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Abstract: This study examines polarization in political opinions toward immigration and the European 

Union between occupational classes, i.e. structural polarization. We maintain that two conditions must 

hold to indicate structural opinion polarization: high between-class divergence and high within-class 

consensus. Our main contribution is to study these two conditions systematically for a wide variety of 

immigration and EU-related topics. Using data from four high-quality German surveys spanning three 

decades, we document three main findings. First, we find substantial between-class divergence: 

respondents in typical working class occupations express substantially more unfavorable opinions about 

immigration and the EU than the upper classes across the majority of survey indicators. Second, 

however, we also observe considerable opinion heterogeneity within the working class. This lack of 

within-class consensus limits the potential of mobilizing the working class as a group on the basis of 

anti-immigration and anti-EU sentiments. Third, while we do not document durable increases in 

structural opinion polarization over time across most of our opinion indicators, we do draw attention to 

opinions to individual topics that stand out as being most polarized relative to other issues. Overall, our 

results suggest limited opinion polarization between occupational classes on immigration and EU issues 

in Germany. 

Keywords: opinion polarization, globalization cleavage, attitudes toward immigrants, opinion trends, 

measuring polarization, class polarization 
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Introduction 

Opinion polarization between groups of individuals in similar socio-structural positions is of long-

standing interest to sociologists. Social class was undoubtedly a major socio-structural component of 

political cleavages during the 19th and 20th centuries, and scholars have argued that it continues to 

structure politics well into the 21st century (Oesch, 2008). However, the topics of political contention 

have evolved in recent decades. According to the landmark work of Hanspeter Kriesi et al. (2008), 

increasing globalization leads to the rise of a globalization cleavage that divides citizens with positions 

favoring national closure and immigration restrictions from those who support positions favoring 

transnational integration, denationalization, and immigration (Kriesi et al., 2008; Azmanova, 2011). 

Our main goal in this study is to assess the extent to which opinions on immigrants and the EU are 

polarized between social classes in Germany. The empirical debate on globalization cleavage points to 

occupational class and educational level as the main structural components (Oesch, 2008; Bornschier 

and Kriesi, 2012; Bornschier, 2018; Oesch and Rennwald, 2018; Langsæther and Stubager, 2019; Ares, 

2022). Indeed, recent events, such as the 2016 Brexit referendum (Hobolt, 2016), the MAGA movement 

in the US, or the success of right-wing populist movements (e.g., the pan-European, anti-Islam, far-right 

political movement PEGIDA in Germany) have raised questions about the role of the working class in 

the political space (Westheuser and della Porta, 2022). 

This leads us to ask the following question: ‘What is the extent and breadth of opinion polarization on 

immigration and the EU between occupational classes?’ 

Our main contribution to the literature on attitudinal class divides is the introduction of the idea of 

within-class consensus, a concept born from a long tradition in sociological research on opinion 

polarization (DiMaggio, Evans and Bryson, 1996). Previous research has documented sizable 

differences in average opinions between working-class and upper-class individuals (Langsæther and 

Stubager, 2019; Ares, 2022). However, we argue that within-class consensus, the attitudinal 

homogeneity of positions within each class, is of major importance in interpreting differences in average 

opinion between classes as outright class polarization or a cleavage (DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson, 

1996, 698). Only issues that show divergence between classes and consensus within classes are likely 

candidates for class polarization. 

Furthermore, we overcome several limitations of previous research. First, a sizable proportion of 

empirical studies on the globalization-related divide in Europe are based on cross-sectional analyses or 

short time periods (Hobolt, 2016; Langsæther and Stubager, 2019; Lux, Mau and Jacobi, 2022; Pless, 

Khoudja and Grunow, 2023). However, the globalization cleavage is expected to increase over time. 

Globalization pressures—the main proposed causes of this cleavage—have increased continually in 

recent decades. Moreover, long-term trend analyses are essential in polarization research because past 

opinion distributions provide a valuable yardstick for assessing the extent of current polarization 

(Fiorina and Abrams, 2008). Second, studies that do track trends in globalization-related attitudes over 
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long periods (Down and Wilson, 2008; Caughey, O’Grady, and Warshaw, 2019; Claassen and McLaren, 

2022; Teney and Rupieper, 2023), rarely analyze attitudinal differences between occupational classes. 

However, occupational class, next to educational level, is said to constitute an important structural 

component of opinion divides on globalization-related issues (Bornschier, 2018; Bornschier and Kriesi, 

2012; see Langsæther and Stubager, 2019 or Kitschelt and Rehm, 2014 for empirical evidence). 

Considering occupation as a major structural determinant of opinion polarization enables us to group 

citizens not only according to their skills level but also according to one of the most important places of 

socialization in an adult´s life (Oesch, 2006; Kitschelt and Rehm, 2014). Third, the few studies that 

focus on class differences and longer time frames (Perrett, 2021; Ares, 2022) focus on mean differences, 

ignoring the homogeneity or heterogeneity of opinions within classes. 

Empirically, we provide an encompassing descriptive assessment of class-based opinion polarization on 

immigration and the EU for the German case. Immigration and the EU are two issue domains at the core 

of the globalization cleavage in Western Europe (e.g., Hooghe and Marks, 2018; Kriesi, 2008). Germany 

is the EU member state with the largest population and one of the most globalized EU member states 

(Gygli et al., 2019). Furthermore, the availability of high-quality survey data in Germany allows us to 

follow trends over a long period and a broad range of attitudinal indicators. Beyond that, the German 

case features some particularities that make it an interesting case study. First, it did not have a strong, 

right-wing, radical, populist party that capitalizes on citizens´ anti-immigrant and anti-EU sentiments 

until 2013, which is relatively late compared to other European countries. Second, Germany fared 

relatively well during the global financial crisis and European sovereign debt crisis (Hopkins, 2020). 

Nevertheless, these are not a priori reasons for assuming that there is no class polarization on 

globalization-related issues. According to Hopkins (2020), Germany—perceived as a creditor country 

during the financial crisis—should be susceptible to anti-system politics from the right (demonstrated 

by the sudden and forceful rise of the right-wing populist party AfD), particularly by those who do not 

perceive themselves as benefitting from immigration and European integration. Moreover, Germans 

tend to consider immigration and the EU as the most important problems faced by Germany in times of 

related large-scale shocks—such as the so-called 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ or the EU sovereign debt crisis 

in 2011-2014 (Teney and Rupieper, 2023), despite Germany´s relative economic prosperity and stability 

during this period. 

Our results document a clear and stable attitudinal class hierarchy: The working class is more 

immigration- and EU-skeptic than the higher service class on almost all issues. However, we also find 

that responses to most of the items which show large between-class differences are exceptionally diverse 

within the working class. This suggests limited mobilization potential of the working class as a whole 

on the basis of these issues. Finally, our selection of multiple indicators and fine-grained analysis enable 

us to identify those individual issues that might be most prone to cause conflict between classes. 
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Structural opinion polarization along occupational class lines 

Following classical cleavage theory (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967), the process of repeated conflicts 

between social groups consolidates collective identities and solidarity within the respective groups, 

which structures society. According to Simmel's (1992) conflict theory, social conflicts have not only a 

structuring but also an integrative function: Conflicts that occur within the common rules and norms 

require interactions between partners and imply the formation of groups (Bonacker, 2005, 9–29). Social 

conflicts can in turn become rooted in grassroots movements and hierarchical organizations that act as 

channels for the expression and mobilization of protest (Lipset and Rokkan, 1967; Hooghe and Marks, 

2018). This requires that social groups in different structural positions differ in their politically relevant 

opinions and their expression. It is this overlap between social structure and expressed political opinion 

that we call structural opinion polarization. 

Structural opinion polarization along occupational class lines is a particularly deep and durable form of 

societal division. This is because opinion differences do not occur between random individuals in a 

given society but between groups that share similar material living conditions, social networks, cultural 

practices, and potentially, identities (Blau, 1977; DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson, 1996; Baldassarri and 

Bearman, 2007). Occupational class effectively characterizes the life chances, material circumstances 

(Oesch, 2006), and everyday culture (DellaPosta, Shi and Macy, 2015; Fielding-Singh, 2017) to which 

individuals are exposed in modern societies. Furthermore, social class structures social relations in many 

ways, and social networks are segregated along occupational and educational lines (Blau, 1977; Alecu 

et al., 2022). The emergence of structural opinion polarization along occupational class lines implies 

that these class-specific similarities in experiencing and understanding the world are increasingly 

coupled with the expression of distinct political attitudes that diverge from those prevalent in other 

occupational classes. Even seemingly small cultural affinities within classes (e.g., regarding 

consumption habits, Fielding-Singh, 2017) might contribute to polarization dynamics through feedback 

loops of social influence and homophily (DellaPosta, Shi, and Macy, 2015).   

Our research is particularly influenced by the consolidation principle developed by DiMaggio, Evans, 

and Bryson (1996). Consolidation (Blau, 1977) describes a lack of intersections between socio-structural 

parameters and is assumed to increase within-group interaction, decrease out-group interaction, and, 

most importantly, increase the likelihood of group mobilization. DiMaggio et al. (1996) extend this 

abstract notion of consolidation to describe the alignment of certain sociodemographic characteristics 

with certain political attitudes. 

DiMaggio et al. (1996, 698) offer valuable suggestions on how to operationalize consolidation. First, 

there must be substantial attitudinal differences between sociodemographic groups. This is what we call 

between-group ‘divergence’, in line with Bramson et al. (2017). Second, the smaller the attitudinal 

differences between members within the respective social groups, the greater the likelihood of group 

mobilization on the basis of the attitudes in question. This is what we call within-group ‘consensus’ (see 
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also Bramson et al., 2017). Within-group consensus captures the idea that political actors can only 

mobilize large parts of a group if its members are in consensus, even if the divergence between groups 

are high (DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson, 1996).  

 

Figure 1: Hypothetical histograms of responses to three items on separate political issues on a 10-point 

Likert scale for two groups. For each issue, the mean difference between the two groups remains the 

same, but the consensus within groups differs. 

Figure 1 illustrates that the consensus of responses within groups can change the interpretation of 

existing differences in average opinions between groups. It shows stylized histograms of responses to 

three hypothetical political issues (panels 1–3) on a hypothetical 10-point Likert scale. Each panel shows 

a histogram of two classes. The difference in the average opinions is five scale points in all three panels. 

Thus, if we were to only consider mean differences, all panels in Figure 1 would suggest the same level 

of polarization. However, considering the shape of the response distribution within each class, we 

maintain that group polarization is highest for the first issue and lowest for the third issue. In the first 

panel, opinion and class membership are aligned. Group-based political mobilization is made easier as 

both groups hold homogeneous positions. Here, social structure overlaps with opinion. In the second 

panel, the responses in each class are more spread out. Under these circumstances, group-based political 

mobilization would require greater effort to mobilize members with different opinions. Finally, in the 

third panel, the blue group is internally split in its opinion. Thus, even though the blue group holds 

opinions toward the third issue that are markedly different to those of the yellow group, political 

mobilization of the blue group would require effort to bridge an internal attitudinal divide. 

Our study focuses on the opinion polarization on globalization-related issues between occupational 

classes. Accordingly, we speak of structural opinion polarization if we observe (1) large differences in 

globalization-related issue positions between occupational classes (between-group divergence), and (2) 
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high homogeneity in globalization-related issue positions within occupational classes (within-group 

consensus). 

Previous research on opinion trends demonstrates that attitudes toward immigration and immigrants 

have remained stable or shifted in a pro-immigration direction in Western European countries since the 

late 1990s (Caughey, O’Grady, and Warshaw, 2019; Dennison and Geddes, 2019; Claassen and 

McLaren, 2022). Against this background of a liberalizing trend, studies document that individuals in 

lower socioeconomic classes consistently express more restrictionist attitudes toward immigration 

relative to other classes (Langsæther and Stubager, 2019; Lindh and McCall, 2020; Ares, 2022; Lux and 

Gülzau, 2022) and are generally more conservative (Perrett, 2021).  

However, the class differences found in these studies are usually moderate, even between the two most 

widely separated classes in the respective analyses (Lindh and McCall, 2020; Lux and Gülzau, 2022, 

for Germany). Therefore, considering within-class consensus in addition to between-class divergence 

enables a more accurate assessment of structural opinion polarization. Indeed, structural opinion 

polarization might occur despite a lack of extreme opinion antagonism between occupational classes if 

these classes are homogeneous in their position. 

Regarding trends in positions toward the EU, Down and Wilson (2008) find that the distribution of 

responses to an EU-support item became more dispersed among the general populations of various 

countries after the Maastricht Treaty. In Germany, the distribution remained stable after an initial 

increase in dispersion (Down and Wilson, 2008, 41). While overall trends in support for the EU have 

been well documented (De Wilde, 2021), we know much less about the differences between 

occupational classes on EU positions over time. Most studies in this strand of literature focus on 

education as a stratifying factor (see e.g., Hakhverdian et al., 2013 or Fernández and Eigmüller, 2018). 

Considering occupational class as a structural dimension of the globalization cleavage and based on 

findings from previous research, we formulate two hypotheses.  

First, as globalization pressures such as immigration and Europeanization grew continuously between 

the 1990s and the most recent past in Europe (see Gygli et al., 2019), we expect an increase in 

antagonistic positions on the issues of immigration and the EU between occupational classes in the 

German population since the 1990s. According to previous research on trends in immigration positions, 

there could be a universal trend toward more liberal positions in all classes. However, even if such a 

trend exists, we would expect stable, or increasing, and sizable relative differences in positions between 

classes on most issues related to immigration or the EU (Hypothesis 1: between-class opinion divergence 

hypothesis). 

Furthermore, under the assumption that the globalization cleavage is structurally rooted in the class 

structure, opinion consensus within occupational classes in the German population should also have 

increased since the 1990s (Hypothesis 2: within-class opinion consensus hypothesis). It is important to 
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note that Hypothesis 2 is only interesting for issues where Hypothesis 1 is confirmed. Higher within-

class consensus can be interpreted as class polarization only when differences in opinion exist. 

Data and Methods 

Data sets 

We use high-quality German datasets that allow us to construct our class variable of interest and include 

immigrant- and EU-related attitudinal items over a longer period. Our results are based on the General 

Social Survey of the Social Sciences (ALLBUS), European Social Survey (ESS), German Longitudinal 

Election Study (GLES), and International Social Survey Program – National Identity Module (ISSP). 

We restrict the data to those survey waves that include samples from both East and West Germany and 

detailed information on respondents’ occupation (see below). All analyses apply the survey weights 

made available by the data providers to account for the sampling design of each respective survey. We 

calculate the median date of all the interviews conducted within each wave for each survey and then use 

this date variable as a common time scale to compare trends across surveys. 

Compositional changes within the different classes constitute a challenge in assessing class-based 

opinion polarization over time. For example, the working class has become more ethnically diverse, and 

the higher participation of women in the labor market has increased the proportion of women in low 

paid jobs. To make our between-class divergence and within-class consensus estimates comparable over 

time, we restrict our sample to German citizens. Furthermore, we apply weights obtained via Coarsened 

Exact Matching to adjust for compositional changes within classes. These weights adjust the distribution 

of sex, age, and East/West German residence within each class in each individual cross-section to 

resemble the class-specific distribution in the first survey that includes all relevant class information 

(the ALLBUS in 1992). We match members of the individual classes in each cross-section with their 

peers in 1992 based on the variables sex (female, male), age (coarsened into 29 years and below, 30 to 

39, 40 to 49, 50 to 59, 60 to 69, 70 and above), and residence (either East or West Germany). Thus, sex, 

age, and place of residence are held constant at the levels of the 1992 ALLBUS sample in our analyses. 

Class position 

We measure occupational class position using the five-class Oesch scheme (Oesch, 2006).1 The scheme 

differentiates between ‘higher-grade service’ (e.g., managers, journalists, architects, and owners of large 

businesses), ‘lower-grade service’ (primary education teachers, nursing professionals, small business 

management), ‘small business owners’ (owning businesses with up to 10 employees, restaurants and the 

 
1 We primarily relied on the scripts provided on Daniel Oesch’s website 

(https://people.unil.ch/danieloesch/scripts/) and the oesch ado for Stata (programmed by Simon Kaiser, 

https://ideas.repec.org/c/boc/bocode/s458490.html). 
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like), ‘skilled workers’ (clerks, secretaries, plumbers, personal care workers), and ‘unskilled workers’ 

(cashiers, housekeepers, waiters, taxi drivers, manufacturing laborers). 

The five-class scheme differentiates jobs mainly according to the vertical economic dimension of 

inequality. The advantage of this broad categorization is that it follows a clear theoretical logic (vertical 

inequalities in skill levels and market success) and results in groups with sizable numbers which are 

demographically relevant. However, more differentiated variants of the Oesch class scheme are often 

used to account for the horizontal inequalities between occupations (Oesch and Rennwald, 2018). In 

Online Appendix OA3, we show that distinguishing occupations on the basis of horizontal occupational 

characteristics leads to similar conclusions about the overall patterns of class polarization as the five-

class scheme (see also Ares, 2022). Thus, we are confident that our coarse categorization allows us to 

identify the most entrenched cleavages between classes. 

We use respondents’ current job as measured by ISCO88 and ISCO08 codes, their type of employment 

relation (employed, self-employed, working in family business), and the number of employees (if self-

employed) to categorize them into one of the five classes. If respondents were retired or did not provide 

a response when asked about their current job, we use information about their former job to construct 

the class scheme. If respondents did not have a job or did not provide information about their current 

and former job, we use their spouse’s job.2 

Figure 2 shows how the percentage of individuals in the five classes in each cross-section evolved over 

time. In line with previous research (Oesch, 2015), we find that the proportion of skilled workers 

declined steadily, whereas the proportion of positions in the lower-grade service class rose. The 

proportion of unskilled workers and small business owners remained at a steady low level. 

 
2 Only a small minority of respondents were classified into a certain class based on their spouse’s job because most 

respondents had a job at some point in their life. Since the first ISSP-National Identity Module did not ask for past 

jobs in 1995, we use only the current job for all waves of the ISSP to stay consistent within the ISSP. 
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Figure 2: Percentage of respondents belonging to the five classes used in our analysis. Pooled data 

from ALLBUS, ESS, GLES, and ISSP. Curves are fitted with locally weighted regressions. 

Opinions on immigrants, immigration, and the EU 

As is common practice in the polarization literature (Park, 2018), we include all available items that 

fulfill broad criteria to avoid cherry-picking individual items that fit our hypotheses. We employ the 

following criteria to select the outcome variables. First, the items must match our thematic focus on 

immigration- and EU-related opinions. Second, they must have been asked in at least three survey waves 

to investigate trends. Finally, the items must target immigrants as a general group and not specific ethnic 

groups.  

Our overall pool of items consists of 32 items that meet these criteria. Table A1 in the Appendix 

summarizes our main items, the respective wording of the survey questions, the response scales, and the 

years in which the item was featured. Our main analyses will focus on a smaller proportion of these 

items that show the largest mean differences to keep the analysis concise. We categorize the selected 

items from the three surveys into different domains to assign short labels to each item. For the 

immigration-related items, our data contains items that measure sentiments toward active exclusion of 

immigrants (XEN, xenophobia), effects of immigration on culture (CUL), economic effects of the 

presence of immigrants (ECO), effects on social welfare (WEL), assimilation (ASS), and immigration 

policy-related positions (IMP). For EU-related items, our data is composed of items asking about 
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personal attachment to Europe (EUA), attitudes toward European Unification (EUU), and trust in 

European institutions (EUT). If necessary, items were recoded such that higher values indicate positions 

which are more anti-immigration or anti-EU. 

Statistics of between-class divergence and within-class consensus 

We define structural opinion polarization on an individual issue as an empirical state of society where 

divergence between classes in stated positions toward a certain issue is high, and within-class consensus 

in stated positions toward this issue is high. We report two statistics that characterize the distributions 

within classes and distributional differences between classes for each issue. 

To measure between-class divergence, we calculate the differences between the class-specific mean 

responses (Bramson et al., 2017). Mean values are an effective way to investigate larger trends in the 

central tendency of distributions and provide an initial indication of group polarization if there are 

sizable and stable (or even diverging) mean differences between groups. Furthermore, differences in 

group-specific mean values are widely used in the literature and therefore provide a valuable starting 

point to demonstrate the added value of investigating within-class consensus in addition to between-

class divergence. 

Within-class consensus is measured by the Van der Eijk agreement index (Van der Eijk, 2001) 

(henceforth, VDE agreement), a measure of polarization designed for ordinal response scales. Consensus 

occurs when members of a particular class overwhelmingly hold similar positions toward a certain issue; 

for example, if a large proportion of members of a certain class place themselves on the same response 

option on a Likert scale. VDE agreement ranges from -1 to 1, where 1 indicates perfect consensus (all 

members of a group choose the same response option), and -1 indicates a polarized distribution with 50 

percent of cases at each of the two extreme ends of the response scale. For example, in panel (1) of 

Figure 1, both classes have a VDE agreement of 0.83, whereas it is 0.77 in panel (2). In panel (3), the 

blue class has a VDE agreement value of 0.18. In Online Appendix OA5, we provide a more detailed 

demonstration of how to calculate VDE agreement. We use the R package agrmt (Ruedin, 2021). 

A unique feature of the VDE agreement measure is that the midpoint 0 has a sensible interpretation, 

indicating a flat distribution (Aeppli and Ruedin, 2022). However, the interpretation of values in the 

range between 0 and 1 (or -1 and 0) is not as straightforward when comparing items of different scale 

lengths, a limitation that VDE agreement shares with other polarization measures (Aeppli and Ruedin, 

2022). For this reason, we follow the advice of a recent simulation study that strongly encourages 

researchers to (a) study items individually, and (b) rely on graphical depictions of the overall 

distributions to bolster the main conclusions (Aeppli and Ruedin, 2022). Our results are robust to using 

the standard deviation as an alternative measure of within-class consensus (see Online Appendix OA4). 
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Presentation of results and descriptive strategy 

Description is an essential but often overlooked task in the social sciences (Gerring, 2012) that affords 

researchers enormous degrees of freedom. Our aim is to provide an encompassing country-specific 

description that allows us to differentiate trends in opinions toward particular issues. Previous studies 

aggregate responses to different items from different surveys into a single measure of a latent trait of a 

higher-level unit of analysis, such as countries or groups within countries (Caughey, O’Grady, and 

Warshaw, 2019; Claassen and McLaren, 2022), making far-ranging modeling assumptions. These 

aggregation methods are essential when making concise country comparisons. However, our country-

specific analysis allows us to screen all available items and thus identify instances of indicators that 

deviate from larger societal trends. We view responses to individual items not as measurements of a 

latent trait but as statements about certain political topics in a specific social situation (i.e., an interview 

with a stranger in a time-specific societal context). 

To focus attention on those issues with the greatest potential to polarize, we rank our findings for the 

individual items according to their standardized mean differences over time. This ensures that those 

items with the largest class differences are shown at the top of each figure. The differences over time 

are calculated in the following manner: For each item, we calculate the differences between higher-

grade service class and unskilled workers for each available time point on a standardized scale (Online 

Appendix OA1 shows these differences over time and 95% confidence intervals), and then average these 

time-specific differences over time. Higher-grade service class and unskilled workers consistently 

exhibit the greatest divergence in responses, serving as a valid benchmark to identify the issues that, 

based solely on mean differences, hold the highest potential for class polarization. 

Furthermore, our discussion focuses mainly on the 16 out of 32 items with the largest group differences 

(see Figures 3, 4, and 5). Results for the full set of items are shown and discussed in Online Appendix 

OA2. 
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Results  

Trends in anti-immigration and anti-EU sentiment 

 

Figure 3: Trends in the mean response for each occupational class for the 16 items showing large 

average class differences over time. Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. For items 
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marked with *, the response scale was reversed such that higher values imply more negative sentiments. 

See Table A1 for a description of all items. 

We first investigate the average trends in responses to both immigration- and EU-related items for each 

class, as shown in Figure 3. The panels in Figure 3 are ordered according to average between-class 

differences, starting with items that displayed the largest class differences. An initial noteworthy 

observation about Figure 3 is that increases in negative sentiments toward immigrants or less EU-

friendly positions occur to only a limited extent. Higher values on the y-axis in Figure 3 indicate a higher 

aversion toward immigration or the EU on the respective item-specific scales. On most issues displayed 

in the respective panels, average positions remained relatively stable across all groups. This attitudinal 

stability is impressive, because even the virulent 2015 debate on immigration in Germany during the so-

called ‘European refugee crisis’ did lead to an anti-immigration backlash in some classes.  For some 

immigration items, we even see shifts towards more immigration-friendly positions. For example, 

xenophobic statements (XEN1, XEN3, and XEN2) found less and less appeal in all classes over time. 

Similarly, the idea that immigration is bad for the economy or for native jobs develops in a more 

immigration-friendly direction (ECO3 and ECO1). These results are in line with previous research 

(Dennison and Geddes, 2019; Claassen and McLaren, 2022; Teney and Rupieper, 2023). 

However, Figure 3 also shows that the higher-grade and lower-grade service classes consistently hold 

more favorable positions toward immigration and are more attached to the EU than skilled and unskilled 

workers. Furthermore, class differences in mean positions remain stable over time and are statistically 

significant (Online Appendix A1). The empirical regularity of this attitudinal hierarchy across the range 

of political issues relating to immigration and the EU is striking, and also holds when more fine-grained 

horizontal class differences are considered (see Online Appendix OA3). Another important finding is 

the lack of systematic variation in between-class differences to responses to two categories of items that 

either tap into whether immigrants are perceived as a cultural threat or as a labor market threat. Unskilled 

workers even show more positive immigrant attitudes over time on items measuring the labor market 

threat dimension (ECO3, XEN1, ECO1, ECO4). This finding contrasts with labor market competition 

theory (Malhotra, Margalit, and Mo, 2013; Helbling and Kriesi, 2014), according to which we would 

have expected unskilled workers in Germany to consider immigrants to be more of an economic threat 

in times of rising immigration. One possible explanation is that the large proportion of immigrants in 

low-skilled positions in Germany represent not only competition to German unskilled workers, but also 

contact opportunities. 

These results allow us to reiterate that our notion of class divergence is based on relative differences 

between classes, not the extremity of opinions in these classes. Most panels in Figure 3 show that even 

among unskilled workers, the mean values indicate either an average neutral response or even a slight 

disagreement with anti-immigrant statements. For example, obviously xenophobic and segregationist 

statements, as in panel 3 (XEN3), did not receive average agreement in all classes in the 2010s. However, 
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while average unskilled workers might not actively support xenophobic political campaigns, they might 

not favor campaigns that are actively against xenophobia, whereas the higher-grade service class 

expresses strong disagreement with xenophobic statements. For these differences to become politically 

mobilizable and socially relevant between classes, the respective classes must be in consensus (see next 

section). 

There are individual instances of issues where mean differences between classes decrease (in particular, 

XEN3, IMP1, and ECO1 in Figure 3). However, these trends toward diminishing differences are an 

exception. It is undeniable that stable dissimilarities exist between classes. Therefore, we continue under 

the assumption that Hypothesis 1 (between-class divergence) is confirmed, particularly for the contrast 

between higher-grade service class and unskilled workers. 

In the following, we assess whether investigating within-group consensus adds meaningful nuance to 

our interpretation of average opinion differences as structural opinion polarization. We adopt a two-step 

approach. First, we plot and investigate class polarization in those years in which individual indicators 

showed the largest average response differences between the two most widely separated classes (Figure 

4). In the second step, we measure VDE agreement and mean differences over time to identify issues 

that show polarizing dynamics (Figure 5). 

Structural opinion polarization and working-class heterogeneity 

Figure 4 shows the distribution of the responses of unskilled workers and the higher-grade service class 

in the form of histograms. From our previous analysis, we know that these two classes consistently 

showed the largest differences, and thus present the most likely cases for structural opinion polarization. 

Each panel shows two histograms for the year in which the responses to an item reveal the largest 

differences between the higher-grade service class and unskilled workers. 



16 

 

 

Figure 4: Histograms for higher-grade service class (blue) and unskilled workers (yellow). Shown are 

the response distributions from the time point when standardized between-class differences were largest. 

To enhance the comparability of the two distributions, histograms for unskilled workers are flipped 

horizontally. For items marked with *, the response scale was reversed such that higher values imply 

more negative sentiments.  

The main result from Figure 4 is that workers have substantially more heterogeneous positions toward 

most issues than the higher-grade service class. The panels are sorted according to the individual item’s 
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standardized between-group differences, starting with the largest differences. In particular, in the 

responses to items that exhibit the largest differences—those at the top of Figure 4 (CUL1, ECO3, 

XEN1, XEN2, XEN3)—we can see that working-class responses span the whole range of possible 

response options and even show slight trimodal or bimodal patterns. In contrast to the responses of 

unskilled workers, those of the higher-grade service class are more concentrated at the lower end of the 

scale on these items, indicating consensual pro-immigration sentiments. Higher dissensus among 

workers is also visible in ECO1, CUL3, CUL2, and ECO4, and thus holds for nine out of the 16 item-

year observations shown in Figure 4. This finding of greater opinion homogeneity among the higher-

grade service class is also supported by higher values of the VDE agreement index (see our discussion 

of Figure 5 below). 

Furthermore, Figure 4 depicts instances where both classes show rather low within-group consensus. 

This applies to the issues of whether foreigners put a strain on the welfare system (WEL1), immigrants 

should receive local voting rights (ASS3), and foreigners cause problems on the housing market 

(WEL4). Thus, for most of the single-year snapshots shown in Figure 4, we cannot detect strong 

between-class polarization because of low within-group consensus in either one or both groups. 

Investigating consensus within classes is a sensible approach to narrowing down those issues on which 

opinions are actually polarized between groups. Indeed, individual response distributions in Figure 4 

suggest a higher extent of structural opinion polarization relative to responses to other items. Responses 

to IMP4 in panel 6 show that unskilled workers were overwhelmingly in favor of immigration 

restrictions in the aftermath of the 2015 so-called ‘refugee crisis’ (in 2017), whereas higher-grade 

service-class members tended toward the center of this response scale. We can see similar tendencies of 

between-class difference and within-class consensus in the subjective attachment to Europe (EUA1) in 

2018, and attitudes toward the requirement for foreigners to adopt German customs (ASS1) in 2016. 

The main insight from Figure 4 is that mean differences can show only one aspect of group polarization: 

the aggregate divergence between classes. However, while it is true that the two classes hold markedly 

different positions on average, we can also find a wide range of positions toward the respective issues 

within at least one class. In the case of issues where positions diverge most between classes, this is the 

working class. This has substantial implications for the assessment of class polarization. A globalization 

cleavage along occupational lines would require that a large fraction of the two most widely separated 

classes can be mobilized on the basis of their positions on globalization-related issues. However, if one 

class holds very heterogeneous positions on a variety of issues, mobilization on the basis of these issues 

that includes the entire socioeconomic stratum is very unlikely. This is contrary to our Hypothesis 2. 

Trends in structural opinion polarization and item-specific analysis 

Figure 4 provides an impression of the response distribution at one point in time. However, we are also 

interested in the potential trends toward structural opinion polarization over the last three decades. To 
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this end, Figure 5 shows trends in time-specific measurements of mean differences in red (right y-axis) 

and VDE agreement scores (left y-axis) for the most divergent classes (blue: higher-grade service, 

yellow: unskilled workers). Thus, a trend toward structural opinion polarization would be visible as a 

movement of the red line toward the upper right corner, and a rise or high level of both the blue and 

yellow lines. Figure 5 illustrates the three dimensions of time, mean differences, and VDE agreement 

simultaneously. Thus, it accounts for the fact that high VDE agreement values are only indicative of 

class polarization when group differences are large or are decreasing compared to previous time points. 

In Online Appendix OA2, we present an alternative way of depicting these three dimensions for all 32 

items in a more compressed single graph. 

As a first impression, Figure 5 supports the main finding from Figure 4 about working-class dissensus: 

in 7 out of 16 panels, we can see that the yellow dots are clearly positioned below the blue dots, 

indicating greater heterogeneity of opinion within the working class (see CUL1, ECO3, XEN1, XEN3, 

XEN2, ECO1, CUL3). In other instances, both classes show low consensus over time. This applies to 

WEL1 and ASS3. 
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Figure 5: Time trends in both agreement scores (for each class, left y-axis) and mean differences (red, 

right y-axis) between higher-grade service class and unskilled workers. 
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We now ask a more specific question about trends: Are there any issues that have become continuously 

more polarized over the last decades? The trends in responses to the single items shown in Figure 5 can 

be grouped into five sets according to their patterns. 

The first set of globalization-related issues shows a constant division within the unskilled worker class 

with agreement values close to 0, whereas the higher-grade service class was constantly or grew 

increasingly homogeneous (higher numbers on the y-axis for the blue dots). The VDE agreement for 

unskilled workers stays well below (or falls back to) 0.2 for these issues. This can be seen in the 

questions of whether one feels like a stranger because of immigrants (panel 1, CUL1), foreigners take 

away jobs (panel 2, ECO3), foreigners should be sent home when jobs are scarce (panel 3, XEN1), the 

political participation of immigrants (panel 4, XEN2), and, to a lesser extent, the question of whether 

foreigners enrich culture (panel 9, CUL3). 

In the second set, we observe issues where increasing agreement or stable levels of high agreement in 

both classes are accompanied by a decrease in mean differences. This pattern signals convergence 

between groups over longer time horizons. For example, group differences on the opinion that foreigners 

should marry among themselves (panel 5, XEN3) decrease substantially and agreement increases in both 

classes. Similar patterns can be seen in responses to panel 7 (ECO1) after 2014, panel 11 (WEL4), and 

panel 13 (IMP1). 

The third set of items shows constantly low consensus in both classes over time. This applies to panel 8 

(WEL1), which additionally shows declining mean differences, and panel 14 (CUL2), which shows a 

decline in agreement in both classes and stable group differences. Relatedly, whether immigrants should 

receive communal voting rights (panel 10, ASS3) is not a consensual opinion in both classes, but the 

latest measurement in 2016 shows increasing mean differences and increasing agreement in the working 

class. However, polarization in ASS3 is still limited by the very heterogeneous responses within the 

higher-grade service class. 

The fourth set comprises items measuring the perceived economic impact of immigration. The findings 

for these items suggest decreasing structural polarization after 2014. Responses to ECO1 in panel 7 

exhibited their largest mean differences in 2014 (see also panel 16, ECO4), but the mean differences 

declined in the following years (see also the decrease from 2006 to 2016 in panel 2, ECO3). This fits 

into a more general observation regarding positions on the effect of immigration on the economy, which 

were more structurally polarized between 2000 and 2014 than after 2015 (see Online Appendix OA2), 

suggesting that the issues at the core of between-class polarization can shift over time. Our data suggests 

that after 2015, the belief that immigration benefits the economy seems to be more widespread among 

individuals of all classes than before. 

The final set of issues shows an increase in mean differences, accompanied by stable high agreement or 

growing agreement in both groups during the final measurement periods. These items are candidates for 

current structural opinion polarization: IMP4 in panel 6 on immigration policy, EUA1 in panel 15 on 
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attachment toward the EU, and ASS1 in panel 12 on assimilation expectations toward immigrants. 

Interestingly, members of the working class that are more in agreement than their responses to those 

items than the higher-grade service class (but the higher-grade service class also has relatively high 

agreement scores). Well before the so-called 2015 ‘refugee crisis’, unskilled workers held the position 

that the number of immigrants should decrease (IMP3 in 2013, Online Appendix OA2), whereas the 

higher-grade service class accepted a moderate inflow of immigrants. The ‘crisis’ sharpened this contrast 

(see IMP4 in 2017 in Figure 4). Similar trends can be observed for items on attachment to the EU and 

its population (panel 15, EUA1), where the two classes grew increasingly apart from 2000 to 2018. On 

the issue of whether foreigners should adopt German customs (panel 12, ASS1), the two classes are 

more aligned because both overwhelmingly place their responses above the mid-point, but higher-grade 

service class members situate themselves in the middle to upper part of the scale, whereas most unskilled 

workers choose to respond in consensus at the upper end of the scale. 

We present further aspects of our data that informed our main conclusions in the Online Supplementary 

Material. In Online Appendix OA2, we show the results for all 32 items in one graph, including those 

with lower group differences. In Online Appendix OA3, we further differentiate occupational classes 

along a horizontal dimension of work logic, singling out socio-cultural jobs among the upper classes 

and manual jobs among the working class. The main result of this analysis is that the overall hierarchy 

along the vertical axis expresses the most pronounced differences in opinions. In Online Appendix OA4, 

we present results using the standard deviation of responses within classes as an alternative measure of 

within-group consensus. 

Overall, time trends over the last decades either show de-polarizing trends or stable and low within-class 

consensus in at least one class, most often the working class. There are individual issues that stand out 

as more polarized between classes than other issues at certain time points. However, even if members 

of one class agree on a particular issue (e.g., immigration restriction), they are likely divided by other, 

related issues (e.g., agreement to xenophobic statements). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This article presents an encompassing study of the structural polarization of immigration- and EU-

related opinions for the German case. Structural opinion polarization is the alignment of political 

preferences with social realities shaped by material circumstances. We argue that opinion divergence 

between social groups should be interpreted as structural opinion polarization only if it is accompanied 

by high consensus within the respective groups (see DiMaggio, Evans, and Bryson, 1996). Existing 

differences can only be mobilized along group lines if consensus is high within groups. 

Our results paint a multifaceted picture of polarization on globalization-related issues between 

occupational classes. Overall, we provide evidence in line with previous research that there are 

substantial class differences in opinions toward immigration and the EU. However, our study also 
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cautions against overstating the overall class conflict on globalization-related issues, for three main 

reasons. 

First, across most items related to immigration and the EU, we find evidence of high heterogeneity of 

opinion in at least one class. Most often, we find working-class dissensus: the unskilled working class 

holds more heterogeneous opinions on political matters than the higher-grade service class. By contrast, 

the upper classes are often more unified in their opinions. Interestingly, this pattern is most pronounced 

for responses to items with the largest between-class divergence. One illustrative example concerns 

xenophobic statements. Our data suggests that, when confronted with a xenophobic statement in an 

everyday situation, a person belonging to the higher-grade service class would very likely vehemently 

disagree. If the person were an unskilled worker, they would disagree, agree, or take a neutral position 

with almost equal probability. This absence of a class-specific consensus on political issues among 

workers is in line with previous research, which describes the working class as a ‘demobilized class’ 

(Westheuser and della Porta, 2022), or demonstrates general lower levels of political interest, and higher 

proportions of voter abstention among the working class (Oesch and Rennwald, 2018). Under conditions 

where networks are segregated by class, our finding also imply that individuals in the working class are 

likely to interact with people with different views in their workplace, family, and wider social circles.  

Second, we are unable to detect clear trends toward increasing structural opinion polarization over the 

last decades for most of the issues. Responses to most items suggest stable or decreasing levels of class 

polarization. Interestingly, opinions on the economic effects of immigration were most polarized before 

2014, but we detect a convergence between the classes after 2015. This implies that structural opinion 

polarization is sometimes a transitory phenomenon that manifests as a deviation from decade-long time 

trends in pro-immigration directions (Caughey, O’Grady, and Warshaw, 2019; Dennison and Geddes, 

2019; Claassen and McLaren, 2022). Convergence in issue positions between classes on economic 

aspects of immigration might be caused by declining feelings of competition with immigrants in 

working-class occupations, which might be an effect of increasing contact opportunities with immigrant 

workers. Experiences of contact and competition could also partially explain lower within-class 

consensus if only a fraction of members of one class experience contact or if certain occupations 

experience more competition than others (Malhotra, Margalit, and Mo, 2013). While future research 

must substantiate whether the convergence on economic issues is durable, the ability to identify such 

societal patterns highlights the advantage of our fine-grained, long-term trend analyses. 

Finally, the classes in the middle of the status hierarchy (lower-grade service class, small business 

owners, and skilled workers) occupy a centrist political position between higher-grade service 

professions and unskilled workers on globalization-related issues. These classes might act as brokers 

between the two most widely separated classes: an unskilled worker might not have strong personal 

connections to a university professor but maybe to a trained, skilled office worker, and this office worker 

might in turn share many of their political views with a teacher (lower-grade service). The presence of 
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such interconnected networks would limit the potential siloed transmission of anti-globalization 

sentiment among unskilled workers. 

However, it should be noted that there are individual issues that signal between-class division. Opinions 

about the economic consequences of immigration were polarized between classes before 2015, and 

immigration restriction, subjective EU attachment, and assimilation expectations continue to be the 

issues on which opinions are most polarized between social classes. For example, a large proportion of 

unskilled workers stated that ‘immigration opportunities to Germany should be restricted’ during the so-

called 2015 ‘refugee crisis’. Whether these differences in opinion manifest in outright political conflict 

requires further research. It is safe to assume that a lot depends on the strategies of the political actors. 

Mobilizing unskilled workers by emphasizing immigration restrictions may pull workers away from the 

upper classes, establishing a stable class-based conflict. However, outright xenophobic rhetoric or 

disregard for the role of immigrants in the economy will likely divide the working class. When asked 

whether Germany should allow many, some, a few, or no immigrants from poorer countries, we can see 

a growing consensus across all classes that ‘some’ immigration should be allowed. This indicates that 

members of all classes know about the benefits of immigration. However, under specific circumstances 

of high public attention towards the immigration issue and high inflows of immigrants, unskilled 

workers might view immigration as too much of a burden. Thus, our research does not suggest issue-

encompassing class divisions, but rather transitory and context-dependent polarization on individual 

issues.  

Our study has several limitations that present opportunities for future research. First, our results are very 

likely to be context dependent. In the introduction, we already noted the specifics of the German case. 

Future research with a similar polarization operationalization in other national contexts would enable 

the generalizability of our main findings to be assessed. Second, our study ignores potential structural 

parameters other than class. In particular, there might be value in researching the particularities of the 

structural position of the small but relatively stable, radical, anti-immigrant parts of the working class. 

Are these radical opinions occurring in geographic clusters, or are they present in specific occupations? 

Third, our focus on individual items does not provide measurements of latent attitudes, but the 

expression of opinions toward item-specific issues in an interaction with strangers (i.e., a survey 

interview) within a greater time-specific societal context. This includes the risk of social desirability 

bias. However, our results do not show that the upper classes started to express more negative opinions 

on immigration topics with the rise of the AfD. This suggests that the upper classes did not hold back 

potential negative views on immigration before 2015, which they then could have revealed after the rise 

of the AfD and the accompanying discursive shift in German public debates on immigration. However, 

it could still be the case that a proportion of the working class are, if not necessarily hiding their true 

beliefs, very uncertain as to what to respond to some of the items in this study. This could partly explain 

working class opinion heterogeneity. 
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Despite these shortcomings, our study highlights the importance of the fine-grained assessment of 

structural opinion polarization trends to enrich both the empirical debate on how to measure opinion 

polarization and the theoretical debate on the globalization cleavage. We hope that future studies will 

employ a similar, fine-grained approach to other countries or other issue domains. In this way, an 

encompassing picture of class polarization can emerge that allows us to assess the likelihood of political 

conflicts entrenched in the social structure of societies. 
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Appendix Table A1: Items used in this study. Column “reverse coded?” shows whether variables were recoded such that higher values imply more anti-

immigrant or anti-EU opinions. 

Original 

variable 

name 

Data set 
Label used in 

paper 
Item text Item scale 

Reverse 

coded? 

Measurement 

years 

ma02 ALLBUS Home when jobs 

scarce (XEN1) 

When jobs get scarce, the foreigners living in 

Germany should be sent home again 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1994, 1996, 2000, 

2002, 2006, 2010, 

2012, 2016 

ma03 ALLBUS Deny im. pol. 

participation 

(XEN2) 

Foreigners living in Germany should be 

prohibited from taking part in any kind of 

political activity 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1994, 1996, 2000, 

2002, 2006, 2010, 

2012, 2016 

ma04 ALLBUS Im. no 

intermarriage 

(XEN3) 

Foreigners living in Germany should choose to 

marry people of their own nationality 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1994, 1996, 2000, 

2002, 2006, 2010, 

2012, 2016 

ma09 ALLBUS Feel like 

stranger (CUL1) 

With so many foreigners in Germany, one feels 

increasingly like a stranger in one's own 

country 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 
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imueclt ESS Im. undermine/ 

enrich culture 

(CUL2) 

And, using this card, would you say that 

Germany's cultural life is generally undermined 

or enriched by people coming to live here from 

other countries? 

0 'Cultural life undermined' 

to 10 'Cultural life enriched' 

yes 2003, 2004, 2006, 

2008, 2010, 2012, 

2014, 2016, 2018 

mp03 ALLBUS Im. enrich 

culture (CUL3) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? They enrich 

the cultural life of Germany. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 

v45 ISSP Im. bring new 

ideas (CUL4) 

Immigrants enrich Germany through new ideas 

and cultures 

1 'Agree fully', 2 'Agree', 3 

'Neither', 4 'Do not agree', 5 

'Do not agree at all' 

yes 1995, 2003, 2013 

imwbcnt ESS Im. Germany 

worse/better 

(CUL5) 

Is Germany made a worse or a better place to 

live by people coming to live here from other 

countries? 

0 'Worse place to live' to 10 

'Better place to live' 

yes 2003, 2004, 2006, 

2008, 2010, 2012, 

2014, 2016, 2018 

imbgeco ESS Im. bad/ good 

for econ. 

(ECO1) 

Would you say it is generally bad or good for 

Germany's economy that people come to live 

here from other countries? 

0 'Bad for the economy' to 10 

'Good for the economy' 

yes 2003, 2004, 2006, 

2008, 2010, 2012, 

2014, 2016, 2018 
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v43 ISSP Im. good for 

econ. (ECO2) 

Immigrants are generally good for the German 

economy 

1 'Agree fully', 2 'Agree', 3 

'Neither', 4 'Do not agree', 5 

'Do not agree at all'  

yes 1995, 2003, 2013 

mp06 ALLBUS Take away jobs 

(ECO3) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? They take 

jobs away from Germans 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 

v44 ISSP Take away jobs 

(ECO4) 

Immigrants take away jobs from those who are 

born in Germany 

1 'Agree fully', 2 'Agree', 3 

'Neither', 4 'Do not agree', 5 

'Do not agree at all' 

yes 1995, 2003, 2013 

mp01 ALLBUS Do jobs 

Germans won't 

(ECO5) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? The 

foreigners who live in Germany do the work 

Germans don't want to do. 

1 'completely disagree' to 7 

'completely agree' 

yes 1996, 2006, 2016 

ma01 ALLBUS Im. adopt 

German customs 

(ASS1) 

The foreigners living in Germany should adapt 

their way of life a little more closely to the 

German way of life. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1994, 1996, 2000, 

2002, 2006, 2010, 

2012, 2016 
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ma05 ALLBUS Allow dual 

citizenship 

(ASS2) 

Foreigners living in Germany should be able to 

acquire German citizenship without having to 

give up their own citizenship, i.e. DUAL 

CITIZENSHIP should be possible. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

yes 1996, 2006, 2016 

ma07 ALLBUS Im. communal 

voting rights 

(ASS3) 

All foreigners living in Germany - no matter 

where they come from - should have the VOTE 

IN MUNICIPAL (LOCAL) ELECTIONS. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

yes 1996, 2006, 2016 

impcntr ESS Im. from poor 

countries 

(IMP1) 

To what extent do you think Germany should 

allow people from the poorer countries outside 

Europe to come and live here?  

1 'Allow many to come and 

live here' 2 'Allow some' 3 

'Allow a few' 4 'Allow none' 

 
2003, 2004, 2006, 

2008, 2010, 2012, 

2014, 2016, 2018 

v47 ISSP Measures 

against illegal 

im. (IMP2) 

Germany should implement harsher measures 

to fight illegal immigrants. 

1 'Agree fully', 2 'Agree', 3 

'Neither', 4 'Do not agree', 5 

'Do not agree at all'  

yes 1995, 2003, 2013 

v48 ISSP Increase/ 

decrease im. 

(IMP3) 

Do you think that the number of immigrants to 

Germany should be… 

1 'should be increased 

substantially', 2 'increased 

slightly', 3 'should stay as it 

is', 4 'reduced slightly', 5 

'reduced substantially' 

 
1995, 2003, 2013 
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v88 gles Facilitate/ 

restrict immigr. 

(IMP4) 

And what position do you take on immigration 

for foreigners? Please use the scale. 

1 'immigration for foreigners 

should be easier' to 11 

'immigration for foreigners 

should be more difficult' 

 
2009, 2013, 2017 

mp02 ALLBUS For. strain social 

welfare (WEL1) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? The 

foreigners who live in Germany are a burden on 

the social welfare system. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 

mp05 ALLBUS For. bolster 

pensions 

(WEL2) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? They help to 

secure old age pensions. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 

ma06 ALLBUS For. same social 

benefits (WEL3) 

Foreigners living in Germany should be entitled 

to THE SAME WELFARE BENEFITS AND 

OTHER SOCIAL ENTITLEMENTS as 

Germans. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

yes 1996, 2006, 2016 

mp04 ALLBUS For. housing 

problems 

(WEL4) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? Their 

presence in Germany leads to problems in the 

housing market. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 
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v42 ISSP Im. increase 

crime (CRI1) 

How far do you agree or disagree with the 

following statements? Immigrants increase the 

crime rate. 

1 'Agree fully', 2 'Agree', 3 

'Neither', 4 'Do not agree', 5 

'Do not agree at all'  

yes 1995, 2003, 2013 

mp07 ALLBUS For. commit 

more crimes 

(CRI2) 

What about the following statements about the 

foreigners who live in Germany? They commit 

crimes more often than Germans. 

1 'Completely disagree' to 7 

'Completely agree' 

 
1996, 2006, 2016 

pn17 ALLBUS Attachment to 

EU (EUA1) 

Now we would like to know how strongly you 

identify with your own town (community) and 

its inhabitants. And what about the European 

Union and its population? 

1 Very strong attachment 2 

Pretty strong attachment 3 

Only weak attachment 4 No 

attachment at all 

 
2000, 2008, 2016, 

2018 

v4 ISSP Close to Europe 

(EUA2) 

How far do you feel attached to Europe? 1 Very strongly attached to 4 

Not at all attached 

 
1995, 2003, 2013 

trstep ESS Trust European 

Parliament 

(EUT1) 

Please tell me on a score of 0-10 how much you 

personally trust each of the institutions I read 

out. 0 means you do not trust an institution at 

all, and 10 means you have complete trust. 

Firstly... ...the European Parliament? 

0 'No trust at all' to 10 

'Complete trust' 

yes 2003, 2004, 2006, 

2008, 2010, 2012, 

2014, 2016, 2018 
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pt19 ALLBUS Trust EU 

commission 

(EUT2) 

I am now going to read out a number of public 

institutions and organizations. 

1 'Absolutely no trust at all' 

to 7 'A great deal of trust' 

yes 1994, 2000, 2008, 

2018 

pt20 ALLBUS Trust EU 

parliament 

(EUT3) 

I am now going to read out a number of public 

institutions and organizations. 

1 'Absolutely no trust at all 

to' 7 'A great deal of trust' 

yes 1994, 2000, 2008, 

2018 

euftf ESS EU unif. further/ 

too far (EUU1) 

Now thinking about the European Union, some 

say European unification should go further. 

Others say it has already gone too far. Using 

this card, what number on the scale best 

describes your position? 

0 'Unification already gone 

too far' to 10 'Unification go 

further' 

yes 2004, 2006, 2008, 

2012, 2014, 2016, 

2018 
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Online Appendix OA1: Mean differences between classes

The following graphs show the mean differences between the higher-grade service class and each of the other classes
over time for each item. The variables were standardized by dividing by the total length of the scale (e.g. a
response of 2 on a 10-point scale would be .2 in our analyses). All results were weighted by the Coarsened Exact
Matching-weights and survey weights.

The most important observations are:

(a) Most mean differences between the higher-grade service class and unskilled workers are statistically significant.

(b) There is a clear hierarchy where the vertical distinction of classes predicts the attitudinal distance to the
higher-grade service class: the lower in the occupational status hierarchy, the higher are most anti-immigrant
and anti-EU sentiments, and the larger the differences to the higher-grade service class.
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Figure OA1.1: Trends in mean differences between higher-grade service class and remaining classes, with 95%
confidence intervals (high-difference items, part 1). Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. Grey
lines indicate a mean difference of zero.
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Figure OA1.2: Trends in mean differences between higher-grade service class and remaining classes, with 95%
confidence intervals (high-difference items, part 2). Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. Grey
lines indicate a mean difference of zero.
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Figure OA1.3: Trends in mean differences between higher-grade service class and remaining classes, with 95%
confidence intervals (high-difference items, part 3). Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. Grey
lines indicate a mean difference of zero.
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Figure OA1.4: Trends in mean differences between higher-grade service class and remaining classes, with 95%
confidence intervals (low-difference items, part 1). Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. Grey
lines indicate a mean difference of zero.
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Figure OA1.5: Trends in mean differences between higher-grade service class and remaining classes, with 95%
confidence intervals (low-difference items, part 2). Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. Grey
lines indicate a mean difference of zero.

7



Lower−grade service
− Higher−grade

service

Skilled worker −
Higher−grade

service

Small business −
Higher−grade

service

Unskilled worker −
Higher−grade

service

22) Im. good for
econ. (ECO2)

23) For. bolster
pensions (WEL2)*

24) Im. increase
crime (CRI1)*

25) Measures
against illegal im.

(IMP2)*

26) For. commit
more crimes (CRI2)

27) Im. bring new
ideas (CUL4)

94 00 06 12 18 94 00 06 12 18 94 00 06 12 18 94 00 06 12 18

−0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

−0.2

0.0

0.2

0.4

S
ta

nd
ar

di
ze

d 
m

ea
n 

di
ffe

re
nc

e

Figure OA1.6: Trends in mean differences between higher-grade service class and remaining classes, with 95%
confidence intervals (low-difference items, part 3). Variables were standardized by dividing by scale length. Grey
lines indicate a mean difference of zero.
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Online Appendix OA2: All items in one graph

In this part of the Online Appendix, we provide another way of presenting our main results. In the main paper, we
showed the trends in relevant statistics for each of the 16 items with highest mean differences over time. In contrast,
in Figure OA2.1, we pool estimates for all 32 items from four time periods. We plot estimates of mean differences
between both classes against the extent of agreement in responses. In particular, the x-axis indicates the mean
differences between higher-grade service class and unskilled workers in their responses to each single item in one of
the four periods. The y-axis indicates the lower of the two VDE agreement scores within the higher-grade service
class and unskilled workers. For example, if unskilled workers are very heterogeneous in their responses to one item
and receive a VDE value of zero, and the higher-grade service class receives a VDE value of .5, the item-specific data
point appears at 0 on the y-axis. Taking the lower of both VDE agreement values captures the idea that we cannot
speak of structural polarization if at least one class is low in consensus. Thus, items that occur in the upper right
corner of a respective panel suggest structural polarization of responses to that item. The color of the data points
indicates whether the mean differences increased or decreased compared to the previous time period. Positive (red)
values indicate that current differences between the groups are larger compared to the prior time period. Adding
this information on differences over time periods is important because if increases in agreement are accompanied by
a decrease in mean differences, it is difficult to conceive of those as polarization, even if the respective item might
appear in the upper right corner.

The red lines are included to aid comparisons between the four panels. In the following, we consider an issue as
structurally polarized if at least one class has an agreement value of above .2 and the mean difference between the
two classes is higher than 1.5.

In three out of the four time periods, we can see a clear association between the minimum agreement score in the
two classes and mean differences. The higher the mean differences, the lower VDE agreement in at least one class.
This is in line with our main findings in the main paper: If we were to only consider mean differences, we might
overestimate the overall extent of class polarization because at least one class is not in consensus.

In 2010 to 2014, the pattern looks slightly different. First and foremost, there are more items that cluster in
the upper right part of the panel. Interestingly, we can see immigration policy (IMP3) emerge as a structurally
polarized topic already before the refugee crisis. As argued in the main paper, we can also see many economic issues
(ECO1, ECO4, ECO2) which are structurally polarized relative to other issues during this period. XEN3 should
not be interpreted as structurally polarized because it appears in the right part of panel 3 as a result of a decrease
in mean differences that was accompanied with rising agreement scores in both classes. Taken together with the
general pro-immigration time trend among all classes that we detect for XEN3, this makes XEN3 not a candidate
for structural polarization. Interestingly, we can also see that crime (CRI1) might also be an issue that is prone to
structural polarization. However, further data is needed to see whether CRI1 continues to be polarized or will fall
back to levels comparable with CRI2.

In 2015 to 2018, as argued in the main paper, we observe that immigration policy (IMP4), assimilation demands
(ASS1) and attachment to Europe (EUA1) are the most polarized issues, clearly standing out in the upper right
corner. The responses to items on economic issues that are still present in this last period, show either decreased
differences and/or within-group agreement. It is also clearly visible that the majority of items with high mean
differences (right side of Figure OA2.2) do not receive consensual responses in at least one class (see their VDE
index values below .2 on the y-axis). Again, we are reluctant to interpret XEN3 as structurally polarized because the
distributions of both classes moved closer together compared to the 2000s as part of a longer pro-immigration time
trend. Furthermore, directly investigating the response distributions over time (see also Online Appendix OA7)
and using the standard deviation (Online Appendix OA4) does not suggest that XEN3 is a structurally polarized
topic.
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Figure OA2.1: Characteristics of the relation of response distributions of single items between higher-grade service
class and unskilled workers. X-axis: mean differences between the higher-grade service class and unskilled workers,
Y-axis: the lower of the two Van der Eijk agreement values within the two classes. *Coloring: Increase in mean
difference between higher-grade and unskilled workers are shown in red, decreases are shown in blue, and stable
trends are shown in gray. 10



Online Appendix OA3: Using an alternative, more fine-grained class
scheme

A sensible criticism of our paper is that we distinguish classes mainly along vertical characteristics (i.e., skill level
and marketability). The most important benefit of the five-class scheme employed in our main analysis is its
conciseness. Furthermore, the five-class scheme follows a strict theoretical distinction based on vertical skill levels.
However, we are aware of the fact that much of the literature stresses horizontal divisions between occupations.
Indeed, political divisions along occupations with different work logics are one of the primary reasons why Daniel
Oesch developed his widely used eight-class scheme.

In the following, we want to explore in how far taking into account horizontal differences within the five classes
changes the overall conclusions. In particular, we use a class differentiation that splits up each of our five classes into
two more fine-grained categories that capture differences in the work logic. The two main aims of our alternative
class variable is to differentiate (a) manual workers from other types of working class jobs (clerks/service) among
skilled and unskilled workers; and (b) socio-cultural professions from managerial and technical professions in lower-
grade and higher-grade service class. Both manual workers and socio-cultural professions have been found to be
particularly important for class divisions.

In particular, we split up the higher-grade service (HGS) class into

• socio-cultural professionals

• technical experts/high-grade managers.

We split up the lower-grade service class (LGS) into

• socio-cultural semi-professionals

• technicians/low-grade managers.

We split up skilled workers (SW) into

• skilled clerks/service workerss

• skilled manual workers.

We split up unskilled workers (UW) into

• unskilled clerks/service workers

• unskilled manual.

We do not include owners of large businesses and high-grade self-employed professionals. This group only amounts
to 2362 respondents in our sample (over all surveys and all years). We also leave out the group of small business
owners because they are already portrayed in our main analyses and would reduce readability of the following
figures.

Before going into the details, the most important results from Figure OA3.1 and Table OA3.1 is that that the
highest differences can be found across classes differentiated along the vertical dimension. Thus, the comparison of
higher-grade service (HGS) with unskilled workers (UW) that makes up a large part of our main paper adequately
captures the main division between classes in terms of globalization attitudes.

A further finding from Figure OA3.1 and Table OA3.1 is that it would be possible to re-group the sub-classes
into larger groups which would maximize mean differences. However, this potential grouping does not imply that
differences in work logics are the main dividing line either. In particular, socio-cultural professionals (from the
higher-grade service class, HGS) stand out as the most pro-immigration and pro-EU sub-class. Then, we find
that technical experts/high-grade managers (also HGS) and socio-cultural semi professionals (from the lower-grade
service class, LGS) have similar positions on many issues. This cuts across horizontal differences in work-logic,
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as individuals with organizational/technical work logics and face-to-face service logic, respectively, have similar
attitudes.

Furthermore, the most extreme anti-globalization sentiments can be found among skilled manual workers, unskilled
clerks/service workers and unskilled workers. Here again, this attitudinal class coalition cuts across differences in
the work logic. As we want our analysis to be guided by a concise class scheme with a clear conceptual logic, we
decided to base our main analysis on the coarse five-class scheme, which stresses the differentiation along skill levels.
The results shown here suggest that by doing so we do not miss major class division in German society.

In particular, Figure OA3.1 shows the total standardized mean differences across all items and time-points between
socio-cultural professionals and each remaining sub-class. For example, the first number in the second row tells
us that technical experts and higher-grade managers (HGS) hold 0.06 points higher anti-globalization views than
socio-cultural professionals (this number os based on an comparison of average responses across all items which
were standardized to range from 0 to 1).

Several larger observations emerge from Figure OA3.1 that speak against horizontal differentiation as a major
stencil for class polarization. First, while socio-cultural professionals (HGS) hold more liberal views than technical
experts/high-grade managers (also HGS), socio-cultural semi-professionals (LGS) also hold similar opinions to
technical experts/high-grade managers (HGS) on most issues. Thus, horizontal differentiation within the service
classes allows to detect socio-cultural professionals as particularly liberal, but the socio-cultural semi-professionals
-who work in the same work logic as socio-cultural professionals- have similar sentiments to technical experts from
the HGS. In other words, technical experts/high-grade managers and socio-cultural semi-professionals, who have
jobs with very different work logics, have similar political opinions

Second, skilled manual workers have similar positions to unskilled clerks and service personnel and unskilled
clerks/service workers. Again, while we might miss the stronger anti-globalization positions of the skilled man-
ual workers by pooling them with skilled clerks/service, we do not miss a major cleavage by doing so because skilled
manual workers are not more extreme in their opinion than unskilled workers.

Finally, technicians/low-grade managers (LGS) and skilled clerks/service personnel (SW) are positioned in the
middle of the attitudinal difference spectrum. Further research might investigate the opinion differences within
these two sizable groups in more detail.

Table OA3.1 shows item-specific class differences and agreement scores for single items, pooled across all years of
the respective surveys. It shows that the three patterns suggested by Figure OA3.1 can be seen for most of the
single items as well. Only in few instances, we can see a deviation from the three patterns. For example, HGS
socio-cultural professionals and LGS socio-cultural semi-professionals are more similar to each other than to the
HGS technical epxerts/managers in favoring dual citizenship for individuals with immigration background.
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Figure OA3.1: Average mean differences in positions towards immigrants and immigration between 8 fine-grained
classes across all items and all time points. HGS=higher-grade service class, LGS=lower-grade service class,
SW=skilled workers, UW=unskilled workers.
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Table OA3.1: Item-wise polarization statistics between classes using a more fine-grained class scheme. Not in
brackets: Mean differences between socio-cultural professionals and all other classes. In brackets: Agreement values
of each class.

Variable label

HGS
socio-
cult.
prof.

HGS technical
experts/high-
grade manag.

LGS
socio-
cult.
semi-prof.

LGS
technicians,
low-grad
manag.

SW
skilled
clerk/service

SW
skilled
man-
ual

UW
unskilled
clerk/service

UW
un-
skilled
manual

1) 0 0.09 0.11 0.18 0.24 0.32 0.31 0.38
Feel like
stranger
(CUL1)

(0.66) (0.47) (0.41) (0.28) (0.13) (-0.05) (-0.17) (0.04)

2) 0 0.06 0.08 0.1 0.17 0.2 0.25 0.28
Take away
jobs (ECO3)

(0.55) (0.45) (0.41) (0.33) (0.16) (0.06) (0.03) (0.04)

3) 0 0.05 0.07 0.11 0.17 0.22 0.25 0.25
Home when
jobs scarce
(XEN1)

(0.64) (0.55) (0.49) (0.41) (0.25) (0.1) (0.06) (0.04)

4) 0 0.05 0.08 0.14 0.18 0.23 0.23 0.26
Deny im. pol.
participation
(XEN2)

(0.61) (0.5) (0.46) (0.32) (0.19) (0.06) (0.06) (0)

5) 0 0.03 0.06 0.07 0.13 0.19 0.22 0.22
Im. no
intermarriage
(XEN3)

(0.82) (0.76) (0.7) (0.67) (0.51) (0.37) (0.29) (0.28)

6) 0 0.09 0.1 0.16 0.21 0.22 0.24 0.26
Facilitate/
restrict
immigr.
(IMP4)

(0.34) (0.29) (0.26) (0.24) (0.26) (0.29) (0.32) (0.35)

7) 0 0.03 0.1 0.09 0.14 0.17 0.19 0.19
Im. bad/
good for econ.
(ECO1)*

(0.48) (0.43) (0.42) (0.42) (0.39) (0.32) (0.3) (0.27)

8) 0 0.05 0.07 0.11 0.16 0.18 0.2 0.22
For. strain
social welfare
(WEL1)

(0.27) (0.24) (0.18) (0.19) (0.15) (0.14) (0.13) (0.15)

9) 0 0.04 0.05 0.11 0.16 0.21 0.19 0.22
Im. enrich
culture
(CUL3)*

(0.32) (0.3) (0.24) (0.23) (0.15) (0.17) (0.11) (0.18)

10) 0 0.14 0.09 0.17 0.2 0.24 0.24 0.28
Im.
communal
voting rights
(ASS3)*

(0.26) (-0.13) (0.04) (-0.07) (0.01) (0.1) (0.13) (0.21)

11) 0 0.01 0.04 0.07 0.12 0.12 0.17 0.18
For. housing
problems
(WEL4)

(0.28) (0.22) (0.19) (0.15) (0.05) (0.01) (0) (0.01)

12) 0 0.05 0.05 0.11 0.15 0.17 0.18 0.2
Im. adopt
German
customs
(ASS1)

(0.17) (0.24) (0.28) (0.38) (0.44) (0.49) (0.52) (0.54)

13) 0 0.08 0.07 0.12 0.16 0.22 0.19 0.22
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Variable label

HGS
socio-
cult.
prof.

HGS technical
experts/high-
grade manag.

LGS
socio-
cult.
semi-prof.

LGS
technicians,
low-grad
manag.

SW
skilled
clerk/service

SW
skilled
man-
ual

UW
unskilled
clerk/service

UW
un-
skilled
manual

Im. from
poor
countries
(IMP1)

(0.5) (0.45) (0.43) (0.45) (0.42) (0.38) (0.36) (0.34)

14) 0 0.08 0.08 0.11 0.14 0.22 0.19 0.22
Im.
undermine/
enrich culture
(CUL2)*

(0.49) (0.43) (0.42) (0.41) (0.37) (0.32) (0.28) (0.34)

15) 0 0.06 0.1 0.12 0.14 0.18 0.17 0.22
Attachment
to EU
(EUA1)

(0.53) (0.49) (0.49) (0.45) (0.47) (0.5) (0.45) (0.48)

16) 0 0.08 0.09 0.11 0.18 0.26 0.24 0.19
Take away
jobs (ECO4)*

(0.4) (0.48) (0.36) (0.43) (0.3) (0.37) (0.25) (0.36)

17) 0 0.06 0.08 0.1 0.14 0.18 0.17 0.2
Im. Germany
worse/better
(CUL5)*

(0.52) (0.5) (0.51) (0.51) (0.47) (0.44) (0.39) (0.41)

18) 0 0.04 0.09 0.1 0.12 0.15 0.16 0.17
EU unif.
further/ too
far (EUU1)*

(0.35) (0.25) (0.3) (0.25) (0.27) (0.18) (0.24) (0.21)

19) 0 0.05 0.11 0.15 0.16 0.18 0.19 0.17
Increase/
decrease im.
(IMP3)

(0.38) (0.36) (0.39) (0.5) (0.55) (0.59) (0.57) (0.58)

20) 0 0.09 0.08 0.14 0.16 0.2 0.19 0.22
For. same
social benefits
(WEL3)*

(0.38) (0.22) (0.21) (0.07) (0.02) (0) (-0.04) (-0.05)

21) 0 0.15 0.04 0.15 0.18 0.26 0.21 0.26
Allow dual
citizenship
(ASS2)*

(0.01) (0.05) (-0.02) (-0.07) (0.1) (0.27) (0.07) (0.28)

22) 0 0.08 0.1 0.11 0.15 0.16 0.2 0.16
Im. good for
econ. (ECO2)

(0.66) (0.58) (0.58) (0.53) (0.48) (0.46) (0.46) (0.5)

23) 0 0.02 0.07 0.08 0.11 0.14 0.1 0.16
For. bolster
pensions
(WEL2)*

(0.13) (0.22) (0.13) (0.18) (0.11) (0.09) (0.05) (0.13)

24) 0 0.08 0 0.06 0.11 0.19 0.18 0.14
Im. increase
crime
(CRI1)*

(0.29) (0.44) (0.25) (0.39) (0.36) (0.53) (0.5) (0.38)

25) 0 0.07 0.02 0.09 0.12 0.17 0.14 0.18
Measures
against illegal
im. (IMP2)*

(0.31) (0.44) (0.31) (0.49) (0.55) (0.65) (0.5) (0.66)

26) 0 0.09 0.03 0.1 0.14 0.19 0.18 0.18
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Variable label

HGS
socio-
cult.
prof.

HGS technical
experts/high-
grade manag.

LGS
socio-
cult.
semi-prof.

LGS
technicians,
low-grad
manag.

SW
skilled
clerk/service

SW
skilled
man-
ual

UW
unskilled
clerk/service

UW
un-
skilled
manual

For. commit
more crimes
(CRI2)

(0.26) (0.1) (0.16) (0.06) (0.06) (0.05) (0) (0)

27) 0 0.04 0.02 0.07 0.09 0.14 0.16 0.08
Im. bring
new ideas
(CUL4)

(0.71) (0.69) (0.59) (0.71) (0.59) (0.55) (0.53) (0.53)

28) 0 0.05 0.05 0.07 0.07 0.11 0.1 0.13
Trust
European
Parliament
(EUT1)*

(0.42) (0.39) (0.42) (0.4) (0.4) (0.36) (0.33) (0.31)

29) 0 0.02 0.04 0.06 0.04 0.08 0 0.06
Do jobs
Germans
won’t
(ECO5)*

(0.32) (0.25) (0.2) (0.18) (0.16) (0.09) (0.13) (0.03)

30) 0 0.03 0 0.02 0.02 0.04 0 0.04
Trust EU
parliament
(EUT3)*

(0.4) (0.39) (0.47) (0.46) (0.43) (0.4) (0.35) (0.37)

31) 0 0.01 -0.01 0 0.05 0.08 -0.01 0.03
Close to
Europe
(EUA2)

(0.59) (0.62) (0.57) (0.59) (0.5) (0.42) (0.31) (0.46)

32) 0 0.02 -0.01 0.02 0.01 0.03 -0.01 0.03
Trust EU
commission
(EUT2)*

(0.44) (0.41) (0.5) (0.47) (0.44) (0.39) (0.34) (0.39)
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Online Appendix OA4: Using the standard deviation as an alternative
within-group consensus measure

Throughout the main part of our paper, we relied on the Van der Eijk agreement index to measure within-group
consensus. However, there are many ways to measure concentration and one widely used measure that is also used in
the polarization literature is the simple standard deviation. Figure OA4.1 and Figure OA4.2 show our main results
with the standard deviation as an alternative measure of within group consensus. The standard deviation was
computed using the standardized variables (original value divided by scale length). To make the graphs comparable
to our main results, we multiplied the standard deviation by -1, such that higher values imply more consensus.
The results look very similar to our main results, both for trends in the main items in the main part of the paper
(Figure OA4.1) and all items (Figure OA4.2).
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Figure OA4.1: Time trends in both mean differences and standard deviation within groups, analogue to Figure 5.
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Figure OA4.2: Measurements of items in specific time periods by the mean differences between the higher-grade
service class and unskilled workers (y-axis), and the minimal value of the standard deviation multiplied by -1.
*Coloring: Increase in mean difference between higher-grade and unskilled workers. Positive (red) values indicate
that current differences between the groups are larger compared to the prior measurement.
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Online Appendix OA5: Example of calculating VDE agreement

To demonstrate how VDE agreement is calculated, let us consider the distribution of responses to item CUL1 (“Feel
like a stranger because of foreigners”) for unskilled workers in 2016.

The response distribution is shown in Figure OA5.1 (in frequencies, weighted by both the survey and matching
weights):
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Figure OA5.1: Distributions of responses to item CUL1 in 2016 among unskilled workers.

We use the ‘agrmt’ package by Didier Ruedin to calculate VDE agreement in our paper (see http://agrmt.r-forge.r-
project.org). In this case, the overall agreement score is:

## [1] -0.0388149

(one of the lowest values in our analysis)

This score is computed by decomposing the frequency distribution in Figure OA5.1 into multiple layers and com-
puting agreement within each layer. Agreement within each layer is a function of the number of empty categories
between categories with observations (Van der Eijk, 2001). The agreement scores within each layer are aggregated
into the overall agreement score by weighting them by the share of individuals in a specific layer. Summing up all
values in the column ‘weighted agrm within layer’ yields the final agreement score.

The exact decomposition is shown in the following table. The first row shows the first layer that receives an
agreement score of 0 because there are no empty categories and a perfectly flat distribution is defined to receive a
score of 0. This layer makes up 65% of unskilled workers in 2016 (see column ‘weight’). As another example, in
the penultimate layer, we can see that about 9 percent of unskilled workers are either fully agreeing that they feel
like a stranger in their country or are strongly disagreeing. This layer receives an agreement scores of -1 because
it shows maximal disagreement. As it makes up 9 percent of unskilled workers in that year, it receives a weight of
.9. The final layer receives a score of 1 because it only consists of unskilled workers who choose the most approving
response. Summing up the values in the final column yields the final VDE agreement score.
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Table OA5.1: Decomposing a frequency distribution of responses to demonstrate the calculation of the VDE index.
Full distribution shown in Figure OA5.1.

Cat. 1 Cat. 2 Cat. 3 Cat. 4 Cat. 5 Cat. 6 Cat. 7 agrm
within

layer

weight weighted
agrm

within
layer

32.238 32.238 32.238 32.238 32.238 32.238 32.238 0.000 0.645 0.000
2.065 0.000 2.065 2.065 2.065 2.065 2.065 0.044 0.035 0.002
6.516 0.000 0.000 6.516 6.516 6.516 6.516 0.040 0.093 0.004
0.659 0.000 0.000 0.659 0.000 0.659 0.659 -0.111 0.008 -0.001
7.313 0.000 0.000 7.313 0.000 0.000 7.313 -0.311 0.063 -0.020

15.778 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 15.778 -1.000 0.090 -0.090
0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 0.000 23.235 1.000 0.066 0.066

Online Appendix OA6: Ridgeline histograms of the distribution of all
items

Our results section relied heavily on indices that inform us about aggregate characteristics of often complex distri-
butions. Because of the problems with concentration indices in general that we discuss in the main text, we also
checked whether our results are consistent with a screening of the full distributions over time. We provide these
distributions here.

Notes on the following Figures: Blue lines indicate .2 and .8 quantile, respectively. Red line indicates the mean.
Asterisk * indicates items that were reverse coded because they originally used response scales where the highest
value means pro-immigration or pro-EU opinions.
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1) Feel like stranger (CUL1)
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2) Take away jobs (ECO3)
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3) Home when jobs scarce (XEN1)
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4) Deny im. pol. participation (XEN2)
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5) Im. no intermarriage (XEN3)
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Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011

2009−09−24

2013−09−20

2017−09−22

gles_v88

6) Facilitate/ restrict immigr. (IMP4)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011

2003−03−10

2004−11−25

2006−11−13

2008−11−29

2010−12−07

2012−10−17

2014−11−13

2016−11−07

2018−10−22

ess_imbgeco

7) Im. bad/ good for econ. (ECO1)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_mp02

8) For. strain social welfare (WEL1)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_mp03

9) Im. enrich culture (CUL3)*

30



Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_ma07

10) Im. communal voting rights (ASS3)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_mp04

11) For. housing problems (WEL4)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1994−02−24

1996−03−18

2000−03−15

2002−04−28

2006−05−02

2010−08−09

2012−06−08

2016−05−15

allbus_ma01

12) Im. adopt German customs (ASS1)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

2003−03−10

2004−11−25

2006−11−13

2008−11−29

2010−12−07

2012−10−17

2014−11−13

2016−11−07

2018−10−22

ess_impcntr

13) Im. from poor countries (IMP1)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011

2003−03−10

2004−11−25

2006−11−13

2008−11−29

2010−12−07

2012−10−17

2014−11−13

2016−11−07

2018−10−22

ess_imueclt

14) Im. undermine/ enrich culture (CUL2)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

2000−03−15

2008−04−29

2016−05−15

2018−05−29

allbus_pn17

15) Attachment to EU (EUA1)

36



Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v44

16) Take away jobs (ECO4)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011

2003−03−10

2004−11−25

2006−11−13

2008−11−29

2010−12−07

2012−10−17

2014−11−13

2016−11−07

2018−10−22

ess_imwbcnt

17) Im. Germany worse/better (CUL5)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011

2004−11−25

2006−11−13

2008−11−29

2012−10−17

2014−11−13

2016−11−07

2018−10−22

ess_euftf

18) EU unif. further/ too far (EUU1)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v48

19) Increase/ decrease im. (IMP3)

40



Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_ma06

20) For. same social benefits (WEL3)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_ma05

21) Allow dual citizenship (ASS2)*

42



Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v43

22) Im. good for econ. (ECO2)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_mp05

23) For. bolster pensions (WEL2)*

44



Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v42

24) Im. increase crime (CRI1)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v47

25) Measures against illegal im. (IMP2)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_mp07

26) For. commit more crimes (CRI2)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v45

27) Im. bring new ideas (CUL4)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011 1234567891011

2003−03−10

2004−11−25

2006−11−13

2008−11−29

2010−12−07

2012−10−17

2014−11−13

2016−11−07

2018−10−22

ess_trstep

28) Trust European Parliament (EUT1)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1996−03−18

2006−05−02

2016−05−15

allbus_mp01

29) Do jobs Germans won't (ECO5)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1994−02−24

2000−03−15

2008−04−29

2018−05−29

allbus_pt20

30) Trust EU parliament (EUT3)*
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4

1995−04−15

2003−04−15

2013−04−15

isspni_v4

31) Close to Europe (EUA2)
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Higher−grade
service

Lower−grade
service

Small
business

Skilled
worker

Unskilled
worker

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1994−02−24

2000−03−15

2008−04−29

2018−05−29

allbus_pt19

32) Trust EU commission (EUT2)*
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R Session Info/R packages used

• R version 4.2.3 (2023-03-15 ucrt), x86_64-w64-mingw32

• Running under: Windows 10 x64 (build 17763)

• Matrix products: default

• Base packages: base, datasets, graphics, grDevices, methods, stats, utils

• Other packages: agrmt 1.42.8, dplyr 1.1.3, forcats 1.0.0, ggalt 0.4.0, ggplot2 3.4.1, ggrepel 0.9.3,
ggridges 0.5.4, knitr 1.42, lubridate 1.9.2, marginaleffects 0.14.0, MatchIt 4.5.3, patchwork 1.1.2, purrr 1.0.1,
readr 2.1.2, readstata13 0.10.1, reshape2 1.4.4, sjPlot 2.8.15, stringr 1.5.0, tibble 3.2.1, tidyr 1.3.0,
tidyverse 2.0.0, viridis 0.6.2, viridisLite 0.4.2

• Loaded via a namespace (and not attached): ash 1.0-15, backports 1.4.1, bayestestR 0.13.1, bit 4.0.4,
bit64 4.0.5, boot 1.3-28.1, broom 1.0.5, checkmate 2.1.0, chk 0.8.1, cli 3.6.1, coda 0.19-4, codetools 0.2-19,
colorspace 2.0-3, compiler 4.2.3, corrplot 0.92, crayon 1.5.2, data.table 1.14.2, digest 0.6.29, emmeans 1.8.8,
estimability 1.4.1, evaluate 0.21, extrafont 0.19, extrafontdb 1.0, fansi 1.0.3, farver 2.1.0, fastmap 1.1.0,
generics 0.1.3, ggeffects 1.2.3, ggpp 0.5.5, glue 1.6.2, grid 4.2.3, gridExtra 2.3, gtable 0.3.3, highr 0.10,
hms 1.1.3, htmltools 0.5.6, httr 1.4.7, insight 0.19.1, kableExtra 1.3.4, KernSmooth 2.23-20, labeling 0.4.3,
lattice 0.20-45, lifecycle 1.0.3, lme4 1.1-32, magrittr 2.0.3, maps 3.4.1, MASS 7.3-58.2, Matrix 1.5-3,
mgcv 1.8-42, minqa 1.2.5, modelr 0.1.11, multcomp 1.4-23, munsell 0.5.0, mvtnorm 1.1-3, nlme 3.1-162,
nloptr 2.0.3, parallel 4.2.3, performance 0.10.3, pillar 1.9.0, pkgconfig 2.0.3, plyr 1.8.8, polynom 1.4-1,
proj4 1.0-12, R6 2.5.1, ragg 1.2.2, RColorBrewer 1.1-3, Rcpp 1.0.11, rlang 1.1.1, rmarkdown 2.20,
rstudioapi 0.15.0, Rttf2pt1 1.3.12, rvest 1.0.3, sandwich 3.0-2, scales 1.2.1, sjlabelled 1.2.0, sjmisc 2.8.9,
sjstats 0.18.2, splines 4.2.3, stringi 1.7.6, survival 3.5-3, svglite 2.1.1, systemfonts 1.0.4, textshaping 0.3.6,
TH.data 1.1-1, tidyselect 1.2.0, timechange 0.2.0, tools 4.2.3, tzdb 0.4.0, utf8 1.2.2, vctrs 0.6.3, vroom 1.5.7,
webshot 0.5.4, withr 2.5.0, xfun 0.40, xml2 1.3.3, xtable 1.8-4, yaml 2.3.5, zoo 1.8-12
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