of the collective good. They work on social change 
to lessen discriminatory circumstances and to improve living conditions for all 
immigrants in their societies. A key instrument to tackle this is civic engagement 
(Agostini & van Zomeren, 2021).

Given these contrary outcomes, we revisit this strand of the academic literature 
and take systematic stock of it. Our goal is to identify potential sources for the het-
erogeneity of the results. First, we make an inventory of the study characteristics to 
get an idea of the theoretical, methodological, and empirical scope of this research 
body. Second, we investigate how researchers conceptualise and measure discrim-
ination and civic engagement, and whether they take different forms of both into 
account. Third, we assess how scholars represent the link between discrimination 
and civic engagement in their statistical analyses.

The topic is, in general, paramount for democracy. Discrimination violates 
the democratic principle of equal worth of all persons. But the democratic inter-
est goes even further: Civic engagement is considered to be a pre-requisite for a 
vivid, functioning, and responsive democracy; it is fruitful to promote structural 
change. But public engagement, when aggressive, is also a challenge to the sys-
tem. Disadvantaged people have the biggest need to have their interests included 
in political outcomes, but are seldom loud and often overlooked in the decision-
making process (Schlozman et al., 2012). Thus, it is important to know how far 
discrimination depresses civic engagement and under what circumstances dis-
criminated people get active to establish equal opportunities for everyone. Our 
scoping review could also be valuable for internal academic reasons. Research 
on discrimination and related concepts, such as racism, is booming. One reason 
is that discrimination is key for understanding social inequality, a major con-
cern in all the social sciences. Another reason is that discrimination has lately 
become subject to (government-sponsored) research funding. For example, the 
German government spent more than 10 million euros in the past years to better 
understand the many facets of discrimination and racism immigrants and other 
population groups are facing, including hostility towards Islam and Muslims.1 
The public and political interest in this topic is similarly high in other European 

1  Examples for monitoring and analysing discrimination are the set-up of the Independent Expert Group 
on Anti-Muslim Sentiment (UEM: www. bmi. bund. de/ Share dDocs/ kurzm eldun gen/ DE/ 2023/ 06/ dik- uem. 
html) and the National Monitor of Discrimination and Racism (NaDiRa: www. dezim- insti tut. de/ en/ insti 
tute/ natio nal- monit oring- of- discr imina tion- and- racism- nadira/), both accessed 4 April 2024.

http://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/DE/2023/06/dik-uem.html
http://www.bmi.bund.de/SharedDocs/kurzmeldungen/DE/2023/06/dik-uem.html
http://www.dezim-institut.de/en/institute/national-monitoring-of-discrimination-and-racism-nadira/
http://www.dezim-institut.de/en/institute/national-monitoring-of-discrimination-and-racism-nadira/
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countries.2 Thus, opportunities for doing research on discrimination, its causes 
and consequences, are high.

At least two developments since the 2000s have contributed to the burgeoning 
of this ongoing research trend, from two directions. First, the terror attacks of 9/11 
in the USA and later examples occurring in several European countries, carried out 
by Muslim immigrants to Europe, raised interest in the causes and correlations that 
led to such activities, albeit extremist ones. One of the factors taken into considera-
tion has been perceptions of, and experiences with, discrimination (e.g. Wiktorow-
icz, 2005; McCauly and Moskalenko, 2008). Second, the exponential rise of openly 
displayed anti-immigrant sentiment and racism in the USA and Europe in the past 
ten years has proved that there are real disadvantages and barriers in the everyday 
lives of non-white people. This led academia to take an interest in the consequences 
of discrimination, in particular to the question as to how aggrieved persons react to 
protect themselves or to work for structural change.

This is where our scoping review steps in. We offer an overview of the scholarly, 
peer-reviewed journal literature on this topic, based on a systematic search in aca-
demic databases to provide a map of the field. Moreover, our assessment of the con-
cepts and measures of discrimination and civic engagement, our concept proposal 
for discrimination, and our look on the analyses that link both statistically might 
assist academics working in this field in designing their own studies.

We begin with the definition and conceptualisation of the two key concepts: discrim-
ination and civic engagement (Conceptual Frameworks for Discrimination and Civic 
Engagement). It is followed by the description of our method that we used to yield stud-
ies on this topic systematically (Method: Systematic Scoping Review). The centrepiece 
of this paper is the systematic scoping review of these retrieved studies (Results of the 
Scoping Review). Within this, we start with a description of the main characteristics of 
the studies (Characteristics of Studies), followed by an examination of the conceptual 
and theoretical issues regarding discrimination and civic engagement in these studies 
(Assessing the Reporting of Definitions, Concepts, and Instruments for Discrimina-
tion and Civic Engagement), and then proceed with an assessment of the measurement 
of these two key concepts (Taking Stock of Discrimination Types and Forms of Civic 
Engagement Addressed in Studies). We finish this section with a close look at the spec-
ification of the empirical models in the studies (Assessing the Statistical Models on 
Discrimination and Civic Engagement). We close the article with a discussion of the 
yielded studies, and a critical look on our own approach (Discussion of Study Results), 
and conclude with an outlook on future research (Conclusions).

Conceptual Frameworks for Discrimination and Civic Engagement

So as to delimit the field for our scoping review, we present the definitions and 
concepts of discrimination and civic engagement that we use as guidelines for our 
systematic search. Moreover, we propose a conceptualisation of discrimination that 

2  Examples are the European Union Agency for Fundamental Rights (FRA) for countries in the Euro-
pean Union, or the Anti-Muslim Hatred Working Group of the UK government.
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may serve as an analytical tool for a precise assessment of the link to civic engage-
ment and its various forms.

We use a definition for discrimination offered by Bertrand and Duflo (2017, p. 
310) who define discrimination as “the differential (less favourable) treatment of 
members of a minority group (here: immigrants) compared to members of a major-
ity group (here: non-immigrants) with otherwise identical characteristics in similar 
circumstances”.

To specify discriminatory forms, we differentiate between the source and target 
of discrimination. Regarding the target of discrimination, this is the well-known dis-
tinction between personal discrimination and group-level grievance. Klandermans 
et  al. (2008, p. 994) pointed to early social psychological research on deprivation 
that made this distinction (e.g. Runciman, 1966), and to studies that found group 
grievances more important for civic engagement than personal deprivation (e.g. 
Martin, 1986; Major, 1994). Studies from a political sciences’ perspective, however, 
found that individual-level discrimination was more mobilising than group-level dis-
crimination; however, this was dependent on the group identity someone adopted 
(Schildkraut, 2005). These results, albeit contradictory, suggest that there is some-
thing in the distinction between individual-level and group-level discrimination.

Regarding the source of discrimination, we differentiate between interpersonal 
and institutional discrimination, and discriminatory culture (see, for a similar typol-
ogy, Krieger, 1999, p. 301).3 The first takes place in personal encounters in everyday 
life; the second is conducted by state and non-state institutions through law, regula-
tions, or practices, or by one of its representatives; the third refers to the “totality of 
ways in which societies foster discrimination” (Krieger, 1999, p. 301). This distinc-
tion of sources and targets of discrimination results in a 2 × 3 table, with six possible 
types of discrimination (Table 1).

We define civic engagement broadly as “action by ordinary persons directed 
toward some societal outcome (structural change or preservation to the advan-
tage of one’s group)”, borrowing from the classic definition of political participa-
tion by Brady (1999, p. 737), subsuming under this term political and non-politi-
cal participation. Political activities aim to influence political decision-making and 
can be electoral (i.e. voting) or non-electoral activities that go beyond this. These 
latter activities are very heterogeneous and range from donating or working for a 
political party to demonstrating or signing a petition. Non-political activities are all 
activities that contribute to social life beyond politics, be it supportive of the status 
quo or aiming at structural change. Examples of such activities are working for a 
neighbourhood council or being active in a religious community. With this broad 
approach to civic engagement, we cover a vast range of activities that people use to 
influence the political decision-making process, improve their social situation, and 
work for structural change. Although not quite conforming to the common under-
standing of civic engagement, our review also takes studies into account that deal 
with aggressive activities, such as threats or violence.

3  Krieger (1999, p. 301) uses the expression “structural discrimination” for what we call discriminatory 
culture.
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Method: Systematic Scoping Review

A scoping review is a sub-type of systematic literature reviews. Munn et al. (2018, 
p. 2) define it as a “tool to determine the scope or coverage of a body of literature on 
a given topic and give clear indication of the volume of literature and studies avail-
able as well as an overview (broad or detailed) of its focus”. Compared to traditional 
literature reviews, systematic reviews are more transparent and easier to reproduce 
(Daigneault et al., 2014, p. 268), because they use “systematic and explicit methods 
to identify, select, and critically appraise relevant research” (Moher et al., 2009, p. 
264). They consist of four phases, namely, identification, screening, eligibility, and 
inclusion (Moher et al., 2009, p. 267).

The first phase is to identify potentially relevant literature. For this, we defined 
inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table 2); among the most important is a time frame 
of more than 50 years, the cut-off date being 15 March 2024. The literature search 
covers the USA, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, and all European countries, focus-
sing on contributions in English as the lingua franca in science. To ensure the quality 
of the retrieved studies, only peer-reviewed journal articles are included. Although 
there are a vast number of valuable studies using qualitative approaches that examine 
our research question, we decided to focus on articles using quantitative individual-
level data, as we are concerned with the statistical relationships between discrimina-
tion and civic engagement. Included articles had to focus on immigrants and their 
descendants, and not on other disadvantaged groups of a society.

To come up with suitable search terms for the three key concepts of discrimina-
tion, civic engagement, and immigrant, we considered different terminology, as well 
as terms for related concepts. On this basis, we generated search strings with the 
selected keywords and their combinations, using Boolean operators, truncation, wild 
card, and field code functions (Table 6 in the Appendix) with the aim of achieving 
a balance between sensitivity and specificity, to ensure that the search results are 
exhaustive and the articles are relevant (Siddaway et al., 2019, p. 757).

We conducted the search within three leading databases of the Social Sciences, 
namely the International Bibliography of the Social Sciences, Scopus, and Web of 
Science, resulting in 7002 articles. After removing duplicates, 4208 articles remained.

After this initial identification, each article (title, keywords, and abstract) was 
manually screened in order to assess whether its content matches the study’s objec-
tive, as defined by the inclusion and exclusion criteria laid out in Table 2. The pro-
cess of screening resulted in 363 articles that we deemed to be substantially relevant 
and were used for the third process: eligibility. In this process, we read the full arti-
cle and ensured that each article fitted the inclusion and exclusion criteria (Table 2). 
This led us to exclude 334 articles due to their focus on qualitative data, or because 
they were not focusing on immigrants, or a lack of a statistical model that includes 
discrimination or civic engagement. This selection process left us with 29 articles 
for review. Figure 1 in the Appendix presents a PRISMA flow diagram as suggested 
by Moher et al. (2009, p. 267) to summarise the literature searching process. It pro-
vides information on the number of studies included and excluded at each stage of 
the process.
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Results of the Scoping Review

In order to describe these studies in a systematic, transparent, and replicable fashion, 
we imported the data of the selected studies to the statistics software Stata by hand-
coding, resulting in information on 68 characteristics of the studies. The following 
sections rely on analyses of parts of these characteristics. To assess, review, and crit-
ically appraise the selected studies, we mainly used narrative means that we backed 
up by frequency counts using Stata.

Characteristics of Studies

The 29 reviewed articles were published between 2008 and 2024. Their authors, 
mostly coming from political science (n = 14) or psychology (n = 13), used 31 stud-
ies to investigate the link between discrimination and civic engagement. Some stud-
ies relied on the same data: Oskooii (2020) and Martin (2017) both used the Ethnic 
Minority British Election Study 2010 (EMBES, 2010), and Bilodeau et al. (2020, 
2023) relied on the Provincial Diversity Project 2014 (PDP, 2014). Most of the 
research was conducted in the USA (n = 13), followed by research in the UK (n = 5), 
Canada (n = 5), and the Netherlands (n = 4). As a result, Asian Americans (n = 7) 
and Hispanic Americans (n = 4) are two of the most often investigated immigrant 
groups. The group most focused on are immigrants from Muslim majority countries 
(n = 13); in studies from the European continent, it is those mostly of Turkish or 
North African/Maghrebi descent, and in studies from the UK, it is those mostly of 
Pakistani or Bangladeshi background (Table 3).

Recruiting participants nationwide has been the most popular way among the 
studies we looked at (n = 11), using random sampling procedures (n = 6) or relying 
on randomly recruited or opt-in online panels (n = 4); for one study operating at the 
national level, the sampling strategy was unclear. The five studies aiming at repre-
sentative samples on the sub-national (n = 3) or communal level (n = 2) used either 
random offline or online procedures (n = 4); for one of these studies, the sampling 
strategy remains unclear. Nine studies used the infrastructure of their communities 
of interest. To recruit participants, the researcher relied mostly on convenience sam-
pling by visiting community places, such as centres and religious sites, or by email-
ing them (n = 7); one study used an unspecified snowballing technique to communi-
ties, and for another study, the sampling strategy is unclear. Five studies used places 
of learning such as universities or schools as recruiting sites, all but one in a non-
probabilistic convenient way. One study used targeted advertisement on Facebook to 
recruit participants (Table 3).

Due to the various sampling and recruitment strategies, the sample sizes var-
ied greatly, from studies with roughly 100 participants to studies with more than 
30,000 participants. Overall, the studies relied on samples with a decent size. Only 
one study relied on samples with less than 100 observations for analyses; 10 studies 
used samples with 100 to 400 participants; 10 studies had 401 to 999 participants; 
and nine studies relied on samples with more than 1,000 participants. For one study, 
the number of participants with an immigrant background was not clearly reported 
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(Table 3). As regards the study designs, 29 of 31 studies used data from cross-sec-
tional designs. One study had an experimental design, and one study used data from 
a longitudinal design (Table 3).

Assessing the Reporting of Definitions, Concepts, and Instruments 
for Discrimination and Civic Engagement

In systematic reviews, especially in meta-analyses, the assessment of study quality is 
an important part of the statistical analysis itself, because study results are weighted 
on its basis. That is to acknowledge that some results, i.e. parameter estimations, are 
less biased than others. Also, for scoping reviews, it is common practice to assess 
the quality of the studies, although this is more narrative in nature. We will join 
this practice of narrative assessment, focussing in this section on the reporting qual-
ity regarding the definition, concepts, and measurement for discrimination and civic 
engagement.4

Only a few studies provided a definition, a conceptualisation, or a specification 
of discrimination (n = 7) or civic engagement (n = 8), or gave reasons for analytical 
distinctions, in order to make clear which phenomena they wish to investigate. Most 
study authors reported the instruments they used to measure discrimination (n = 26) 
or civic engagement (n = 29), either in the main paper or elsewhere (Table 4).5

We now take a closer look into those studies that specified their key concepts, 
starting with discrimination: either experienced or perceived. Klandermans 
et  al. (2008) understand discrimination as “grievances (…) defined as a sense 
of indignation about the way authorities are treating a social or political prob-
lem” (p. 994, with reference to Klandermans, 1997). Oskooii (2016) defines dis-
crimination as an “act of treating a person as a second-class citizen or inferior, 
distrustful, or undeserving of equality” (p. 615). Among our selected studies, 
he is the first to analytically divide institutional (calling it “political discrimi-
nation”) and interpersonal discrimination (calling it “societal discrimination”) 
(both p. 616). He uses this distinction in his later study as well, but omits a gen-
eral definition of discrimination (Oskooii, 2020, p. 869). Building on Oskooii’s 
contribution, Bilodeau et al. (2023) differentiate between public sphere discrim-
ination “as experiences of discrimination that take place in relation to agents 
of the state such as police officers, judges or any representative of the state” 
and private sphere discrimination “as experiences of discrimination that take 

4  Reporting quality is one component of appraising the quality of a study, the other being its methodo-
logical quality. This differentiation is built on the classic idea that transparency is one of the three criteria 
for scientific quality—the other two being validity and reliability—because it enables inter-subjectivity 
and the replication of a study. For randomised trials in medicine, Huwiler-Müntener et al. (2002) showed 
in a review that reporting and methodological quality are highly correlated.
5  If the studies grouped several forms of discrimination (n = 19) or civic engagement (n = 16) in one 
index, quite a few did check the reliability of these constructions (n = 14 for discrimination; n = 10 for 
civic engagement), all with Cronbach’s alpha (range 0.68–0.95). But Hayward et  al. (2018) used an 
exploratory factor analysis and a categorical principal component analysis, accounting for the non-metric 
nature of their variables.
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place in relation to private citizens, such as in restaurants, in looking for work or 
housing or in relations with neighbors” (both p. 630). Van Bergen et al. (2015) 
investigate collective relative deprivation, that we see as a variant of perceived 
discrimination. They define it as “judgement that one’s in-group is at disadvan-
tage compared to other groups (whether in cultural, political, religious or socio-
economic terms), a position which is deemed unfair” (p. 91).

Table 4   Reporting quality of studies (x = yes)

Source: Results of systematic literature search in IBSS, WoS, and Scopus

First author Year Definition dis-
crimination

Definition civic 
engagement

Instrument descrip-
tion discrimination

Instrument descrip-
tion civic engage-
ment

Albanesi 2016 x x x
Albarracin 2011 x x
Azabar 2024 x x
Bilodeau 2017 x x
Bilodeau 2020 x x
Bilodeau 2023 x x x x
Chan 2022 x x
Grant 2008 x x
Grant 2015 x x
Hayward 2018 x
Klandermans 2008 x x x x
Lee 2022 x x
Martin 2017 x x
Martinovic 2014 x x
Oskooii 2016 x x x
Oskooii 2016 x x x
Oskooii 2020 x x x
Özdemir 2024 x x x
Pilati 2018 x x
Rim 2009 x x
Shanaah 2022 x x
Shanaah 2022 x x
Sirin 2011 x x x
Spaiser 2012 x x
Tausch 2011 x x
Tran 2017
Tran 2024 x x x
Troian 2019 x
Van Bergen 2015 x x
Wiley 2021 x x
Yi 2022 x
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As regards definitions and conceptualisations of civic engagement, Albanesi 
et  al. (2016, p. 179) distinguish between non-political and political participa-
tion. For the former they use the definition of Barrett and Zani (2015, p. 5) who 
define it as activities “focused either on helping others within a community or 
working on behalf of a community, solving a community problem or partici-
pating in the life of a community”. When defining political participation, they 
rely on the classic definition of Brady (1999), referring to activities intended to 
influence actual political outcomes by targeting relevant political or social elites 
(Albanesi et al., 2016, p. 180). Azabar and van Aelst (2024, p. 418) refer to Van 
Deth’s (2016, p. 3) definition of citizen participation as “any voluntary, nonpro-
fessional activity concerning government, politics, or the state”. Moreover, to 
account for the heterogeneity of possible activities falling under this broad defi-
nition, they differentiate between institutionalised and noninstitutionalised forms 
of participation, focussing on the latter. They understand noninstitutionalised 
as non-electoral participation covering “all forms that are noninstitutionalized 
including former ‘unconventional’ forms (e.g., demonstrations), but excluding 
illegal acts of civil disobedience or political violence (e.g., occupying a building 
or damaging property)” (Azabar & van Aelst, 2024, p. 418). Klandermans et al. 
(2008 p. 992) and Özdemir et al. (2024, p. 5) both specify civic engagement as 
collective action using similar definitions. The first defines it as an activity that 
takes place “any time people are acting as a representative of the group and the 
action is directed at improving the conditions of the entire group”, referring to 
the definition of Wright et al. (1990, p. 995). The latter refers to van Zomeren 
et al. (2018) who define collective actions as “any action that individuals under-
take as group members to pursue group goals such as social change” (p. 122).

Tran et al. (2024, p. 4) understand civic engagement in the same sense, defin-
ing it according to Adler and Goggin (2005, p. 236) as “the ways in which citi-
zens participate in the life of a community in order to improve conditions for 
others or to help shape the community’s future”. Sirin and Katsiaficas (2011, 
p. 1350) take a definition of the Search Institute that defines non-political par-
ticipation as an active role in solving social problems and serving one’s com-
munity. Bilodeau et al. (2023) and Rim (2009) do not provide a definition in the 
narrower sense. However, Bilodeau et  al. (2023, p. 628) make clear that they 
focus on protest activities. Rim (2009) substantiates why she makes a difference 
between voting and non-electoral participation (p. 575). We acknowledge both 
to be a conceptual approach.

Taking Stock of Discrimination Types and Forms of Civic Engagement Addressed 
in Studies

We tried to match the measures and scales on discrimination and civic engagement 
in the studies with the forms of discrimination we suggested in Table 1, and with the 
forms of civic engagement that we specified in the introduction. Five studies each 
deal with institutional discrimination and interpersonal discrimination (Table  7 in 
Appendix). The five studies that investigate institutional discrimination cover several 
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important facets of it. Bilodeau et  al. (2023) construe their indicator for public 
sphere discrimination by asking how often the respondent has experienced discrimi-
nation by the police or a government official. Klandermans et al. (2008) address the 
general perceptions of governmental fairness of the respondents. When discussing 
their measures for it, they differentiate between procedural and distributive fairness, 
only using the first in their analyses (Klandermans et al., 2008, p. 998). Tausch et al. 
(2011) investigate perceptions of foreign policies affecting Muslims in the Middle 
East; Oskooii (2016) does this regarding perceptions and experiences with domestic 
policies. A checklist for discriminatory experiences with several institutions is also 
used (Oskooii, 2020) (Table 5).

As one of the five studies addressing interpersonal discrimination, Oskooii (2020) 
uses checklists of social non-institutional contexts where a respondent experienced 
discrimination. Three other studies dealing with interpersonal discrimination use 
adaptions of the Everyday Discrimination Scale (EDS) by Williams et  al. (1997) 
(Lee et al., 2022; Oskooii, 2016; Tran & Curtin, 2017) (Table 5). These two ways 
to address interpersonal discrimination have different conceptual approaches. The 
EDS and its modifications emphasise and differentiate actions that degrade others to 
cover a wide spectrum of discriminatory experiences, at the same time being vague 
about the day-to-day context. The checklist approach focusses on situations and con-
texts where discrimination happened, leaving it to the imagination of the respond-
ent as to what form. The measure of interpersonal discrimination used by Özdemir 
et al. (2024) applies a similar conceptual logic like the EDS. It stays vague about the 
actual context in which discrimination happened, but makes clear that it had been in 
an interpersonal encounter.

Two studies referred to what we call discriminatory culture toward migrant 
minorities. Item wordings typically consist of a reference toward the living condi-
tions and general opportunities for immigrants in a country (Table 5).

Twenty-two studies use unclear measures, either being unspecific about the 
source (n = 12),6 mixing up different kinds of sources in one index (n = 9), or not 
reporting the measure in full (n = 4).

Regarding the target of discrimination, our two analytical categories both 
matched most of the data. Studies address personal experiences of discrimination 
more often (n = 21) than group grievances (n = 13). Three studies mixed up personal 
experiences with experiences of someone else, e.g. a family member or a member of 
their in-group, in the item wording (Table 7 in the Appendix).

Two combinations of source and target do not occur in the reviewed studies: 
interpersonal discrimination aimed at the group-level and discriminatory culture 
perceived at the personal level (Table 7 in the Appendix).

The scales used for the measurement of discrimination were diverse. Ten stud-
ies used a yes/no format, dichotomising the experience or perception of discrimina-
tion. Twelve studies asked for the frequency of discriminatory events or counted the 

6  Oskooii (2020, p. 877) refers to those as indicators for “broad discrimination”. However, there are 
boundary cases regarding the wording that might as well be classified as interpersonal discrimination 
(e.g. Wiley et al., 2021).
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occasions. In the models, four of those split the variable up into categories; nine 
used it as a continuous variable; 13 studies used 5- or 7-point rating scales, all con-
tinuous, in the models (Table 5).

As regards civic engagement, nine studies deal with voting, and eleven with non-
electoral participation, such as signing a petition, contacting a politician, working 
for a political party or politician, and taking part in demonstrations. Relationships 
between discrimination and non-political activities were addressed by nine studies. 
This category comprises very heterogeneous activities, from the boycott of products 
to a willingness to take part in counter-terrorism measures. Three studies address 
aggressive activities; eleven studies based their analyses on measures that mix up 
different forms of civic engagement, or include attitudes. Two studies did not report 
in full what items they used to measure civic engagement, neither in the main paper 
nor elsewhere (Table 8 in the Appendix).

Fifteen studies dichotomise the outcome variable (yes/no), mostly for retrospec-
tive activities; 14 studies use a rating-scale format, mostly for intent to act. Two use 
count variables for the number of activities someone has used; three studies assess 
how frequently specific activities have been used (Table 5).

Assessing the Statistical Models on Discrimination and Civic Engagement

We have already addressed aspects of non-reporting, conceptual gaps, and weak-
nesses regarding the analytical handling of discrimination and civic engagement, as 
well as the high diversity in measuring both. All of this contributes to the statistical 
incomparability of the studies and the uncertainty regarding their results. For this 
reason, we refrain from vote counting, i.e. counting the positive, negative, and insig-
nificant coefficients. Neither of them should be taken for granted, and insignificant 
results should not be interpreted as the absence of a correlation. Instead, we take a 
closer look at the specification of the statistical models, as it is an additional source 
for bias. We address under- and overspecification of the models, as well as differ-
ential impacts of discrimination on civic engagement that might be overlooked in 
linear-additive models.

A statistical model is underspecified and can lead to biased correlations, if it 
misses one or more factors that are important to explain the phenomenon under 
research, here: civic engagement. Although discrimination has a long-standing tradi-
tion in explaining differences in civic engagement between majority and minority 
groups, three other factors build the standard model for explaining civic engagement, 
as Verba et al. (1995) showed with their Civic Voluntarism Model: resources, moti-
vation, and recruitment. People need resources (time, money, and civic skills), moti-
vation (attitudes, such as political interest, efficacy, concerns), and recruitment by 
others (through networks) for civic engagement. Only six studies, five of them from 
political science, considered all three standard factors in their models in addition to 
discrimination and controls, such as age and gender. Five studies did not use or did 
not report the use of any of them; 23 controlled for resources, mostly represented by 
education. Fifteen took attitudes into account, and nine studies include an indicator 
for recruitment, mostly some measure for membership in networks, organisations, or 
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clubs (Table 9 in Appendix). The omission of the standard explanatory factors in the 
statistical model and the ignorance of their interplay with discrimination may lead to 
the under- or overestimation of the discrimination coefficient.

Overspecification may lead to a biased discrimination coefficient, too. A statistical 
model is overspecified if it contains one or more redundant explanatory variables. 
As we have pointed out earlier, most authors neglected to define or specify discrim-
ination. This obscures that discrimination comes in different guises and may have 
various facets or dimensions. This favours the overlooking of the fact that some items 
measure a facet of discrimination, even though authors use them as indicators of 
entirely different concepts. Examples of measures that compete with discrimination 
are the intergroup contact measure of Hayward et al. (2018); the structural awareness 
measure of Tran and Curtin (2017); the belonging measure of Bilodeau et al. (2020); 
the perceived illegitimacy/instability measure of Grant (2008); the cognitive relative 
deprivation measure of Grant et  al. (2015); the linked fate measure of Chan et  al. 
(2022); the misrecognition measure of Özdemir et  al. (2024); and the anti-Muslim 
prejudice measure of Martin (2017) and Shanaah (2022). These redundant predictors 
may lead to an imprecise estimation of the designated discrimination effect, and to an 
underestimation of its marginal contribution in explaining civic engagement, which 
in turn affects the conclusions about its relation to civic engagement.

It can be imagined that the relationship between two variables, such as discrimi-
nation and civic engagement, is not linear, that is, for example, the more discrimi-
nation a person experiences the likelier they are to get civically engaged. The rela-
tion might be u-shaped, meaning that people without discriminatory experiences 
and those with frequent experiences are more active than persons with occasional 
experiences. Few scholars take non-linearity in their statistical models into account, 
but without substantiating why theoretically (Bilodeau, 2017; Shanaah, 2022; Wiley 
et al., 2021).

Discrimination may motivate some kinds of people and demotivate others to get 
civically active. It may also work indirectly through other characteristics. To get a 
better understanding of the mechanisms that link discrimination to civic engage-
ment, researchers—mostly from psychology—include mediation and moderator 
relationships in their models. Those decompose the differential effects of discrimi-
nation. Fifteen of the 31 studies address theoretical ideas regarding how discrimi-
nation works on civic engagement. The concepts that authors have tested for their 
moderating or mediating role between the two are emotions (n = 6), identity (n = 3), 
attitudes (n = 5), and facets of social ties (n = 4).

Users of mediator models assume that the direct effect of discrimination on civic 
engagement is limited, but that discrimination works through other factors. A popu-
lar mediator assumption is based on the social identity theory of Henri Tajfel and 
John C. Turner (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986): discrimination strength-
ens the ethnic (or in-group) identity of a person, which in turn makes her want to 
work for structural change to the benefit of all who belong to this group. Two studies 
among our selection investigated the mediating link between discrimination and dif-
ferent kinds of identities (e.g. host, ethnic) with more or less convincing reasoning 
and gave inconclusive results as to whether and how these matter for civic engage-
ment (Tran & Curtin, 2017; Wiley et al., 2021) (Table 5).
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Emotions, especially negative ones, have proven in recent years to be analyti-
cally convincing and empirically powerful enough to substantiate another indirect 
link between discrimination and civic engagement. Five out of six studies in our 
review investigated the link between discrimination and anger and its consequences 
on civic engagement, with both positive or insignificant outcomes resulting from 
them (Albanesi et al., 2016; Grant, 2008; Grant et al., 2015; Spaiser, 2012; Tausch 
et al., 2011).7 Only one study (Albanesi et al., 2016) looked at the mediating effect 
of a positive emotion: hope. But the theoretical reasoning as to why discrimination 
should promote hope is less intuitive than the one between discrimination and anger, 
and the authors did not try to substantiate it (Table 5).

Studies on the mediating role of attitudes address various concepts: efficacy, situ-
ational motivation,8 model minority beliefs, and in-group superiority (Grant et al., 
2015; Klandermans et al., 2008; Lee et al., 2022; Tran & Curtin, 2017; van Bergen 
et  al., 2015). Efficacy, i.e. the conviction that one’s actions have an impact, is an 
established factor for the explanation of civic engagement in political science mod-
els (e.g. Verba et al., 1995). In the models of psychologists, it has been established 
as a second path, next to emotions, to explain the civic engagement of disadvan-
taged groups. Using it as a mediator between discrimination and civic engagement, 
as Grant et al. (2015) do, is less straightforward. Their analytical reasoning for its 
mediating role leaves open the question as to why discrimination should increase the 
efficacy of a person. As in the case of hope, the authors do not substantiate the con-
nection here either (Grant et al., 2015; Lee et al., 2022) (Table 5).

Five studies use discrimination as a mediator (Grant et  al., 2015; Grant, 2008; 
Hayward et al., 2018; Lee et al., 2022; Özdemir et al., 2024). Those studies implic-
itly assume a different causal relationship between discrimination and civic engage-
ment than the above examples. Whereas the former studies assume that discrimina-
tion makes a minority social identity salient, for example, which in turn motivates 
persons to take action for the social in-group, the latter studies assume, for example, 
that social identity increases awareness of discrimination, which leads to more civic 
engagement.

Users of moderator models and separate models for groups assume that the effect 
of discrimination on civic engagement differs between subpopulations or settings. 
Studies in our selection looked at differential effects of discrimination for men and 
women (Sirin & Katsiaficas, 2011; Azabar & van Aelst, 2024), for immigrants and 
their native-born children (Bilodeau, 2017), for immigrants with and without intra-
group contact (Bilodeau et al., 2023), for people in different social contexts (Rim, 
2009), for people who identify with different groups, and for people with different 
levels of political cynicism (Klandermans et al., 2008). Most studies made a case for 
the differential effect of discrimination on their comparison group, except for Aza-
bar and van Aelst (2024) and Bilodeau (2017) (Table 5).

7  Other negative emotions addressed in the studies were shame, anomia, frustration, contempt, and 
resentment (Albanesi et al., 2016; Grant, 2008; Tausch et al., 2011; Troian et al., 2019).
8  Situational motivation for civic engagement means that a person recognises a situation as problematic, 
feels able to do something about it, and may have a personal connection to the problem (see Lee et al., 
2022, p. 2). Verba et al. (1995) refer to this activation process as “issue engagement”.
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An analysis of the specification of the statistical models revealed that only a few 
studies specified them according to the state of the art, i.e. taking the standard fac-
tors for civic engagement in addition to discrimination into account and omitting 
predictors that are redundant to discrimination. Both are sources for a biased estima-
tion of the effect that discrimination has on civic engagement. An examination of 
studies that include moderation and mediation relationships between discrimination 
and civic engagement in their models revealed that the relationship is neither gen-
eral, but differs between persons with different characteristics, nor is it direct, but 
works through other factors, such as identity or emotions. This is not only impor-
tant for the analytical understanding of the mechanisms between discrimination and 
civic engagement, but also shows us that effects may cancel each other out if impor-
tant factors and mechanisms are not controlled for.

Thus, we assume that there might be a considerable number of biased effects 
among our selected studies. Although we think that it is unlikely that there was a 
study where the direction of effects would change completely from positive to nega-
tive or vice versa, we are convinced that the number of insignificant effects would 
go down markedly with correctly specified models and correctly specified relation-
ships between discrimination and civic engagement.

Discussion of Study Results

Our systematic search resulted in a selection of 31 studies on the discrimination of 
immigrants and their civic engagement. Their wide range of countries and popu-
lations, as well as forms of discrimination and civic engagement, build a versatile 
foundation to describe and explain how discriminatory experiences have conse-
quences for the civic engagement of immigrants. This is an outstanding strength of 
this branch of research. But there are also weak points.

The share of insignificant results is striking; there are at least two possible reasons 
for this. Discrimination might be not at all or not as important for civic engagement 
as are other factors. Or, it is the way in which researchers deal conceptually and 
empirically with discrimination and civic engagement. The lack of care and accu-
racy towards the two key concepts of discrimination and civic engagement—analyti-
cally and in terms of measurement—is troublesome. On an analytical level, only a 
few studies made clear how they define and conceptualise discrimination, and what 
forms of discrimination they focus on. The same is the case for civic engagement; 
most authors do not address what form(s) of civic engagement they are interested in. 
This analytical negligence continued in the empirical measures of both discrimina-
tion and civic engagement. We observed, for example, a mix of different forms and 
dimensions of discrimination or civic engagement, respectively, in one index. These 
results are hardly interpretable, because it is unclear what form of discrimination 
matters for what form of activity.

Moreover, there is a statistical problem. Different forms of discriminatory 
experiences can have different effects on different activities: either mobilising, 
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demobilising, or neither. If discriminatory experiences or activities are mixed 
up together in one index, opposing effects may cancel each other out. Schildkraut 
(2005) has pointed this out already regarding the target of discrimination and has 
suggested that we should thus differentiate between interpersonal and group dis-
crimination. In the context of our results, we suggest applying the same care to 
the source of discrimination as well as to the different forms of civic engagement. 
Regarding the source, our differentiation between interpersonal and institutional 
discrimination and discriminatory culture provides such an analytical division 
(Table 1). It is clear and precise, relates to the most common measures of discrimi-
nation in survey research, and is therefore easily applicable. For civic engagement, 
many typologies already exist. The most common one is the differentiation between 
electoral participation and activities that go beyond this (Brady, 1999) that we rely 
on, too (see Conceptual Frameworks for Discrimination and Civic Engagement). 
Work must not stop here. After deciding on a definition for both concepts, which has 
rarely been done to date (see Table 4), authors need to choose the instruments care-
fully that are adequate to measure these.

Meticulously specifying concepts works also as a remedy to combat the over-
specification of statistical models that contain redundant or superfluous explanatory 
variables that many studies suffer from (see Assessing the Statistical Models on Dis-
crimination and Civic Engagement). This is particularly the case for measures of 
discrimination and for competing or overlapping concepts. When all dimensions and 
facets of a concept are spelled out explicitly, researchers will easily detect whether 
an instrument they intend to use for one concept interferes with another one.

Underspecification of the models can be addressed when researchers look beyond 
the boundaries of their disciplines. This is particularly the case for the studies of 
civic engagement (see Assessing the Statistical Models on Discrimination and Civic 
Engagement). Only then can they get a sense of what has been established as a 
standard model for its explanation elsewhere and thus consider it in their theoretical 
frameworks and models.

Moreover, we have drawn attention to the differential impact that discrimina-
tion might have for civic engagement in different population groups. Only a few of 
our selected studies have taken this into account in their statistical models. Think-
ing about differing opportunity structures and social circumstances during the life 
course of different societal subgroups (as regards age, gender, skin colour, or reli-
gious attire, etc.) can give us guidance as to how these characteristics might affect 
exposure to discrimination and its impact on civic engagement theoretically, and 
how this could be adequately represented in the statistical analyses.

Our review comes with limitations, too, that might affect what we conclude 
from the reviewed studies. One of the main limitations of our literature review is 
that it only looks at journal articles. They are, today, one of the preferred outlets 
for presenting current research findings, but in the 1970s, when we started our 
search, monographs were more widespread than journal articles. In fact, unin-
tentionally, this review only includes articles from 2008 onwards, and we did not 
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meet our geographical scope either. Although targeted in our search strings, we 
could not retrieve any studies from Australia and New Zealand, both important 
immigration countries. This meant that at least one important study was not part 
of this review, namely Schildkraut (2005), and there might be a few more.

Finally, a word on causality. We searched for studies that assume that dis-
crimination affects civic engagement. However, the causality may also be the 
reverse: people who engage themselves civically are more visible and thus bet-
ter targets for discrimination than inactive people. They might experience dis-
crimination, rejection, hatred, and other issues, while being active, or because 
of being active. Moreover, people who are active might be more politicised and 
thus more sensitive towards, and aware of, discrimination, and more knowl-
edgeable about it (e.g. Sellers and Shelton, 2003; see also Assessing the Statis-
tical Models on Discrimination and Civic Engagement). Most of our reviewed 
studies use a cross-sectional design; they are cost- and time-efficient, but limit 
what we can conclude about the direction of relationships and causality. Studies 
are needed to establish a convincing causal identification of the link between 
discrimination and civic engagement. Experimental studies or longitudinal data 
could cater to this need.

However, experimental studies also have limits. The most important one is an 
ethical concern. If discrimination has expected negative effects on civic engage-
ment, such as limiting electoral participation or promoting aggressive activities, 
artificially induced exposure to it is problematic. A solution could be to change 
perspective and put experimental interventions into focus that are qualified to 
reduce or remove altogether the negative impact of discrimination, or to empower 
discriminated and disadvantaged groups. Studies on door-to-door canvassing in 
order to get out the immigrant vote are an example of this (Pons et  al., 2019; 
Michelson, 2003).

Natural experiments and evaluation studies are two more ways to study the 
discrimination-related impact on the civic engagement of immigrants. For natural 
experiments, the occurrence of discriminating/aggrieving or anti-discriminating 
events or policies could be exploited by using cross-sectional or longitudinal data 
on civic engagement that has been (occasionally) collected before and after these 
events. For evaluation studies, cooperation with governmental and administrative 
bodies could be arranged to monitor the implementation of anti-discrimination poli-
cies and to evaluate their effect on immigrants’ civic engagement.

If time and money do not allow for experimental or longitudinal designs, a solu-
tion might be to think through models better and to spell out links pedantically 
between all the variables in the model. Authors need to argue convincingly why they 
think one causal relationship is more plausible than alternative ones, more so if they 
work with cross-sectional data. For epidemiological and criminal justice research, 
such strategies for causal identification have already been discussed (Krieger & 
Smith, 2016; Gaebler et al., 2022; Graetz et al., 2022). To import these ideas into the 
study of discrimination and civic engagement could be a promising endeavour.
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Conclusions

We pursued three aims with our scoping review: to take systematic stock of the lit-
erature on discrimination and civic engagement of immigrants; to assess how stud-
ies conceptualise and measure discrimination and civic engagement; and to investi-
gate how scholars represent the link between discrimination and civic engagement 
in their statistical models.

According to our review, the retrieved studies touch on many ideas as to how 
discrimination relates to civic engagement. They cover a wide range of countries, 
populations, and types of civic engagement and discrimination and are thus a valua-
ble body of research. Their impact could be strengthened in various regards though.

Discrimination needs to be conceptualised more rigorously. For this, we have 
made a construct proposal that gathers three sources and two targets of discrimi-
nation, resulting in six possible forms of discrimination. Future research might 
benefit by taking on the job of fine-tuning the measures of discrimination. This 
would add precision to the questionnaire instruments, leading to higher response 
rates, less biased results, and a more nuanced reflexion of the respondents’ experi-
ences. Also, results will be easier to interpret when the concepts and their meas-
ures are precise. The harmonisation and standardisation of definitions, concepts, 
and measures would provide comparability across countries and populations and 
would enable tests of external validity. For this, stronger cooperation between dis-
ciplines is needed.

Discrimination is a key concept of (social) psychology; civic engagement is 
key to political science. Given the paramount status of both concepts in their dis-
ciplines, their combination in research is surprisingly low, resulting in a total of 
only 31 studies. The importing of each other’s definitions, concepts, and measures 
has rarely been done to date. Political scientists can certainly learn about measur-
ing discrimination, the theoretical mechanisms linking discrimination and civic 
engagement, and the analytic techniques that mirror these theoretical considerations. 
(Social) Psychologists could benefit from political science’s conceptualisations of 
civic engagement, and from adding standard factors of participation to their models. 
This would enable them to control for heterogeneity among individuals and assess 
the relative importance of discrimination for civic engagement compared to these 
standard factors.

Civic engagement is held to be the glue of democratic societies. Research shows 
that discrimination often leads to grief, estrangement, and negative emotions. Some-
times this translates into civic action for structural change. But, if discrimination 
makes immigrants feel too inefficacious, anxious, or hopeless to go to vote or to step 
up for their rights, democracy has a profound problem for its legitimacy. Research 
on how discrimination affects civic engagement needs a strong understanding of 
the relevant pathways and mechanisms, so as to highlight what is needed to secure 
equality. An important ingredient for this is comprehensively using clear concepts, 
precise measures, and well-thought-through models in future research.
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Records identified through database 

searching: (n = 6,741)

After import to Citavi: (n=7,002)1

Records after duplicates (n=2082) and 

non-articles (n=712) removed

(n =4,208)

Records screened

(n =4,208)

Records excluded

(n =3,845)
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for eligibility
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Fig. 1  PRISMA flow diagram of the selection process for publications. Adapted from: Moher et  al., 
2009, p. 267. Reported are the results of the systematic search as of 1 January 1970 to 15 March 2024 
and the selection process. 1The number of records went up after the import of the database search results 
of the citation software Citavi, because Citavi stores contributions to edited volumes and the edited vol-
ume itself as separate records. The numbers on the removal of duplicates and non-articles all relate to the 
number of records after the import to Citavi
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Table 8  Frequency of various 
forms of civic engagement 
addressed in studies (n)

Source: Results of systematic literature search in IBSS, WoS, and 
Scopus.1These numbers exceed the total numbers of studies that deal 
with non-electoral participation because some studies address more 
than one form of civic engagement

Forms of civic engagement Number 
of studies

Electoral participation (voting) 9
Non-electoral participation (total) 11
Thereof 1

Non-electoral index 4
Contact politician 3
Work for party/politician 1
Taking part in demonstration 7
Signing petition 3
Non-political participation (total) 9
Thereof 1

Non-political index 4
Non-political single measures, e.g. boycott 5
Aggressive activities (total) 3
Thereof 1

Aggressive index 2
Aggressive single measures 1
Mixing of participation types/attitudes/activities 11
Not reported 2
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Table 9  Usage of explanatory variables for civic engagement by discipline 

Source: Results of systematic literature search in IBSS, WoS, and Scopus

First author Year Discipline Skills Attitudes Recruitment Emotions Identity

Albanesi 2016 Psychology x x x
Albarracin 2011 Political Science x
Azabar 2024 Political Science x x
Bilodeau 2017 Political Science x x
Bilodeau 2020 Political Science x
Bilodeau 2023 Political Science x x x
Chan 2022 Political Science x x x
Grant 2008 Psychology x x
Grant 2015 Psychology x x
Hayward 2018 Psychology x x
Klandermans 2008 Psychology x x x x x
Lee 2022 Communication x x
Martin 2017 Political Science x x
Martinovic 2014 Psychology x x
Oskooii 2016 Political Science x x x
Oskooii 2016 Political Science x x
Oskooii 2020 Political Science x x x x
Özdemir 2024 Psychology
Pilati 2018 Political Science x x
Rim 2009 Political Science x x x
Shanaah 2022 Political Science x x
Shanaah 2022 Political Science x x
Sirin 2011 Psychology
Spaiser 2012 Political Science x x x x
Tausch 2011 Psychology x x x
Tran 2017 Psychology x x
Tran 2017 Political Science x
Troian 2019 Psychology
Van Bergen 2015 Education x x
Wiley 2021 Psychology x x
Yi 2022 Psychology x
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