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RESEARCH NOTES

Last place aversion, labour market competition or welfare 
state model? Explaining anti-immigrant sentiment in 
Hungary with a conjoint experiment
Attila Farkasa, Daniel Kovarek b and Eszter Farkas c

aInstitute of Political Sciences, Eötvös Loránd University, Budapest, Hungary; bEuropean University Institute, 
Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies, San Domenico di Fiesole, Italy; cDepartment of Political 
Science, Central European University, Wien, Austria

ABSTRACT  
Much ink has been spilled to explain how the relative socio- 
economic position of natives and immigrants might shape anti- 
immigrant sentiment. However, little effort has been made to pit 
three competing theories: last place aversion, labour market 
competition and the welfare state model directly against each 
other, despite their often-times contradicting implications. This 
paper tests these alternative theories in Hungary, where the 2015 
migration crisis has catapulted a previously hardly salient topic 
into the forefront of issues on the political agenda. Utilizing a 
choice-based conjoint experiment, administered on a nationally 
representative sample of voting-age Hungarians in Spring 2021, 
aforementioned hypotheses are tested in a country known for its 
hardline stance on migration. Results suggest fears related to 
welfare exploits might be the most plausible explanation for 
widespread anti-immigrant sentiment in the Hungarian public, as 
the less education fictive refugee profiles showcased, the less 
likely respondents were to admit them. Contrarily, no evidence 
corroborating worries associated with labour market competition 
or last place aversion was found. Future research could explore 
whether skills mismatch makes natives less wary of labour market 
competition, as well as the extent to which the 2022 Russian 
invasion of Ukraine altered Hungarians’ attitudes.
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Introduction

The 2015 refugee crisis intensified the discourse about immigration in countries pre-
viously indifferent to migration. Since then, the religious, ethnic and socio-economic 
background of refugees arriving to Europe has been subject of heated and politicized 
debates even in Central Eastern Europe (CEE), where the issue used to be hardly salient 
before (Lancaster 2022). Some countries proved to be more tolerant towards refugees 
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and immigrants, while others remained dismissive of any forms of inclusion. Hungary is 
considered as an extreme case of rejecting refugees and immigrants, since both the gov-
ernment’s communication, as well as the public reaction was outstandingly hostile and 
prejudicial, despite the low perception rate of immigrants (Czymara 2020). Therefore, 
Hungary is a suitable case for studying attitudes towards immigrants, since anti-immigra-
tion sentiments are still salient and prevalent. Exploring the roots of such sentiments in 
Hungary could bring us closer towards understanding the causes of prejudice and how 
to mitigate them.

Which are the factors that most effectively drive anti-immigrant attitudes? In this paper, 
we test theories related to the perceived social position of individuals and refugees. We 
rely on respondent-refugee comparisons with respect to skills possessed (proxied by 
level of education), financial situation and education. We test three competing hypoth-
eses: last-place aversion, fears related to labour market competition and the welfare 
state model to explain anti-immigrant attitudes in Hungary. For this, we conducted a con-
joint experiment (e.g. Christensen et al. 2021; Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014), 
where respondents were asked to choose between two refugee profiles. Varying charac-
teristics of fictive asylum seekers allowed for testing multiple hypotheses simultaneously.1

In this article, we seek to make three contributions. To our knowledge, this paper con-
stitutes the first direct test of last place aversion in the context of immigration preferences 
to date. Furthermore, it uses real-world data on asylum seekers’ socio-economic back-
ground when creating distributions for profile randomization, providing greatly improved 
external validity (de la Cuesta, Egami, and Imai 2022) compared to conjoint analyses 
reported in the vast majority of recent studies that utilize similar designs on European 
samples (e.g. Bansak, Hainmueller, and Hangartner 2016). Lastly, it uses original data col-
lected after the 2015 refugee crisis, but before the Russian invasion of Ukraine, which 
could help us to better understand anti-Muslim and anti-immigrant sentiment in 
Eastern Europe (De Coninck 2023).

In the next section, we describe our theoretical framework in more detail and provide a 
brief justification of case selection. This will be followed by a section on data and meth-
odology. The results and discussion section presents the lessons of the conjoint exper-
iment, whereas the last section concludes and elaborates on the generalizability of 
findings in the wider European context.

Explaining anti-immigration attitudes

The following section describes the three competing hypotheses in more detail. Each of 
them highlights the role of self-comparisons within a society based on income and level 
of education.2 Broadly speaking, these hypotheses capture various dimensions of per-
ceived competition for resources: group conflicts previously linked to attitudes towards 
immigrants (Esses, Jackson, and Armstrong 1998). Each subsection concludes with the 
respective operationalized hypothesis. Table 1 summarizes their observable implications.

Last-place aversion

Last-place aversion (LPA) has its origins in game theory: using experimental and survey 
evidence, it was demonstrated that people with low-income do not support equal or 
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larger redistribution policies (Kuziemko et al. 2014). This is because they are last-place 
averse, i.e. would like to avoid being last at all costs. Experimental subjects choose to 
gamble during a money-transfer game if there was any chance to move up from the 
last place. Kuziemko et al. (2014) also found that people who earn only a little above 
the minimum wage will be the most likely to oppose raising the minimum wage, as 
they would lose their advantage vis-á-vis another group that is below them in the 
social hierarchy.

LPA was also documented in the context of wine choices. Restaurant guests are most 
likely to choose the second cheapest wine from the menu to avoid the feeling of being 
last (McFadden 1999). Setting up artificial online queue lines, Buell (2021) found exper-
imentally that last-place participants who were shown their rank left the queue, demon-
strating last-place averse predispositions. Zhou and Soman (2003) also pointed out that 
people become calmer if the number of people queuing behind them increased, 
despite their position remaining unchanged. This behaviour can be explained by individ-
uals basing self-evaluations on downward social comparisons, as comparing themselves 
to another group which is worse-off contributes to feeling better about one’s position in 
the social hierarchy (Wills 1981).

Although there are relatively few empirical attempts to model differences between 
immigrants and natives with LPA (Alesina, Miano, and Stantcheva 2022; Poutvaara and 
Steinhardt 2018), the logic of comparison is worth applying in our research, as last- 
averse behaviour has been shown to explain voting behaviour and support for welfare 
retrenchment in Hungary (Gidron and Hall 2017; Róna et al. 2020). In the context of immi-
gration, LPA would predict that people with limited economic resources will support the 
arrival of (only) those immigrants who possess even less goods and thus are able to 
replace them in the perceived last place within the social hierarchy.

H1: Respondents will choose those refugees, who are worse-off than themselves, if this 
allows them to leave their last place behind. That is, if the asylum seeker is worse-off 
than a last-place respondent, and consequently the admission of such refugees would 
move the respondent higher up in the social echelons, the likelihood of the respondent 
selecting the profile will be higher, compared to profiles that would leave the respondent 
in the last position.

Labour market competition

Skill level also has a great impact on attitudes toward immigrants. Low-skilled natives dislike 
immigrants in general, and those who work in high-skilled jobs are more likely to support 

Table 1. The hypotheses tested in this paper, the conjoint features (attributes) operationalizing them 
and their respective formal tests.
Hypothesis Variables Expectation

Last-place aversion Device Respondents without phone and computer will prefer refugees who also does not 
possess either of these devices

Last-place aversion Cash Respondents with max. 100,000 HUF will prefer refugees without any cash more
Last-place aversion Education Respondents with 8 years of primary education will prefer refugees who did not 

finish elementary school
Labour market 

competition
Education Subgroup differences between respondents (same versus different educational 

attainment as fictive refugee profile)
Welfare state model Education Refugees with low levels of educations (8 years of primary or less) will be disliked
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immigration. One of the reasons for this is high skilled people believing that they will not 
have to compete with immigrants on the job market (Ortega and Polavieja 2012).

Labour market competition (LMC) provides another explanation for how self-compari-
son might shape preferences on immigration. According to Helbling and Kriesi (2014), 
low-skilled native people will oppose low-skilled immigrants since they would be their 
competitor on the labour market. Under the closed economy factor proportions model, 
local workers’ wages go down when similarly skilled migrants join the labour market 
(Scheve and Slaughter 2001). Also, high-skilled native people welcome low-skilled immi-
grants, since those looking for blue-collar jobs would not be their competitors on the 
labour market; however, they oppose high-skilled immigrants for similar reasons (Facchini 
and Maria Mayda 2012).3 We proxy being high-skilled or low-skilled with the level of edu-
cation. While not identical, these are certainly related theoretical concepts, and this allows 
for direct comparison between refugees and respondents, while keeping the realism of 
treatment as high as possible. This is in line with previous literature scrutinizing the 
impact of immigration on the labour market, which have often used education as a 
proxy for skill groups (Borjas 2003; Hainmueller, Hiscox, and Margalit 2015, 194).4

H2: Respondents will not choose a refugee who possesses the same skills (proxied by edu-
cational attainment) as themselves. In other words, both refugee profiles with higher and 
lower levels of education, relative to the respondent’s level of education, will be preferred 
to profiles showcasing identical levels of schooling as survey takers.

Welfare state model

As an alternative for the LMC model, which compares natives and immigrants with the 
same skill level, the welfare state model (WSM) describes the relationship between 
natives and low-skilled immigrants. According to Helbling and Kriesi (2014), high-skilled 
natives in Switzerland might oppose low-skilled immigrants, because they believe that 
immigrants would disproportionately use public services, such as health care. They 
hypothesize (596) that ‘high-skilled immigrants are preferred over low-skilled, as the 
latter’s use of public services especially with regard to welfare assistance and health ser-
vices is often disproportionally higher than their contribution to tax revenues’. For this 
reason, high-skilled natives are more likely to favour high-skilled immigrants. As low- 
skilled migrants are expected to impose an additional tax burden on locals and cause a 
decrease in per capita transfers (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010; Hanson, Scheve, and 
Slaughter 2007), hostility towards immigrants could be explained by fears of losing 
social benefits (Aleksynska 2011). High-skilled native individuals fear the potential tax 
raises needed to cover the increased welfare benefits once more immigrants arrive 
(Facchini and Maria Mayda 2009). Indeed, Hero and Preuhs (2007) found that the 
benefits had been cut in those US states which had higher numbers of immigrants. 
Immigrants described as having received welfare benefits previously – used as a ‘signal 
of being a potential burden to the welfare system’ – are also perceived as more 
threatening (Ruedin 2020, 9).

But implications of the WSM are not restricted to a juxtaposition of high-skilled natives 
versus low-skilled immigrants. Low-skilled natives might also oppose immigrants with 
little or no qualifications. This is because natives were to expect their government to 
rather cut welfare expenditures than to raise more taxes (Hanson, Scheve, and Slaughter 
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2007). Therefore, residents are afraid of reduced welfare benefits. Consequently, both low 
and high skilled natives could oppose low-skilled immigrants. Other studies also demon-
strate that natives prefer high-skilled immigrants over low-skilled ones, primarily out of 
these concerns (Hainmueller, Hiscox, and Margalit 2015; Sniderman, Hagendoorn, and 
Prior 2004). To sum it up, WSM expects natives, irrespective of how skilled they are, to 
prefer skilled immigrants over less skilled ones, potentially out of fears related to exploit-
ing public services. Building on these findings, our third hypothesis conjectures that:

H3: Respondents will not prefer refugees who only have limited education. The hypothesis 
expects that the two lowest levels of education (haven’t finished elementary school/ 
elementary school only) will diminish the likelihood of selecting the profile. That is, chan-
ging a refugee’s level of educational attainment from any other levels to these two will be 
associated with lower probabilities of respondents choosing that particular profile.

Hungary: a country of extreme anti-immigration attitudes

Previous research has already documented the long-lasting presence of anti-immigration 
sentiment in Hungary, even before it was amplified by the Hungarian government’s xeno-
phobic campaign (Meuleman, Davidov, and Billiet 2009). Governing Fidesz aside, opposi-
tion parties were also keen on harnessing exclusionary attitudes (Czymara 2020). The 
Green Party proposed the mandatory tracking of asylum seekers with ankle monitors 
and a notable share of their voters believes immigrants pose a threat to Hungarian 
culture (Kovarek and Littvay 2019). When elected as mayor, Our Homeland’s chairman 
banned the building of mosques and wearing of the burqua (Kovarek et al. 2017). 
However, the basic motivations of people who reject the arrival and settling of immi-
grants still remain unclear. Why do most Hungarians refuse to admit refugees? Which 
refugee characteristics are decisive when preferences are formed regarding admitting 
them (or denying their entry)?

Despite the ever-present xenophobic tendencies in the Hungarian society, the explicit 
rejection of Muslim people solidified only recently. Before the 2015 migration crisis, the 
issue of immigration was hardly salient in Hungary. To regain their electoral support 
after a decline, Viktor Orbán’s government has been implementing an intensive campaign 
against immigrants and refugees since 2015 (Czymara 2020). It ‘enlisted the support of 
state-run and state-sponsored media, framing the refugee crisis as a cultural threat and 
the danger of terrorism’ (Wenzel and Zerkowska-Balas 2019, 60). The negative campaign, 
involving billboards and television ads continued even when the number of asylum 
seekers in Hungary was negligible and meant the most important mobilizing resource 
for Fidesz in local, national and European Parliamentary elections. Fidesz mayors were 
also expected to help the government’s anti-immigration agenda via petitions, symbolic 
resolutions and at meetings of inter-municipal organizations (Kovarek and Dobos 2023, 
109). Based on the policy process analysis of Kriesi et al. (2024), the Hungarian quota refer-
endum of 2016 was the ‘most politicized of all national episodes’ of the entire European 
refugee crisis.

This political campaign exploited existing and well-documented hostilities of Hungar-
ians towards foreigners (Meuleman, Davidov, and Billiet 2009) and intensified negative 
attitudes towards immigrants (Czymara 2020). As a result, the majority of Hungarians 
developed contradictory prejudices about migrants, believing that they do not intend 
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to work at all while also assuming that they will steal Hungarians’ jobs; or that they will 
exploit the social security system and live off the limited state resources poor Hungarians 
should be entitled to (Simonovits 2020). Unfolding the roots of these predispositions is 
the main focus of our study. Collecting novel data in Hungary after the 2015 refugee 
crisis also sets our research apart from previous studies exclusively focusing on the 
United States (Hainmueller and Hiscox 2010; Hainmueller, Hiscox, and Margalit 2015), 
as well as analyses scrutinizing attitudes in Europe that use survey data compiled 
before 2015 (Dancygier and Donnelly 2013; Hellwig and Kweon 2016).

Data and methods

We fielded a pre-registered conjoint survey experiment,5 embedded into a multi-investi-
gator survey, presenting a pair of fictive refugee profiles, randomly varying levels of 
gender, country of origin, qualification, possessed devices and sum of money. Our 
main interest is the interplay between respondents’ skills (education), as well as tangible 
possessions (devices, sum of money) and those of refugees. The forced-choice experimen-
tal design6 reports on two refugees, as if they were just found at the Hungarian border by 
police officers; consequently, we have information about their belongings: whether they 
had a phone with themselves, whether they were carrying a computer (e.g. in their back-
pack), as well as how much cash they had in their pockets. These information are pre-
sented as attributes and varied randomly, alongside other characteristics needed to 
establish external validity and to construct realistic profiles, such as level of education, 
gender and country of origin. Each respondent completed two choice tasks.

To test our hypotheses, we computed average marginal component effects (AMCEs) 
and measured subgroup differences, where subgroups are primarily defined by (1) individ-
uals’ relative status vis-á-vis other respondents (i.e. whether they qualify as ‘last place’) and 
(2) individuals’ relative status vis-á-vis the refugee profiles (e.g. whether they are at equal 
standing regarding their level of education or whether the refugee qualifies as being in a 
more difficult financial and economic situation). We operationalize last place as the follow-
ing: a respondent without phone and computer; a respondent who finished elementary 
school, but having no further schooling; a respondent with max. 100,000 HUF monthly 
income (but not without income).7 We operationalize a worse-off refugee as someone 
without phone and computer (as other valuable belongings are hard to carry along the 
journey, hence one can assume a respondent living in Hungary likely possess anything 
else which would then make them second-to-last following the refugee being admitted), 
a refugee without elementary schooling, as well as a refugee without any cash.

The order in which profile attributes appear were randomized across respondents (but 
were the same for the same respondents). The study manipulates fictive refugee charac-
teristics: whether they appear as male or female, whether their country of origin is Afgha-
nistan, Iraq, Pakistan, Iran or Syria; whether they lack elementary schooling, has only 
elementary schooling, finished high school or has a college degree; whether they have 
a phone, a phone and a computer, or neither; whether they have no cash, 100,000, 
150,000, 200,000 or 500,000 HUF with them when interrogated by police officers. Attri-
bute levels were randomly selected; for level of education, devices and sum of money 
we used a uniform distribution. Conversely, we used real-world distributions when exist-
ing data allowed us to do so (de la Cuesta, Egami, and Imai 2022).

6 A. FARKAS ET AL.



Marginal distributions of actual asylum seekers’ characteristics were available for 
country of origin and gender. De la Cuesta, Egami, and Imai (2022) emphasize how ran-
domization based on marginal distributions ‘greatly improves the external validity of con-
joint analysis’ (31) and the ‘need to collect relevant data for as many factors as possible 
when building the target distribution’ (40) already in the design phase. The respective dis-
tributions were the following: 57% male and 43% female; 45% came from Afghanistan, 
39% from Iraq, 6% from Pakistan, 5% from Iran and 5% from Syria. These values were 
based on data from Menedék Hungarian Association for Migrants and the Hungarian 
Central Statistical Office.8 The variable capturing sender countries justifies incorporating 
information on our target population of interest, as target profile distributions very 
different from a uniform distribution will push uniform AMCES far away from population 
AMCEs (similarly to interactions among profile attributes). With respect to country of 
origin, sticking to a uniform distribution would have yielded an AMCE that gives equal 
weights to all conjoint profiles, despite nearly half of all asylum seekers coming from 
Afghanistan, but very few arriving from Syria or Iran.9

Data was collected by an external survey firm, TÁRKI Social Research Institute. The 
probability sample of 1008 persons is constructed using Computer-assisted Personal 
Interviews (CAPI), applies random selection sampling and is representative of the Hungar-
ian adult population.10 Each respondent had to complete two choice tasks, increasing the 
effective sample size to N = 2016.

Dichotomous variables capture (1) when the level of education of respondents and 
refugee profiles are the same; (2) when allowing the refugee to enter Hungary would 
move the respondent up from the last place; (3) when the respondent is classified as cur-
rently (i.e. before admitting the fictive refugee) occupying the last place.

The analysis obtains average marginal component effects (AMCEs) and marginal 
means (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014; Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020) by 
using OLS regression.11 As standard in conjoint analysis, we cluster standard errors by 
respondents, to account for the fact that each respondent completed two choice tasks. 
The outcome variable for our regression analysis captures the chosen refugee profile, 
whereas profile attributes serve as predictors. We relied on the cregg package for obtain-
ing our estimates (Leeper 2020). Differences in marginal means were calculated to obtain 
differences in preferences for particular levels of attributes between respondent sub-
groups. Pairwise difference in means tests compares unadjusted marginal means to 
provide a formal test of subgroup differences in favourability for each level of conjoint 
attributes. This is followed by an omnibus F-test of the null hypothesis that all interaction 
terms are equal to zero; in other words, we run a nested model comparison of the 
restricted model (no interactions) and the one allowing for interaction between conjoint 
attribute levels and respondent subgroups. Interactions, as specified above, test the 
hypotheses using the relative position of respondents and fictive refugees, regarding 
the devices possessed, income or cash, and level of education.

Results and discussion

We start our analysis by obtaining AMCEs (Figure 1) and marginal means (Figure 2) for the 
entire sample.12 These are not direct tests of any of our hypotheses, but rather informative 
with respect to the main drivers of anti-immigration sentiment in Hungary. AMCEs 
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summarize the overall effect of an attribute across other attributes of refugee profiles. 
Unadjusted marginal means measure favourability toward attributes (profile features) 
and are calculated for each feature level. When it comes to population (or subgroup) pre-
ferences, that latter is preferred, as marginal means are estimated for all attribute levels, 
whereas AMCEs by design do omit producing estimates for the reference category 
(Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020).

For testing last place aversion, we calculated differences in marginal means for three 
separate models. The first distinguishes between respondents’ and refugees’ income 
level, the second relates to education. As we can see in Figures 3 and 4, none of the esti-
mates are significantly different, meaning that we are unable to corroborate the respect-
ive hypothesis. According to our results, the desire to avoid the last place in society’s 
hierarchy does not influence citizens’ choice on immigrants’ fictive profiles. A similar 
null result, i.e. the absence of meaningful differences between respondent subgroups, 
characterizes our third hypothesis on devices possessed, such as computers and 
phones (not shown visually). We test subgroup differences formally via nested model 
comparisons, computing an F-statistic that compares the model fit of restricted versus 

Figure 1. Average marginal component effects.
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not restricted models (Leeper, Hobolt, and Tilley 2020). Latter models allow for inter-
actions between attribute levels and subgroup dummies. In all three cases, respective 
omnibus F-tests also suggest the lack of subgroup differences expected by LPA.13

Figure 2. Marginal means.

College or university
8 years of primary

Less than 8 years of primary
Vocational or high school

-0.25 0.250.00

Estimated Difference

Figure 3. Differences in marginal means between respondents who are last with respect to education 
(i.e. finished elementary school only) and those who are not.
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Figures 1–2 both suggest that male asylum seekers face a disadvantage, whereas the 
Hungarian population demonstrates a preference for female refugees. In causal terms, 
presenting a male asylum seeker profile, all else constant, decreased the probability 
that the profile is chosen by 0.09 percentage points (SE = 0.02). This is in line with how 
young men were depicted in Hungarian (and Polish media) at the height of the Syrian 
refugee crisis, ‘portrayed as cowards who did not want to fight for their country’, op- 
eds and politicians alike arguing for ‘admit[ting] only women and children’ (Goździak 
and Márton 2018, 138). Contrarily, AMCEs (or marginal means) are statistically indistin-
guishable from zero (or 0.5) for any levels of country of origin, devices owned or cash pos-
sessed by notional refugees. Asylum seekers’ level of education packs significant 
explanatory power: selecting less than 8 years of primary as baseline, all other levels (i.e. 
having received more education) increase the probability of the particular profile being 
chosen. Figure 2 suggest secondary and post-secondary education provide an advantage 
when it comes to preferences regarding admitting asylum-seekers, whereas refugees 
without a high school diploma are the least-liked category, irrespective whether they 
finished primary school or not. Bonuses (and penalties) associated with education are 
larger than the relative importance of gender. Changing a fictive asylum seeker’s edu-
cational attainment from less than 8 years of primary school to college or university 
yields an average change of 0.32 percentage point increase (SE = 0.02) in the probability 
that the refugee will be admitted. We revisit this finding in more detail later, when 
formally testing Hypothesis 3.

One potential explanation for this could be our respondents having had trouble believ-
ing that these refugees will help them to leave rock bottom behind. Whether this has to 
do with the relatively low share of immigrants in Hungary (hence respondents expecting 
these refugees to immediately move further to Western Europe once granted asylum), or 
doubts about sincerity of claims describing their wealth , i.e. consuming news from gov-
ernment-sponsored media outlets could make one believe that refugees are stashing up 
cash and hiding it from authorities, or that their monthly allowance, received from UNHCR 
to ‘anonymous credit cards’, covers a lifestyle more comfortable than respondents’ own. 
Further studies can look into which of these two explanations are more plausible – as their 
normative implications are vastly different.

Estimated Difference

150.000 HUF

100.000 HUF

200.000 HUF

500.000 HUF

No money

-0.4 -0.2 0.0 0.2 0.4

Figure 4. Differences in marginal means between respondent groups, distinguished by being last (i.e. 
earning a monthly salary of max. 100,000 HUF) and not last based on their income level.
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We proceed by testing the labour market competition hypothesis; for this, we split 
respondents into two groups, based on their educational attainment. We proxy skill 
with level of education, similarly to previous research on the topic (Helbling and Kriesi 
2014; Scheve and Slaughter 2001). A dichotomous variable operationalizes whether 
respondents had the same level of education as the fictive refugee (as opposed to it 
being either lower or higher). Figure 5 suggests these respondent subgroups do not 
differ significantly; contrary to what LMC would posit, asylum seekers possessing the 
same level of education (hence potentially becoming competitors of natives in job 
seeking) are not rejected more often than immigrants who are better (or worse) 
qualified, posing no immediate threat for natives’ employability and labour market 
chances.

Therefore, our second hypothesis about respondents preferring immigrants whose 
level of education is not similar to theirs, was not corroborated either, as we were 
unable to reject the associated null hypothesis, expecting no significant differences 
between subgroups.14 This suggests that anti-immigrant sentiments harboured by Hun-
garians do not stem from fears related to an increasingly competitive labour market; in 
spite of the government’s infamous ‘If you come to Hungary, don’t take the jobs of Hun-
garians!’ billboards, an immigrant who received the same education is not disfavoured 
more.

We find remarkable differences in preferences regarding refugee profiles, however, in 
the direction expected by the welfare state model. To describe population preferences, 
Figure 6 presents raw marginal means as a test of the welfare state model hypothesis. 
These provide evidence for Hungarians rejecting immigrants without a high school 
diploma, whereas those with secondary education or higher (i.e. college or university) 
are strongly favoured based on our estimates. Refugees with the lowest level of education 
are the least likely to be selected.

Our findings go in the same direction of recent literature on work values and cultural 
capital in Hungary (Kovarek and Sata 2021), highlighting that Hungarians value education 
to a great extent, which remains the most important source of social mobility. These 
results also mirror preferences in the USA and in Slovakia (Findor et al. 2022; Hainmueller 
and Hopkins 2015) and resonate with earlier findings on Hungarians being most dismis-
sive of refugees who they think will exploit the welfare system by not being capable of 
finding jobs because they lack the proper skills (Simonovits 2020).

College or university
8 years of primary

Less than 8 years of primary
Vocational or high school

-0.2 0.0 0.2
Estimated Difference

Figure 5. Differences in marginal means between respondents who possess the same level of edu-
cation as fictive refugees and respondents with either more or less schooling.
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Conclusion

This article set out to capture attitudes on immigration in Hungary. We tested three com-
peting hypotheses: last place aversion (LPA), labour market competition (LMC) and the 
welfare state model (WSM). We did so while seeking to make three contributions: utilizing 
real-world data on asylum seekers’ socio-economic backgrounds for profile randomiz-
ation; collecting data after the 2015 refugee crisis and offering a direct test of LPA in 
the context of immigration preferences. Out of the three aforementioned hypotheses, 
only fears related to refugees exploiting the welfare system were found to be significant 
drivers, as the less education refugees have, the less likely respondents were to admit 
them. These findings contribute to a small, but growing body of literature employing 
survey experiments to study (anti-)immigration sentiment in Central Eastern Europe 
(Findor et al. 2022; Wenzel and Zerkowska-Balas 2019).

Our findings go in the same direction of recent literature on attitudes towards immi-
grants, highlighting that female asylum seekers are generally preferred over male ones, 
an experimental result demonstrated in a variety of contexts across Western Europe, 
Central Eastern Europe and the United States (Bansak, Hainmueller, and Hangartner 
2016; Findor et al. 2022; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015). We expect our findings to gen-
eralize to other countries where incumbents (and other political elites) effectively shape 
individual attitudes on immigration via cueing (Kriesi and Vrânceanu 2023), national con-
texts of Central Eastern Europe where immigration remains salient on the political 
agenda, irrespective of the actual number of asylum seekers (Strnad 2022), and countries 
where educational attainment does not serve as a heuristic for (higher) likelihood of a 
refugee speaking the local language.15

A few caveats are in order. When testing the LMC hypothesis, we assumed that iden-
tical skills (proxied by educational attainment) would lead to identical occupational status, 
but this might not necessarily be the case. More research would be needed to understand 
whether skills mismatch characterizes immigrants’ job prospects in Hungary – and 
whether this modifies our survey takers’ expectations on asylum seekers’ future entry 
to labour market.

0 .4 0 .5 0 .6 0 .7
Marginal Mean

College or university

8 years of primary

Less than 8 years of primary

Vocational or high school

Figure 6. Unadjusted (raw) marginal means indicating preferences for skill/education level of 
refugees.
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While we have focused on testing the WSM, the literature also has much to offer scho-
lars interested in proxying other adjacent but distinct hypotheses, similarly proxied by 
skills or education. The Deservingness model, as hypothesized by Helbling and Kriesi 
(2014), captures the idea that high-skilled immigrants are more desirable for natives, 
because they consider low-skilled immigrants as ‘lazy people’. According to this senti-
ment, low-skilled immigrants would ‘would be as well off as natives’, if only they were 
more abitious and ‘tried harder’ (Helbling and Kriesi 2014, 598). Should conjectures 
about the sentiment of migrant undeservingness be true, its empirical implications 
would be similar to the WSM, as lower levels of education would be a sign of ‘lazyness’ 
(cf. Cowan, Martinez, and Mendiola 1997; Waters 1994), and similarly predict future 
dependence on (or exploitation of) the welfare state.

Further research should try to unpack the specific mechanisms at work behind natives 
overwhelming preference for high-skilled immigrants. Our research design does not allow 
for disentangling these two possibilities, but conjoint experiments with individual rating 
outcome variables (where survey takes would be asked to assess whether they associate 
fictive immigrant profiles with ‘lazyness’ or a potential burden for the country’s tax base) 
would be well-suited to directly assess this question.

Furthermore, for constructing fictive asylum seeker profiles, we used real-world data on 
refugees’ country of origin. Such figures reflect trends of asylum seekers before the 
Russian invasion of Ukraine, as our experiment was fielded in 2021. Future studies can 
look into how this drastic change – just over the course of a month, more than 500,000 
Ukrainian refugees have entered Hungary – shaped preferences (De Coninck 2023). It is 
possible that Ukrainians being predominantly Christians would moderate some of the 
effects uncovered in this paper (Moise, Dennison, and Kriesi 2024). Alternatively, as 
there have been tens of thousands of Ukrainians guest workers in Hungary (infamously 
dubbed as ‘migrant workers’ by radical right political actors) already in 2019, a replication 
of this study might corroborate the LMC hypothesis.

Contributing to the growing number of studies seeking to understand individual pre-
ferences over immigration (Helbling and Kriesi 2014; Ortega and Polavieja 2012) with the 
relative socio-economic position of natives and immigrants, our study introduced last 
place aversion as mechanism potentially driving (anti-)immigrant sentiment. While 
leaving the last place behind might come with higher status in the social hierarchy, our 
null results associated with the respective hypothesis tests (H1) suggest asylum seekers 
might not be considered as a relevant reference ingroup, as Hungary remains a transit 
state and most refugees stay only temporarily (Kriesi et al. 2024). Further research 
should test the last place aversion hypothesis and evaluate the degree to which LPA is 
applicable in the context of destination and frontline states.

Notes

1. Note that in the Hungarian public discourse, migrant, immigrant, refugee and asylum seeker 
are almost always used interchangeably, not independently of the Orbán government’s 
efforts to associate symbolic threats with all sorts of migrants. In the words of Simonovits 
(2020), the cabinet ‘purposefully refrained from’ using the latter two terms. We asked 
about ‘asylum seekers’ to justify the experiment’s forced-choice nature, but the accompany-
ing instructions also used expressions, which would resonate with Hungarians consuming 
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news that frame all refugees as (illegal) immigrants. See the pre-analysis plan for the exact 
wording: https://osf.io/jkt9a?view_only=51246c3e43644f35ab11d85cd76e1380

2. In our study, we remain focused on material theories, expecting the relative and perceived 
social position of individuals to act as drivers of attitudes towards immigrants, consistent 
with the Sociotropic Economic Threat argument (Valentino et al. 2019). Our survey exper-
imental setup is less well-suited to test security and cultural threat perceptions (Wike and 
Grim 2010) or anxiety about crime (Fitzgerald, Curtis, and Corliss 2012), and – as the Data 
and methods section elaborates on it below – we have little variance in terms of refugee 
profiles’ religious background (Krzyzowski and Nowicka 2021), as there is no sizeable 
group of asylum seekers coming to Hungary from predominantly Christian sender countries. 
Nevertheless, we do not exclude the possibility that they might (just as well) be relevant in 
the Hungarian context.

3. See Natter, Czaika, and Haas (2020) on how these divergent preferences regarding high 
versus low-skilled immigrants are represented by partisan actors in the political arena.

4. See also the overview of studies that estimate the labour market effects of immigration across 
skill groups, operationalized as education and experience (Edo 2019, 936).

5. PAP registration was initiated on 27 May 2021. As data was collected by an external survey 
firm, we had no access to any of the responses until the cleaned dataset was sent to us in 
June 2021.

6. Reviewing published research employing conjoint designs, Bansak et al. (2021b, 26–27) find 
that forced-choice outcomes are one of the ‘two most common measures of stated prefer-
ence in political science’ and have ‘distinct advantages’, such as they incentivize respondents 
to ‘think more carefully about trade-offs’.

7. This operationalization makes use of the omnibus survey’s standard battery of socio-econ-
omic items, making direct refugee-respondent comparisons feasible. See Supplementary 
Material for saliency of these attributes in Hungarian discourse.

8. See https://menedek.hu/sites/default/files/article-uploads/integracio-onkentesalapon.pdf
and https://www.ksh.hu/docs/hun/xstadat/xstadat_eves/i_wnvn002b.html, respectively.

9. Our approach mirrors a mixed randomization design, where a uniform distribution is used for 
the main factors of interest – in our study, cash, device and education –, and target profile 
distribution for control factors – in our study, country of origin and gender – included for 
the purposes of background information. This is, of course, less of a purposeful consideration 
from our side and rather a necessity, given that there was no available data on the marginal 
distributions for the rest of the attributes. This is, of course, a well-known problem: (de la 
Cuesta, Egami, and Imai 2022, 21) also emphasized how ‘it may not be feasible to obtain 
the joint distribution of the (potentially many) attributes of immigrants that researchers 
wish to study’.

10. See Supplementary Material for descriptives.
11. As the nonparametric estimator of the AMCE is the linear combination of the estimated 

regression coefficients (Hainmueller, Hopkins, and Yamamoto 2014), linear regression is gen-
erally preferred when estimating AMCEs (Bansak et al. 2021b).

12. Although our preferred method is graphical, we also include a tabular presentation of the 
estimates in Tables A3–A4 in the Supplementary Materials.

13. Results are (F(4, 4024) = 0.59, p ≤ 0.67) for last place as education, (F(5, 2902) = 0.32, p ≤ 0.9) 
as income and (F(3, 4026) = 0.81, p ≤ 0.49) as not owning a laptop, respectively.

14. Results of the omnibus F-test is (F(4, 4024) = 0.75, p ≤ 0.55) for labour market competition. 
Opearatinalizing LMC slightly differently – not testing interactions between a dichotomous 
variable capturing identical refugee/survey taker educational attainment and notional 
asylum seekers’ level of education, but rather respondents’ level of education in general – 
leaves the results unchanged (F(12, 4016) = 0.72, p ≤ 0.73).

15. None of our respondents would assume that an asylum seeker would be more likely to speak 
Hungarian just because they obtained a degree or finished high school. Consequently, AMCEs 
associated with (higher) levels of education indeed describe causal quantities of changing 
refugees’ education received, and are not masking (Bansak et al. 2021a) the effect of speaking 
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the vernacular. Contrarily, it would be a fair assumption by respondents in the USA (or the 
United Kingdom) that an immigrant having finished secondary or tertiary education 
studied English as a second language.
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