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ABSTRACT 
In this article, we explore cross-national variations in misperceptions 
of the foreign-born population size in European societies. We pro
vide theoretical reasoning why national discourses on immigration 
articulated by politics and media should influence individual (mis)
perceptions. Differentiating between salience and valence of national 
discourses, we also examine their interplay with individuals’ actual 
exposure to political and media debates. The results of multilevel 
regression analyses using 2014 European Social Survey data suggest 
that mere salience of national discourses on immigration is not 
decisive when explaining (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born popu
lation size. Regarding the valence of immigration-related national 
discourses, we identify an ambivalent role of political discourse that 
is more immigrant-friendly. In countries with inclusive discourse, 
overestimation of the number of foreign-born people is less likely to 
occur but also underestimation is more pronounced. Moreover, 
effects of national discourse on individual misperceptions are not 
conditional on people’s exposure to politics and media.

ARTICLE HISTORY 
Received 19 July 2024 
Revised 29 January 2025 
Accepted 10 March 2025 

KEYWORDS 
Misperceptions; foreign- 
born population size; 
innumeracy; anti-immigrant 
attitudes; national discourse   

Introduction

Proceeding from the theory of group threat (Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958), a plethora of 
studies have investigated the pivotal theoretical premise that competitive threat pro
voked by an (increasing) outgroup is likely to trigger natives’ negative sentiments 
towards immigrants (Ceobanu and Escandell 2010; Schlueter and Scheepers 2010; 
Semyonov, Raijman, and Gorodzeisky 2008b). This research has contributed to the sig
nificance of the Thomas theorem (Thomas and Thomas 1928), since it is found that not 
the actual size of the foreign-born population, but rather the perceived size of this 
population has consequences for anti-immigrant attitudes (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 
2020; Hooghe and de Vroome 2015; Pottie-Sherman and Wilkes 2017). However, the 
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main drivers behind (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born population size are still an 
understudied topic (for an overview, see Lutz and Bitschnau 2023). This research gap is 
somewhat surprising, since Gorodzeisky and Semyonov (2020:613) pointed out that ‘the 
study of misperceptions (with regard to the size of immigrant populations) is especially 
timely and important, in light of claims that distorted perceptions regarding the 
“immigrant invasion” have played a major role in recent political events’.

Misperceiving the size of the foreign-born population is a rather wide-spread phe
nomenon and many people are prone to overestimate the foreign-born population size 
of the total population living in their country (Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005; Citrin 
and Sides 2008; Herda 2019; Kunovich 2017; Martini et al. 2022).1 Previous theoretical 
approaches that have been used to explain misperceived size of the foreign-born popula
tion (or a particular out-group) have mainly focused on the individual level (Herda 
2010, 2013; Mulders and van Tubergen 2023). However, theoretical explanations target
ing the country level have only recently begun to be systematically developed (Lutz and 
Bitschnau 2023) and have only been insufficiently empirically tested. Considering the 
repeatedly demonstrated finding of international comparative research that not only 
people (within countries) differ in their degree of misperceptions, but the extent of mis
perceptions also varies distinctly between countries (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2020; 
Herda 2013, 2023; Semyonov, Raijman, and Gorodzeisky 2008a; Sides and Citrin 2007), 
it is our purpose to contribute to the open question, how these between-country differ
ences in misperceptions of the foreign-born population size come about.

We argue that people are exposed to a certain national discourse on immigration in their 
respective country and expect such a discourse to be consequential for the formation of (dis
torted) perceptions of the foreign-born population size. People are (mis)informed about social 
realities via different sources – most importantly in this regard are the political elite and 
media reports (Lutz and Bitschnau 2023; Zaller 1992). Following research on attitude forma
tion, which has theorised and shown effects of both spheres on a wide range of attitudinal 
outcomes (e.g., Czymara 2020; Eberl et al. 2018; M€uller et al. 2023), we provide theoretical 
reasoning why the national discourse on immigration-related issues as a contextual influence 
should have an effect on individual (mis)perceptions. We differentiate between salience and 
(positive or negative) valence of national discourses, and, thereby, examine whether the pure 
visibility of immigration-related discourses or the tone of these discourses is a source for 
inflated views on the foreign-born population size. Since there are reasons to assume that not 
all individuals are equally affected by national discourses, we develop expectations with regard 
to differentiated moderating effects of national discourses by investigating the interplay 
between such discourses and individual’s actual exposure to political and media debates.

We empirically map country-specific discourses for 20 European countries, with the 
help of different data sources: The rhetoric of the political elites is quantified by using 
Comparative Party Manifesto (CPM) data, and media coverage is derived from 
European Social Survey (ESS) Media Claims data. These contextual-level data sources 
are combined with 2014 ESS data, which provides the necessary individual-level data.

Our study adds to existing research on (mis)perceptions in at least four ways. First, we 
elaborate on the largely unexplored role of national discourses on immigration-related issues 
in explaining cross-national differences in misperceived size of the foreign-born population. 
Second, we approach these discourses in a more comprehensive way by considering both the 
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political and the media aspects of them. Third, we do not only take the plain visibility of 
immigration-related discourses, but also the tone of these discourses into account. Fourth, we 
test whether the role of (macro-level) political and media discourse is dependent on (micro- 
level) political interest and media exposure.

Theory and previous research

(Mis)perceptions of the foreign-born population size have mainly been investigated in the 
US-American (e.g., Alba, Rumbaut, and Marotz 2005) and the European context (e.g., 
Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2020). Researchers asked for assessments of the sizes of differ
ent outgroups at very different levels; for instance, the neighbourhood (Lam�eris et al. 2018), 
the county (Kunovich 2017), and the country (Herda 2013). These studies have in common 
that natives’ perceptions of out-group sizes are often far from reality, and most frequently 
overestimation rather than underestimation has been detected.2 The extent of distorted per
ceptions is not equally pronounced in different contexts. Several studies report distinct 
cross-national differences (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2020; Herda 2013; Sides and Citrin 
2007), indicating, for example, only slightly inflated views in Czech Republic and Norway, 
but much higher overestimations in the United Kingdom and Portugal. So far, there has 
been no systematic attempt to explain these between-country differences (Lutz and 
Bitschnau 2023); even though, we know that ‘much of the national-level variation in innu
meracy remains unexplained’ (Herda 2010:688), even after taking compositional effects and 
certain country-level factors into account. Previous research has restricted the country-level 
factors to a country’s real proportion of the outgroup and indicators related to the eco
nomic inequality or the economic development in a certain country. Not only is the empir
ical evidence concerning these explanatory factors rather mixed, but they also fail to 
adequately explain country-differences in natives’ misperceptions of the foreign-born popu
lation size (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2020; Herda 2010, 2013).

National discourses and misperceptions of the foreign-born population size

Given the lack of theoretical explanations targeting the country level, we suggest to add 
the varying national discourses on immigration-related issues, because they directly 
address the debate on the size of the level of immigration (Lutz and Bitschnau 2023). 
Individuals that are asked to estimate the foreign-born population size of their country 
are situated in a context in which politics and media discuss the issue more or less and 
in which this environment is more or less immigrant-friendly. Being exposed to a spe
cific national discourse helps people to make sense of reality, provides (correct or incor
rect) information, and, thus, urges people to form their estimations in a certain way. 
We follow earlier suggestions to think of the dominant discourse in a country to be 
constituted of two domains: the political elite and the media (Lutz and Bitschnau 2023; 
Zaller 1992). By combining these influencing factors that have mostly been studied in 
isolation for individual perceptions, we are able to map the national discourses more 
broadly than previous studies have done. Indeed, political and media discourses are not 
entirely separate but rather interconnected forms of communication. Political actors 
utilise media as a channel to convey their messages, strategies, and policies to the 
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public. However, media outlets may possess their own political biases that can impact 
public opinion (Simon and Jerit 2007). Acknowledging this dynamic relationship 
between politics and media underscores the need to distinguish between the two when 
investigating their influence on the public.

We postulate expectations about the role of salience (Czymara and Dochow 2018) of 
the immigration issue and about the role of the immigrant-(un)friendliness, which is 
dubbed the valence (van Klingeren, Boomgaarden, and de Vreese 2017). We assume 
salience and valence from the two domains to affect (mis)perceptions of the foreign- 
born population size in a similar way. The general proposition is that higher salience of 
the immigration issue in the context will make citizens more aware of the issue and 
more likely to collect information on the topic, which will result in more accurate esti
mations of the foreign-born population size. When the valence in a domain is largely 
positive, we expect that overestimation is less likely to take place. When valence in a 
domain is largely negative, we expect overestimation to take place more likely.

Salience of immigration-related national discourses 
When justifying our expectations, we draw on two theoretical approaches established in 
research on opinion formation: framing theory (Entman 1993) and agenda-setting the
ory (McCombs and Shaw 1972). Together, these approaches help to understand the 
intertwined influence of political elite and media reports on citizens’ (mis)perceptions 
of the foreign-born population size.

Framing theory rests on the idea that any issue can be viewed from multiple per
spectives. By selecting certain aspects of a constructed reality and making them 
more salient, senders guide the thinking of receivers who develop a particular idea 
of an issue or revise their initial idea about that issue (Chong and Druckman 2007). 
Recent versions of framing theory propagate a multilevel perspective, implying that 
during the process of framing various actors at different levels are involved (de 
Vreese 2017). Consequently, the theory is applied to both political and media 
domains, and puts forward that information provided by political elite and media 
sources makes it more likely that citizens draw on this information to estimate the 
foreign-born population size of their country. In this view, citizens, the ‘cue-takers’, 
are exposed to the messages of political elites, the ‘opinion leaders’, and people 
answer (survey) questions based on what they have been exposed to lately in the 
media (Zaller 1992). Although citizens are confronted with a variety of information 
in their daily life, by emphasising certain aspects, political elites’ rhetoric guides the 
masses and stimulates them to update their views on political topics such as immi
gration (Hopkins 2011). Especially (populist) radical right parties have taken the 
issue of immigration to the core of their program, rhetoric, and campaigning 
(Golder 2016). In the electoral competition, other parties embraced the issue of 
immigration as well, making it one of the prominent topics in politics in the last 
decades (Abou-Chadi and Krause 2020). Therefore, framing theory suggests that 
with more attention to the topic of immigration, citizens are likely to be better 
informed on the topic compared to the situation without discourse on immigration.

Agenda-setting theory is particularly dedicated to the transfer of issue salience from 
media to citizens. By setting issues on the agenda, media increases the salience of them 
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and citizens draw more attention to these issues (Weaver 1991). Converging with fram
ing theory, attribute agenda setting, an extension of traditional agenda setting, highlights 
that media not only influences what citizens think about, but also how they think about 
it (McCombs 2005). Thus, media creates an information environment that may also 
drive citizens’ (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born population size. Considering the dis
course of the political elite only is not an option, since media not only echoes an exist
ing discourse by politicians, but itself has agenda-setting power (McCombs and Shaw 
1972). Previous research on attitude formation clearly revealed media effects on anti- 
immigrant attitudes and documented negative, but also positive effects of mere salience 
of immigration-related issues on attitudes towards immigrants. While van Klingeren 
et al. (2015) pointed out that immigrants’ media salience triggers negative sentiments 
towards immigrants, even when holding inflows of immigrants and media tone constant 
(for similar findings, see Czymara and Dochow 2018), Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart 
(2009) showed that immigrant actor visibility in the media is associated with citizens’ 
less concerns about immigration. Taken together, agenda-setting theory justifies that 
increased issue salience on immigration gives reason to expect citizens to draw more 
attention to the issue of immigration and to be better informed on numbers of foreign
ers in their respective countries.

Together, both theoretical approaches suggest that political elite and media reports 
provide an information environment by making the issue of immigration more or 
less salient. This environment (dis)allows citizens to collect information on the topic 
and to estimate the foreign-born population size of their country more or less cor
rectly. We, therefore, derive our hypothesis on the effect of salience of national dis
courses: The more salience the immigration issue has in (a) the politics and (b) the 
media in a country, the more accurately citizens estimate the foreign-born popula
tion size (Hypothesis 1 [H1]).

Valence of immigration-related national discourses
Besides mere salience of national discourse, it is suggested that the role of tone of that 
discourse – whether it is immigrant-friendly or -unfriendly – is relevant because posi
tive and negative statements are not equally consequential for citizens’ perceptions 
(Flores 2018). In general, we expect that a largely positive (negative) immigration- 
related national discourse, is associated with less (more) overestimation of the foreign- 
born population size. Again, previous research on opinion formation helps us to discuss 
the consequences of politics- and media-related valence of discourse on immigration.

Political actors not only communicate numbers of foreigners but often they also con
textualise them (Careja 2016), and, thereby, express whether these numbers should be 
considered as high or low. In addition to this direct informing of citizens, political 
actors can also indirectly influence people’s perceptions by articulating positions with 
pro- or anti-immigrant content. For instance, propagating anti-immigrant rhetoric trig
gers anti-immigrant attitudes in general (Bohman 2011) and anti-Muslim attitudes in 
particular (Czymara 2020), and provokes heightened nationalist identity (Helbling, 
Reeskens, and Wright 2016). Accordingly, our assumption is that negative valence about 
immigration – e.g., political elites advocating that natives will become a minority in the 
country in limited time and that masses of immigrants disrupt the country’s cohesion – 
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increases the likelihood that citizens adopt such arguments and overestimate the share 
of foreign-born people. Instead, if political cues voiced in a country are more immi
grant-friendly, overestimation is less likely to occur.

In general, immigrants are underrepresented in the media; however, when they 
are portrayed, this often happens in a harmful way by being displayed as (economic, 
cultural, welfare or security) threats (Eberl et al. 2018; Lubbers, Scheepers, and 
Wester 1998). It has been shown that media reports have an effect on a variety of 
attitudes: Whereas a positive tone of immigration-related news coverage is associated 
with less anti-immigration attitudes (Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart 2009), negative 
immigration-related news are positively correlated with citizens’ immigration-related 
threat perceptions (Schlueter and Davidov 2013).3 In line with these studies are 
recent findings of Erhard, Heiberger, and Windzio (2022) showing that effects of 
media reports on people’s concern towards immigration are conditional on news 
reports’ contents. Therefore, depending on the (positive or negative) valence of 
media reports – whether they call attention to the advantages of ethnic diversity or 
they fuel the feeling that many foreigners in a country make native feel like strang
ers in their own country – citizens tend to more or less overestimate the size of 
foreign-born people.

We, therefore, deduce two hypotheses on the effect of valence of national discourses: 
The more positive the valence of the immigration issue is in (a) the politics and (b) the 
media in a country, the less citizens overestimate the foreign-born population size 
(Hypothesis 2a [H2a]). The more negative the valence of the immigration issue is in (a) 
the politics and (b) the media in a country, the more citizens overestimate the foreign- 
born population size (Hypothesis 2b [H2b]).

Differences in susceptibility to national discourses

The same national discourse does not necessarily have a uniform effect on all recipients 
(Careja 2016; Czymara 2020). We assume that susceptibility also depends on an individ
ual’s actual exposure to political and media discourses. Direct effects from political and 
media exposure on misperception of the foreign-born population size on the individual 
level have already been shown (Herda 2010). Our claim is that being frequently exposed 
to a certain national discourse makes it more likely to come across the arguments put 
forward by politicians and media. Frequent exposure to political and media debates 
increases the possibility to adapt the (correct or incorrect) information provided 
(Vergeer, Lubbers, and Scheepers 2000) and on this basis estimations on the size of the 
foreign-born population are formed.

We, therefore, deduce two hypotheses on the moderating role of individual exposure 
to political and media discourses. The association between positive (negative) valence of 
the immigration issue in the politics in a country and the overestimation of the foreign- 
born population size should be stronger for those who are more interested in politics 
(Hypothesis 3a [H3a]). The association between positive (negative) valence of the immi
gration issue in the media in a country and the overestimation of the foreign-born 
population size should be stronger for those who are exposed to media more frequently 
(Hypothesis 3b [H3b]).

220 J.-P. STEINMANN AND M. LUBBERS



Data

We rely on data from the 2014 European Social Survey (ESS), a standardised inter
national comparative data source based on random probability sampling (ESS 2016, ver
sion ESS7e02_2). It is the most recent ESS round to include foreign-born population 
size estimation, and the only year for which data on political and media discourse are 
available. In each country, the residential population, aged 15 years and older, was inter
viewed face-to-face. Our analysis contains 20 of the 21 available countries: Austria (AT), 
Belgium (BE), Czech Republic (CZ), Denmark (DK), Estonia (EE), Finland (FI), France 
(FR), Germany (DE), Hungary (HU), Ireland (IE), Lithuania (LT), the Netherlands 
(NL), Norway (NO), Poland (PL), Portugal (PT), Slovenia (SI), Spain (ES), Sweden 
(SE), Switzerland (CH) and the United Kingdom (GB).4 Our sample only contains 
respondents born in the respective country of investigation. The final sample includes 
26.546 respondents, with a minimum of 736 interviewees in Slovenia and a maximum 
of 2.407 interviewees in Germany.5

Dependent variables

We derive misperception of the foreign-born population size from the following item: 
‘Out of every 100 people living in [country], how many do you think were born outside 
[country]?’. Respondents submitted an estimate between 0 and 100. Since our theoret
ical assumptions refer to two different forms of misperception, two dependent variables 
are constructed. When testing H1, we use the inaccuracy of the foreign-born population 
size, which is the absolute value of the difference between the estimated size of foreign 
people and the actual size (j[estimated size] – [actual size]j). When testing H2a, H2b 
H3a, and H3b we deploy the overestimation of the foreign-born population size, which 
simply is the difference of the estimated size of foreign people and the actual size ([esti
mated size] – [actual size]).6

Independent variables

Salience and valence of immigration-related national discourse are measured by two dif
ferent data sources. Both sources have already been successfully used in previous cross- 
national comparisons to examine effects of politics and media (for politics, see Czymara 
2020; Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright 2016; for media, see Brosius, van Elsas, and de 
Vreese 2019; Schlueter, Masso, and Davidov 2020).

Political elite discourse is derived from CPM data (Volkens et al. 2019a, version 
2019b). The dataset is regularly extended and updated by the Manifesto Research on 
Political Representation (MARPOR) project, and currently contains content analyses of 
4.492 election manifestos and election results for 1.136 parties in 56 countries between 
1920 and 2018 (Volkens et al. 2019b). Party manifestos are no equivalent to political 
elite discourse; however, they are at least proxies to public statements by politicians 
(Helbling, Reeskens, and Stolle 2015). Based on a set of coding rules, content analyses 
of manifestos in all countries were manually conducted by trained coders. The coding 
process involved two steps – deciding on how many statements a manifesto contains 
and assessing the content of each statement (Werner et al. 2021). This procedure 
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allowed to calculate the relative share of particular topics across a given manifesto. A 
percentage between 0 (topic not mentioned at all) and 100 (no other topic mentioned) 
was assigned to each pre-defined topic. We relied on two topics provided by the 
MARPOR project that contain immigration-related issues, called ‘national way of life’ 
and ‘multiculturalism’. Both topics have a positive and a negative version.7 Table 1 dis
plays the four items utilised for operationalising a country’s political elite discourse. 
CPM data includes statements that can directly influence people’s (mis)perception of 
the size of the foreign-born population, such as statements by political actors providing 
correct or incorrect numbers of foreigners and indicating whether these numbers should 
be considered high or low. Additionally, the data comprises statements with pro- or 
anti-immigrant content that can have an indirect influence on (mis)perceptions. Yet, 
since we posit that (mis)perceiving the foreign-born population stems from precisely 
these two facets of political elite discourse, CPM data is well-suited for our analysis. To 
measure the effects national discourse in politics, we built three indices: salience as well 
as positive and negative valence of national discourse in politics. As previously proposed 
(Czymara 2020; Helbling, Reeskens, and Wright 2016), for each index, we employed the 
values preceding the 2014 ESS fieldwork period. Since statements by major parties 
should have greater visibility in the national discourse, each value had been weighted by 
the respective parties’ share of votes. Afterwards, we calculated country-specific means 
of the weighted items and added them up as described above.

Media coverage is quantified by using ESS Media Claims data (Statham and Tumber 
2013, version 1.0). This dataset includes information on the media context of all ESS 
participating countries, as reported in national newspapers during the survey fieldwork, 
but was recorded for at least 10 weeks, starting one week before the start of the ESS 
data collection. Researchers in each country selected two daily quality newspapers, one 
right-oriented, one left-oriented (ESS 2014b). This procedure provides a more compre
hensive overview of immigration-related news coverage – since immigration is framed 
differently depending on a newspaper’s ideological orientation (Fryberg et al. 2012). 
When manually coding the newspapers, the most salient news was considered (typically 
on the cover page). The unit of analysis was ‘the expression of a political opinion’, so- 
called claims (ESS 2014b:6). An article could contain several (contradictory) claims. In 
total, the dataset contains 6.250 claims. By coding, content and valence (positive, neutral 
or negative) of each claim were identified. Three issues capture immigration-related 
content: ‘[i]mmigration and ethnic/racial’, ‘ [i]mmigration: economic impact’, and ‘[c]ul
tural diversity and its impact’ (ESS 2014a). Again, salience and valence of national 

Table 1. Items used to operationalise immigration-related national discourse in politics.
Positive valence of national 

discourse in politics
Statements in favour of new immigrants, 

e.g., disapproval of the ‘boat is full’ 
argument (CPM: ‘national way of life: 
negative’)

Statements disapproving of the idea 
that immigrants should assimilate 
(CPM: ‘multiculturalism: positive’)

Negative valence of national 
discourse in politics

Statements advocating the restriction of 
immigration, e.g., the ‘boat is full’ 
argument (CPM: ‘national way of life: 
positive’)

Statements in favour of the idea that 
immigrants should assimilate 
(CPM: ‘multiculturalism: negative’)

Salience of national discourse 
in politics

Sum of all four items

Source: Werner et al. (2021).
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discourse in media was measured by three indices: Following Brosius, van Elsas, and de 
Vreese (2019), salience was computed by the share of immigration-related claims to the 
total amount of claims. Positive (negative) valence depicts the share of immigrant- 
(un)friendly claims relative to all claims.

As suggested by Czymara (2020), by subtracting the minimum and dividing by the 
maximum, we linearly transform the independent variables (ranging from 0 to 1), which 
allows for an easier interpretation because coefficients are comparable with each other 
and display the difference between the observed minimum and maximum.8

Moderating and control variables

To examine whether the link between discourse in a given country and citizens’ misper
ceptions are dependent on individual’s actual exposure to political and media debates, 
we consider two moderating variables, namely, political interest and media exposure. 
The first moderator, political interest, was collected on a four-point scale (from 1 ‘not 
interested at all’ to 4 ‘very interested’) and the second moderator, media exposure (to 
television news), indicates the number of hours respondents’ spent watching the news 
or other programmes about politics on an average day of the week, ranging from 0 ‘no 
time at all’ to 7 ‘more than 3 h’.

We counteract spurious correlations by testing whether our theoretical assumptions 
hold net of control variables. Country-level variables are the actual size of the foreign- 
born population (percentage of each country’s population that is foreign-born, attained 
from Eurostat in 2014), the unemployment rate (percentage of each country’s labour 
force that is unemployed, obtained from OECD in 2014), and whether ESS fieldwork 
took place during or six months before or after a major election, which might induce 
correlations between political and media discourses (0 ‘No major election’, 1 ‘Major 
election’). Furthermore, individual-level variables are considered. In previous research 
(Herda 2010), misperceptions are often regarded as an emotional response (i.e., holding 
negative perceptions towards the estimated group) or as a cognitive mistake (i.e., having 
problems to translate experiences into correct estimates). We have no direct measures 
to control for this but left-right political orientation (from 0 ‘left’ to 10 ‘right’) and 
inter-ethnic contacts (0 ‘none’, 1 ‘few’, 2 ‘several’) may be relevant to account partly for 
these confounding processes. Individuals with more right-wing leaning views are more 
likely than those with left-wing leaning views to perceive immigrants as economic or 
symbolic threats and may respond more emotionally to questions on the size of the for
eign-born population by overestimating it. Similarly, inter-ethnic contacts may be cogni
tive sources of misperceptions, as they contribute to shaping how individuals collect 
and interpret information about immigrants. Finally, we controlled for several demo
graphics, such as gender, age (in years), region (rural vs. urban), educational level (in 
years), and employment status.9

Missing values and analytical strategy

The average number of missing values was about 1.7 percent, with the exception of two 
variables (misperceptions and left-right orientation) having less than 5 percent missing 
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values. 21.7 percent of all cases had missing values on at least one variable used for the 
estimation of our models. We opted for listwise deletion, and, thereby, followed the 
advice by Young, Weckman, and Holland (2011), who only recommend multiple imput
ation when 5 to 15 percent of the observed entities have missing values. Since we rely 
on hierarchical data (respondents nested in countries) to test our hypotheses, we applied 
multilevel models (Raudenbush and Bryk 2002). We estimated a series of (bi-level) 
linear regressions predicting misperceptions of the foreign-born population size as a 
function of (salience or valence of) immigration-related national discourses, other coun
try-level features and characteristics of individuals. When testing H1, H2a and H2b we 
employ Random-Intercept Models. Since testing cross-level interactions, formulated in 
H3a and H3b, calls for a random slope for the corresponding individual-level moderator 
(Heisig and Schaeffer 2019), we further estimate Random-Slope Models.

Results

Descriptive findings

Table 2 displays the distribution of all model variables. The average misperception 
across all countries amounts to 11.6 percentage points in terms of inaccuracy and 7.6 
percentage points in terms of overestimation. On the individual-level, we observe both 
(nearly) correct estimations (0.1 percentage points discrepancy from the actual value) 
and (strongly pronounced) inaccuracy (98.4 percentage points difference from the actual 
value). Not only overestimation (maximum of 98.4 percentage points), but also under
estimation (minimum of −24.8 percentage points) can be found.

Table 2. Distribution of model variables.
Mean Std. dev. Min Max

Inaccuracy of foreign-born population size 11.63 12.71 0.06 98.37
Overestimation of foreign-born population size 7.59 15.47 −24.82 98.37
Politics-related salience 0.42 0.29 0.00 1.00
Media-related salience 0.21 0.22 0.00 1.00
Politics-related positive valence 0.39 0.30 0.00 1.00
Media-related positive valence 0.27 0.25 0.00 1.00
Politics-related negative valence 0.37 0.28 0.00 1.00
Media-related negative valence 0.17 0.22 0.00 1.00
Proportion of foreign-born 11.58 5.23 1.63 26.82
Unemployment rate 8.60 4.29 3.63 24.45
Major election 0.42 0.49 0.00 1.00
Political interest 2.53 0.88 1.00 4.00
Media exposure (news) 1.99 1.33 0.00 7.00
Left-right scale 5.09 2.14 0.00 10.00
Inter-ethnic contacts 0.00 2.00

None 0.52
Few 0.36
Several 0.12

Male vs. female 0.51 0.50 0.00 1.00
Age (in years) 49.79 18.20 14.00 104.00
Rural vs. urban 0.30 0.46 0.00 1.00
Education (in years) 13.12 3.87 0.00 50.00
Employment status 0.00 2.00

Unemployed 0.05
Employed 0.52
Other 0.43

Source: ESS (2014) and contextual-level data sources.
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In Figure 1, we present the puzzle that we are trying to solve. Following Gorodzeisky 
and Semyonov (2020) as well as Herda (2013), and for the sake of comprehensibility, 
we differentiated three discrete categories of (mis)perception, namely, underestimation, 
correct estimation and overestimation. Correct estimation is defined within one-fifth 
below or above the actual stock (as a percentage) of the foreign-born population in a 
respective country. The data demonstrate that some people underestimate the size in 
question, only few people guess correctly, and in all countries huge numbers of people 
overestimate the foreign-born population size. In line with previous work (Gorodzeisky 
and Semyonov 2020; Herda 2013; Sides and Citrin 2007), we detect large cross-national 
differences in misperceived size of the foreign-born population. While, for instance, in 
Switzerland, Denmark and Norway the rate of overestimators is under 40 percent, in 
Portugal and Poland overestimators make up to about 80 percent.

We started with analysing bivariate relations between immigration-related national 
discourse and country means of misperceptions, depicted in Figure 2. The data are dis
persed in all six shown cases, but the fitted regression lines still provide insights into 
the overall association between national discourse and respondents’ misperceptions. The 
two upper panels show a negative link between salience of national discourse and 
inaccuracy, which is substantiated by a small negative correlation between politics- 
related salience of national discourse and inaccuracy (r¼−.16; p� .001) and a moderate 
negative correlation between media-related salience of national discourse and inaccuracy 
(r¼−.35; p� .001). These descriptive results indicate that more salient national dis
course on the topic of immigration in a country facilitates more accurate estimations of 
the foreign-born population size by the people. The negative link between immigration- 
related national discourse and country averages of misperceptions also holds when 
distinguishing between positive (the two middle panels) and negative (the two lower 
panels) valence of national discourse. Thus, overestimation is less likely in countries, in 
which politics and media discuss the issue of immigration, may it be discussed posi
tively or negatively. In three out of four cases, the negative correlation is rather small 
(media-related positive valence: r¼−.18; p� .001; politics-related negative valence: 
r¼−.15; p� .001; media-related negative valence: r¼−.17; p� .001). However, the link 

Figure 1. Percentage of overestimation, underestimation, and correct estimation of foreign-born 
population size (by country). Note: Correct estimation is defined within one-fifth below or above the 
actual stock (as a percentage). Source: ESS (2014) and contextual-level data sources.
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between politics-related positive valence of national discourse and overestimation yields 
a strong correlation (r¼−.53; p� .001). From this descriptive finding, we conclude that 
inclusionary discourse on immigration-related issues by political elites makes overesti
mation of the foreign-born population size less likely. In the following, we test our 
hypotheses more thoroughly by turning to multivariate analysis.

Figure 2. National discourse and misperceptions of the foreign-born population size. Source: ESS 
(2014) and contextual-level data sources.
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Does salience of national discourses drive (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born 
population size?

In Table 3, inaccuracy is explained in five models, additional explanatory factors are 
added in stepwise manner.10 The null model (M0) reveals that 7.5 percent of the overall 
variance lies on the country level. In Model 1 (M1) all individual-level factors are 
included, showing that the following characteristics are associated with more inaccurate 
estimations: low political interest, more exposure to media, and more inter-ethnic con
tacts. Furthermore, inaccuracy is more common among female, young, urban, low edu
cated, and unemployed people. Model 2 (M2) adds two country-level factors, 
demonstrating that while the actual proportion of foreign-born in a country is positively 
related with inaccuracy, there is no effect of the unemployment rate. In Models 3 and 4 
(M3 and M4) the two country-level variables of particular interest are considered. In 
line with the descriptive findings, both politics-related salience (M3: −4.202; p¼ .092) 
and media-related salience of national discourse (M4: −4.973; p¼ .102) are negatively 
related to inaccuracy; however, the effects do not reach conventional levels of statistical 
significance.

Contrary to H1, we conclude that mere salience of immigration-related discourse in a 
country is not crucial for explaining citizens’ accurate estimations of the foreign-born 
population size.

Table 3. Explaining inaccuracy by salience.
M0 M1 M2 M3 M4

Politics-related salience −4.202 (2.491)
Media-related salience −4.973 (3.040)
Proportion of foreign-born 0.285� (0.132) 0.345�� (0.128) 0.271� (0.124)
Unemployment rate 0.0943 (0.167) −0.0434 (0.176) 0.0157 (0.164)
Major election 0.856 (1.555) 0.859 (1.454) 0.282 (1.502)
Political interest −1.070��� (0.096) −1.073��� (0.097) −1.073��� (0.097) −1.073��� (0.097)
Media exposure (news) 0.334��� (0.062) 0.335��� (0.062) 0.335��� (0.062) 0.334��� (0.062)
Left-right scale 0.0324 (0.035) 0.0325 (0.035) 0.0326 (0.035) 0.0324 (0.035)
Inter-ethnic contacts  

(ref. ¼ none)
Few 0.170 (0.167) 0.166 (0.167) 0.167 (0.167) 0.166 (0.167)
Several 0.785�� (0.248) 0.778�� (0.248) 0.777�� (0.248) 0.777�� (0.248)

Male vs. female 3.274��� (0.149) 3.274��� (0.149) 3.275��� (0.149) 3.274��� (0.149)
Age (in years) −0.0467��� (0.005) −0.0467��� (0.005) −0.0467��� (0.005) −0.0466��� (0.005)
Rural vs. urban 1.034��� (0.163) 1.036��� (0.163) 1.038��� (0.163) 1.036��� (0.163)
Education (in years) −0.456��� (0.022) −0.456��� (0.022) −0.456��� (0.022) −0.456��� (0.022)
Employment status  

(ref. ¼ unemployed)
Employed −2.155��� (0.351) −2.155��� (0.351) −2.153��� (0.351) −2.154��� (0.351)
Other −1.243��� (0.360) −1.242��� (0.360) −1.242��� (0.360) −1.243��� (0.360)

Constant 11.56��� (0.783) 21.15��� (0.945) 16.64��� (2.295) 18.96��� (2.556) 18.82��� (2.541)
Country variance 12.13��� (1.937) 12.29��� (1.961) 8.926��� (1.429) 7.798��� (1.251) 7.860��� (1.260)
Individual variance 149.8��� (0.650) 141.6��� (0.615) 141.6��� (0.615) 141.6��� (0.615) 141.6��� (0.615)
Observations 26,546 26,546 26,546 26,546 26,546
AIC 208,404.2 206,935.9 206,935.6 206,934.9 206,935.1
BIC 208,428.8 207,050.5 207,074.8 207,082.3 207,082.4
ICC 0.0749 0.0798 0.0593 0.0522 0.0526
ICC change −11.97% −11.30%
Log likelihood −104,199.1 −103,454.0 −103,450.8 −103,449.5 −103,449.5

Notes: �p< .05, ��p< .01, ���p< .001; ICC change indicates the percentage reduction in the ICC from M2 after adding 
the national-discourse variables.
Source: ESS (2014) and contextual-level data sources.
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Does valence of national discourses drive (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born 
population size?

Table 4 explains overestimation and is structured according to the same logic as the 
previous analysis.11 As shown in the null model (M0), 7.2 percent of the overall vari
ance lies on the country level. The next two models offer insights into the coefficients 
of the control variables.12 Model 1 (M1) reveals that findings for individual-level factors 
resemble those from the former analysis, except that leaning politically to the right is 
positively related to overestimation and leaning to the left thus with underestimation. 
According to Model 2 (M2), neither a country’s actual proportion of foreign-born nor 
its unemployment rate is associated with overestimation. With regard to the valence of 
national discourse, in Model 3 (M3), we see that while positive valence of the immigra
tion issue in politics negatively effects overestimation (−6.946; p¼ .010), negative 
valence of the immigration issue in politics is unrelated to the outcome (−1.967; 
p¼ .512). Model 4 (M4) reveals that media-related valence of national discourse, 
whether positive or negative, is also not associated with overestimation (−0.719; 
p¼ .879; −3.014; p¼ .487).

In accordance with the descriptive results, inclusionary discourse on immigration- 
related issues by political elites, makes overestimation of the foreign-born population 
size less common, by contrast, exclusionary discourse has no effect. These findings sup
port H2a with regard to the political domain of national discourse, whereas H2b is not 
corroborated.

Do national discourses have a uniform effect on all recipients?

To test the assumption that not all people are influenced by the discourse in their 
respective countries to the same extent, the interplay between discourse and individuals’ 
exposure to political and media debates is examined. Figure 3 displays effects of (posi
tive or negative) valence of national discourse in the two spheres, political elite and 
media, on overestimation conditional on political interest or media exposure.13 All four 
panels indicate that interaction effects are not detected. The upper-left panel shows that 
politics-related positive valence of national discourse has a negative effect on overesti
mation for almost all recipients independent of their political interest. Respondents not 
interested at all in politics constitute an exception; however, the interaction term is not 
statistically significant. The three remaining panels reveal null effects in all calculated 
cases.

Thus, the effects of national discourses, do not vary depending on individuals’ actual 
exposure to political and media debates in a certain country, which falsifies both H3a 
and H3b.

Robustness analyses14

It can be argued that operationalising misperception on a continuous scale covers 
important differences between overestimators, underestimators und correct guessers. 
Following this argument, we reran our analysis, utilised discrete categories of (mis)per
ception and tested whether found effects confirm those from our main analysis. In line 
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with the previous results, the only statistically significant effect of national discourse on 
(mis)perception was detected for positive valence articulated in the political sphere. As 
expected, politics-related positive valence increased the likelihood of estimating the size 
of foreign-born correctly (vs. overestimation) but made citizens also more likely to 
underestimate the number in question (vs. overestimation). These findings indicate an 
ambivalent role of inclusionary discourse on immigration-related issues by political 
elites. Such discourse not only increases the chance that citizens guess the number of 
foreign-born correctly, but may also lead to more pronounced underestimation of the 
foreign-born population size.

Since immigrant respondents are a particular group in light of the survey question on 
misperception, we replicated all full models from the main analysis after dropping 
second-generation immigrants from the sample. This leaves us with a reduced sample 
of 24.235 individuals in 20 countries. Our key message, inclusionary discourse on immi
gration by political elites decreases citizens’ overestimation of the foreign-born popula
tion size, also holds for the mentioned subgroup.

As with previous research on explaining misperceptions (e.g., Herda 2010), we 
included respondents’ left-right orientation and their inter-ethnic contacts as control 
variables to account for cognitive and emotional factors influencing misperceptions. 
This, however, can be criticised for two reasons. First, the two variables are rather crude 
proxies for the cognitive and emotional processes that are believed to drive 

Figure 3. Effects of national discourse on overestimation of the foreign-born population size condi
tional on political interest and media exposure. Source: ESS (2014) and contextual-level data sources.
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misperceptions. Second, excluding left-right orientation and inter-ethnic contacts can be 
justified in light of the ongoing debate regarding the criteria for distinguishing ‘good’ 
and ‘bad’ controls (Cinelli, Forney, and Pearl 2024; Kohler, Class, and Sawert 2024). 
Based on recommendations from this discussion, only control variables identified as 
confounders should be included when examining the effect of interest (national dis
courses on misperceptions), while those acting as mediators or colliders should be 
excluded. Since left-right orientation and inter-ethnic contacts may serve as mediators 
or colliders between national discourses and misperceptions, we replicated the full mod
els from the main analysis without these variables. The results remain consistent with 
those of the main analysis.

It is suggested that recent immigration poses a greater perceived threat than cumula
tive stock measures (Fink and Brady 2019; Hopkins, Sides, and Citrin 2019). Following 
this reasoning, we incorporate immigrant inflow (i.e., the annual percentage of the 
population that is foreign-born arrivals) rather than stock (i.e., the percentage of popu
lation that is foreign-born) into our models. The results show that immigrant inflow 
has no effect on inaccuracy and overestimation, while the remaining findings align with 
those of the main analysis.

A recent study highlights that multiculturalist policies can shape perceptions of the 
size of the foreign-born population (Kwon, Ho, and Mumtaz 2024). While the authors 
use the Multicultural Policy Index (MCP) to measure these policies, it is available for 
only 14 of the 20 countries in our study. Therefore, we adopt an alternative index devel
oped by Igarashi (2019), which reconfigures items from the Migrant Integration Policy 
Index (MIPEX) to correspond with the MCP framework. Empirically, multiculturalist 
policies in a country are positively associated with people’s inaccuracy and overesti
mation. When we include multiculturalist policies in our models, the results from the 
main analysis remain unchanged.

Conclusion

This article added national discourses on immigration-related issues to the drivers of 
misperceptions of the foreign-born population size. By focusing on national discourses, 
we contributed to the question on how cross-national differences in (distorted) percep
tions of the foreign-born population size originate. Based on framing and agenda-setting 
theory, we formulated expectations regarding the effects of salience and valence of 
national discourses on citizens’ misperceptions. Thereby, we considered two spheres the 
main discourse in countries is constituted of, political elites and media reports. 
Furthermore, we theorised on the interplay between these spheres and people’s actual 
exposure to politics and media. Multilevel analyses were conducted on representative 
national samples of 20 European societies, taken from the ESS collected in 2014, com
plemented with two contextual-level data sources (CPM and ESS Media Claims data).

What are the main findings of the study?

The empirical evidence provides a four-fold conclusion as related to citizens’ mispercep
tions of the foreign-born population size. First, our findings again demonstrated distinct 
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cross-national differences in the misperceptions under investigation. Second, we showed 
that mere salience of national discourse on immigration is not decisive, when explaining 
people’s (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born population size. Third, differentiating 
between positive and negative valence of national discourse indicated that overestimat
ing the number of foreign-born people is less likely to occur, when discourse by politi
cians in a given country is more inclusive towards immigrants. However, a more 
detailed robustness analysis also revealed that inclusionary discourse on immigration- 
related issues in the political sphere may also lead to underestimation of the number in 
question, which pointed to an ambivalent role of politics-related inclusionary discourse 
on immigration. Finally, different than expected, the effects of immigration-related 
national discourse on individual misperceptions did not change dependent on the peo
ple’s exposure to politics and media. A lack of political interest and more frequent news 
media exposure increase inaccuracy and overestimation of the foreign-born population 
size, but these associations are not affected by the political and media discourse.

Why are political discourses relevant to misperceptions of the foreign-born 
population size, while media discourses are not?

We suggest that two main reasons may explain why the political tone of immigration 
discourse influences misperceptions, whereas the tone in media discourse does not. 
First, measures used to map political and media discourses capture different kinds of 
information environments. Media discourses are documented through newspapers, 
while political discourses are measured through party manifestos. Newspapers represent 
relatively unstable information environments, where the salience of immigration and 
the tone of coverage – whether pro- or anti-immigrant – can shift rapidly over time 
(Czymara and van Klingeren 2022; Diehl and Steinmann 2012). As a result, the tone of 
immigration discourse documented in newspapers during the survey fieldwork may not 
accurately reflect the overall national discourse on immigration. Newspapers may there
fore be more useful for explaining within-country fluctuations in (mis)perceptions over 
time. In contrast, party manifestos represent more stable information environments. 
While party manifestos also shift in their emphasis on immigration and in their stance 
(Green-Pedersen and Otjes 2019), these changes occur more gradually. Consequently, 
party manifestos better capture the general discourse on immigration in a country, mak
ing them well-suited for explaining between-country variations in (mis)perceptions. 
Second, measures to document political and media discourses show clear differences in 
data quality. Both sources, CPM and ESS Media Claims data, used to operationalise our 
country-level factors, represent useful sources for the cross-national assessment of polit
ical and media discourses. Certainly, party manifestos and newspapers are no equivalent 
to political and media discourses in a country, but currently, still lacking alternative 
manageable sources of discourses for international comparative research, they are the 
best we got. Nonetheless, both data sources differ in what is known about the reliability 
and comparability of the data. Whereas CPM data originate from a tried and tested pro
cedure (Werner et al. 2021), the collection of ESS Media Claims data is relatively new, 
which raises questions about the consistency of measures and comparability across 
countries (Schlueter, Masso, and Davidov 2020). Thus, the null effects found for media- 
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related national discourse might be due to this somewhat unsatisfactory way of opera
tionalising national discourse in the sphere of media.

How do these findings contribute to the existing literature?

Most notably, our findings highlight national discourses as an important explanatory 
factor for misperceptions about the size of the foreign-born population, complementing 
factors already identified in previous research (Gorodzeisky and Semyonov 2020; Herda 
2013; Lutz and Bitschnau 2023). Additionally, our findings align with some experimen
tal studies on correcting misperceptions (Hopkins, Sides, and Citrin 2019; Jørgensen 
and Osmundsen 2022), which demonstrate that individuals adjust their factual beliefs 
when presented with accurate information. However, our research expands on this by 
suggesting that belief updating occurs not only with individual-level sources (e.g., 
researchers in a survey) but also with national-level sources (e.g., politics and media).

What are the limitations of the study?

Although the presented results provide evidence for our main argument that national 
discourses on immigration are relevant when explaining citizens’ misperceptions of the 
foreign-born population size, they are also subject to limitations, particularly because 
the data at hand have certain restrictions. First, as previously mentioned, the quantifica
tion of media discourses remains somewhat unsatisfactory. Second, measuring people’s 
exposure to politics and media with the proxies we used is not ideal. Instead, more pre
cise data on people’s exposure to specific subdomains of political elite and media 
reports would be necessary to follow this path in more detail. Third, using the ESS we 
only had 20 European (not randomly selected) countries at our disposal. This shortcom
ing reduces the scope of the article – whether national discourse has its effects beyond 
these 20 countries is an open empirical question. Finally, all findings are correlational 
only and, therefore, causal interpretations between national discourse and (mis)percep
tions should be treated with caution. Future research should take this limitation this 
into account and strive after longitudinal designs,15 which test whether changes in 
national discourses imply changes in (mis)perceptions of the foreign-born population 
size.

Despite these shortcomings, we are confident to have identified national discourses as 
another important explanatory factor for misperceptions of the foreign-born population 
size, which is not only worth being further investigated with regard to distorted percep
tions of the foreign-born population size, but also other forms of misperceptions, for 
instance, (mis)perceiving social and ethnic inequality in a country.

Notes
01. Misperceptions about the size of the foreign-born population are sometimes referred to as 

‘foreign-born population innumeracy’ (e.g., Herda 2010). However, we prefer not to use this 
term because ‘innumeracy’ specifically denotes mathematical illiteracy. Therefore, 
misperceiving the size of the foreign-born population might be partly a result of 
innumeracy.
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02. Recently, Deutschmann (2025) has shown that the overestimation of the foreign-born 
population size is due to rounders, whose estimates end in ‘0’ or ‘5’. In contrast, non- 
rounders are generally able to collectively estimate the true share of foreigners with relative 
accuracy.

03. However, Schlueter, Masso, and Davidov (2020) also show that negative immigration- 
related media claims and anti-Muslim attitudes are unrelated.

04. We excluded the only non-European country, Israel.
05. More details on number of cases are shown in the (Online Appendix Table A1).
06. An overview on country-specific means for estimated and actual size of foreign people as 

well as inaccuracy and overestimation are presented in the (Online Appendix Table A2).
07. Each item includes sub-items. We selected the more general items due to the unavailability 

of sub-items for many countries in the analysis.
08. Descriptives of immigration-related national discourse (salience and valence) for each 

country is presented in the (Online Appendix Table A3).
09. All variables, related questionnaire items, and encodings are listed in the (Online Appendix 

Table A4).
10. Since our two salience-variables are moderately correlated (see Online Appendix, Table A5), 

we calculated two separate models. A certain correlation between the two spheres is to be 
expected since discourse of the political elite is part of what is reported in the media, and, 
conversely, media reports are taken up by political actors.

11. Since our four valence-variables are moderately or even strongly correlated (see Online 
Appendix, Table A5), we computed two separate models, one for politics- and one for 
media-related valence.

12. Caution is warranted when it comes to the interpretation of control variables, as their main 
function is to adjust for confounders in the relationship of interest (H€unermund and Louw 
2025; Kohler, Class, and Sawert 2024). Therefore, as a plausibility check, we interpret only 
the coefficients of the control variables in the models without national-discourse variables. 
The direction of the effect for almost all control variables is consistent with previous studies 
(e.g., Herda 2010).

13. The results of the full models including interactions effects are presented in the (Online 
Appendix Table A6).

14. Empirical findings from the robustness analyses are shown in the (Online Appendix Table 
A7, A8, A9, A10 and A11).

15. Currently, longitudinal designs are primarily employed in studies investigating attitude 
formation, revealing shifts in anti-immigrant attitudes in response to changing levels of 
inclusionary or exclusionary discourse by politicians (Schmidt-Catran and Czymara 2023). 
Moreover, shifts in political elite discourses over time have implications for the perceptions 
of ethnic discrimination prevalence among majority members (M€uller et al. 2023).
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