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Abstract
We develop a minority influence approach to multilevel intergroup research and examine whether 
country-level minority norms shape majority members’ perceptions of discrimination. Defining 
minority norms via actual minority discrimination and political participation, we hypothesized that 
in national contexts with greater minority experiences of discrimination and greater minority political 
participation, majority perceptions of discrimination should be higher. We implemented two cross-
national multilevel studies drawing on the European Social Survey and Eurobarometer data with 
19,392 participants in 22 countries in Study 1, and with 17,651 participants in 19 countries in Study 
2. Higher aggregate levels of minority discrimination were not related to greater acknowledgment of 
discrimination among majority members. However, higher aggregate minority political participation 
did relate to higher perceptions of discrimination in Studies 1 and 2. We conclude that country-
level minority norms are consequential for majority attitudes, but these norms need to be actively 
communicated through political participation.
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2020 was a year of  unprecedented protests 
against racial discrimination, organized and 
inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement 
around the world. Forty-five percent of  White 
Americans expressed at least some support for 
the movement in surveys (Pew Research Center, 
2020), and White people across the US and 
Europe took to the streets in large numbers as 
part of  these protests led by Black communities. 
In parallel, the majority of  White Americans 
acknowledge that Black, Hispanic, and Asian 
Americans face some discrimination in the US 
(Pew Research Center, 2021). Could such support 
and awareness signal a shift in how majority 
members perceive discrimination experienced by 
minority groups? What can theory and research 
tell us about how could these shifts come about?

Social psychology scholars have extensively 
debated whether minority outgroups can influ-
ence attitudes. Overall, individual intergroup atti-
tudes are strongly dependent on normative 
evaluations of  social groups. Indeed, a large num-
ber of  studies show that people’s own attitudes 
towards ethnic and migrant minorities align 
almost perfectly with how they perceive other 
people to evaluate those groups (for a review, see 
McDonald & Crandall, 2015). At the same time, a 
line of  research in the social identity tradition has 
demonstrated that, in general, ingroup norms are 
far more influential than outgroup norms, and in 
particular when it comes to shaping intergroup 
attitudes. These studies suggest that people only 
conform to norms that they see relevant for 
themselves and their ingroups, especially when 
they strongly identify with the ingroup (Hogg & 
Gaffney, 2018; Hogg & Smith, 2007; Spears, 
2020). However, a handful of  studies have also 
showed that both outgroup and ingroup norms 
influence attitudes, though not specifically inter-
group attitudes. For example, Anglophones in 
predominantly French-speaking Quebec were 
more likely to use English when either the 
ingroup Anglophone norm or the outgroup 
Francophone norm supported the use of  English 
(Louis et  al., 2005; see also Politi et  al., 2017; 
Souchet et al., 2006). These results were similar 
when looking at participants’ subjective percep-
tion of  outgroup norms or when outgroup 

norms were manipulated experimentally. All in 
all, according to the social identity tradition, while 
ingroup norms clearly influence individual inter-
group attitudes, outgroup norms are less likely to 
do so.

In contrast, an influential strand of  experi-
mental research on minority influence has shown 
that it is possible for minority members to change 
majority attitudes (Butera et al., 2017; Moscovici 
& Mugny, 1983; Sanchez-Mazas, 2018; Smith 
et  al., 2000). While most of  the minority influ-
ence studies focused on minority members in a 
numerical sense, a few studies have shown that 
ethnic-racial minority group members (who are 
also a minority in terms of  their power and sta-
tus) can also shift majority attitudes (Pérez & 
Mugny, 1987). For example, ethnic majority 
Spanish people had more favourable attitudes 
towards ethnic minority Roma after reading a text 
on Roma rights ostensibly written by a Roma per-
son (Quiamzade et  al., 2003). Similarly, native 
Swiss people expressed higher solidarity with 
refugees after exposure to a text that was pre-
sented as written by a Syrian refugee and that 
appealed for a more welcoming environment for 
refugees (Politi et al., 2017). However, to the best 
of  our knowledge, no previous studies have 
investigated instances of  ethnic-racial minority 
outgroup influence outside experimental settings 
taking a broader normative approach to minority 
influence.

In the present multi-level research, we focus 
on the relations between contextual minority 
norms and majority intergroup attitudes. 
Contextual norms are formed, for example, by 
institutions and political parties communicating 
their views on diversity through mission state-
ments, rules, or political campaign materials. 
They are also constituted by the attitudinal cli-
mate derived from the beliefs, values, and politi-
cal positions of  fellow ingroup members (see 
Green & Sarrasin, 2018, p. 289). For example, in 
Swiss municipalities with less conservative cli-
mates, natives supported antiracism laws more 
than in municipalities with more conservative cli-
mates (Sarrasin et  al., 2012). Similarly, when 
natives lived in countries with more left-wing cli-
mates worldwide or in European regions with 
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more left-wing climates, their attitudes towards 
immigrants were more positive than in more 
right-wing climates (van Assche et  al., 2017). 
However, previous studies on contextual norms 
focused only on normative climates set by major-
ity members and did not consider the potential 
role of  minority members in setting norms. 
Therefore, in this paper, we make a novel contri-
bution by developing a minority influence 
approach to multilevel intergroup research and 
examine whether contextual minority norms con-
tribute to the intergroup attitudes of  national 
majority members. We conceptualize contextual 
minority norms as the attitudinal climate derived 
from ethno-racial minority members’ attitudes 
and behaviour captured through large-scale 
surveys.

How would minority norms potentially drive 
majority attitudes toward minority discrimina-
tion? Ethnic and racial minority groups experi-
ence discrimination in all walks of  life (Dancygier 
& Laitin, 2014; Heath & Brinbaum, 2014; 
Zschirnt & Ruedin, 2016). Yet, research on racial 
relations in the United States has shown that per-
ceptions of  discrimination often differ between 
ethno-racial minority and majority group mem-
bers. Representative surveys from the United 
States show that White Americans are generally 
less likely to acknowledge racial discrimination 
against Black people than Black Americans 
(Earle & Hodson, 2020). Many White Americans 
question whether racial prejudice and discrimi-
nation still exist despite the contrary experiences 
of  Black Americans (Wilkins & Kaiser, 2013). 
Moreover, White Americans are far less likely 
than Black Americans to believe that discrimina-
tion is an obstacle to success for Black Americans 
(Sears & Henry, 2005). Majority acknowledg-
ment of  discrimination, in turn, shapes attitudes 
towards ethno-racial minorities and related pol-
icy preferences (Apfelbaum et al., 2017; Valentino 
& Brader, 2011). Because perceptions of  dis-
crimination are highly consequential for inter-
group attitudes, we investigate contextual 
minority norms on discrimination. Norms can 
be either descriptive norms that provide infor-
mation on how people generally behave or think 
when it comes to minorities, or injunctive norms 

that set rules on how people should think and 
behave (Cialdini, 2007; McDonald & Crandall, 
2015). Thus, the collective experiences of   
discrimination among minority members in  
a country would constitute a country-level 
descriptive norm of  minority discrimination. 
We expect that higher levels of  minority experi-
ences of  discrimination will relate to higher 
majority perceptions of  discrimination affecting 
minority members (Hypothesis 1: Minority dis-
crimination hypothesis).

Besides aggregate minority experiences of  dis-
crimination, political participation of  ethno-racial 
minorities can be a way to publicly express con-
textual minority norms and expose majority 
members to accounts of  minority experiences of  
discrimination (Klandermans et  al., 2008; Louis 
et al., 2020). In general, norms can be communi-
cated and enforced through policies, institutions, 
mainstream media narratives, or normative atti-
tudes at the societal level (Green & Sarrasin, 
2018; Guimond et  al., 2014). However, ethno-
racial minority members have less access to these 
norm-setting mechanisms and institutions 
(Dancygier et  al., 2015; Pilati & Morales, 2016; 
Zapata-Barrero, 2017). In contrast, nonelectoral 
forms of  political participation, for example, pro-
tests, boycotts, and petitions are more accessible 
also to immigrant-origin and ethnic minority 
members (Bloemraad & Voss, 2019; Martiniello, 
2006; Verkuyten, 2016). Nonelectoral political 
participation can thus be a means to drawing 
attention to minority discrimination, disadvan-
tage, or other intergroup issues (Jiménez-Moya 
et  al., 2019; Louis, 2009; Sanchez-Mazas, 2018). 
Still, we know little about the effect of  such 
minority participation on public opinion, espe-
cially on the opinion of  majority members (but 
see exceptions in what follows and also in 
Selvanathan & Lickel, 2019a, 2019b). Though it 
seems “rather obvious that protest activities raise 
the awareness of  the population over certain 
political issues” (Giugni, 1998, p. 379), most 
research on the effects of  protest or other forms 
of  political participation has focused on policy 
changes instead of  effects on public opinion 
(Amenta & Polletta, 2019; Giugni, 1998). As pre-
liminary evidence, research has shown that 
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people search (online) for information regarding 
issues related to specific protests more often in 
the cities where those protests took place (Dumas, 
2018). Also looking at political participation 
related to intergroup issues more specifically, 
local Black Lives Matter protests in the United 
States were related to reduced anti-Black preju-
dice among White Americans over time (Sawyer 
& Gampa, 2018). Moreover, the presence of  
Black Lives Matter protests was related to reduced 
prejudice for participants across the political 
spectrum, though the effects were more pro-
nounced for more liberal participants. Finally, 
similar effects were found after the Women’s 
March in 2017, one of  the largest demonstrations 
in U.S. history, which drew attention to the dis-
crimination women experience. Justification of  
gender inequalities decreased over time among 
men who were exposed to the march and who 
did not strongly identify with their gender 
(Saguy & Szekeres, 2018). This handful of  recent 
studies suggest that minority experiences of  dis-
crimination can be conveyed to majority mem-
bers through minority members’ political 
participation. Therefore, we expect that higher 
minority political participation in a given con-
text will relate to higher majority perceptions of  
discrimination targeting minority members 
(Hypothesis 2: Minority political participation 
hypothesis).

We investigate whether aggregate minority 
experiences of  discrimination (H1) and minority 
political participation (H2) are related to majority 
perceptions of  discrimination over and beyond 
relevant individual- and country-level factors 
such as age, gender, education, and minority pres-
ence in a country (Apfelbaum et  al., 2017; 
Ceobanu & Escandell, 2010; Valentino & Brader, 
2011). Furthermore, in additional analyses, we 
explore whether the hypotheses hold taking into 
account further relevant individual- and country-
level factors. At the individual level, we test our 
hypotheses taking into account majority mem-
bers’ experiences of  intergroup contact, their 
political orientation, and their perceptions of  
immigrants as threatening. Those majority 

members who engage in more contact with 
minority members acknowledge more discrimi-
nation (Tropp & Barlow, 2018; Tropp & Uluğ, 
2019). In addition, right-wing majority members 
hold less favourable attitudes towards immigrants 
than left-wing majority members, and thus may 
see minority groups’ political participation as 
threatening (Green & Sarrasin, 2018; Hodson & 
Dhont, 2015; Kauff  et  al., 2013). Moreover, 
majority members who see immigrants as threat-
ening could feel especially menaced by immi-
grants’ political influence (Brown & Zagefka, 
2011; Hindriks et al., 2015; Verkuyten, 2017).1 At 
the country level, we examine the robustness of  
our predictions while controlling for country-
level wealth, inequality, unemployment rate, and 
extent of  minorities’ political rights (Ceobanu & 
Escandell, 2010).

To test our hypotheses, we conducted two 
cross-sectional studies drawing on publicly avail-
able large-scale surveys, and tested the relation 
between minority contextual norms at the coun-
try level (minority discrimination and political 
participation) and majority members’ percep-
tions of  discrimination at the individual level. 
Figure 1 displays our hypotheses depicting the 
relationship between country-level and individ-
ual-level concepts. We focused our inquiry on 
relations between historical ethnic as well as 
immigrant-origin minorities and ethnic majority 
natives in Europe. Indeed, ethnic-racial discrimi-
nation impacts both immigrant-origin minority 
members and members of  historic ethnic minor-
ity groups (e.g., European Roma Rights Center, 
2016; Zschirnt & Ruedin, 2016). These groups 
can experience discrimination based on similar 
grounds such as race, ethnicity, or religion, but 
some grounds of  discrimination, for example, 
based on language or nationality can differ. 
Furthermore, the opportunities for political par-
ticipation differ among immigrant and ethnic 
minority groups. Immigrant and immigrant-
origin minority members have restricted access 
to political tools because of  their limited rights 
in many national contexts (Morales, 2011; 
Vintila & Martiniello, 2021). Newcomers might 
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also be hindered by their limited language skills 
and knowledge of  the political system 
(González-Ferrer, 2011). Still, recent studies 
show that immigrants are engaged in nonelec-
toral politics at comparable levels to majority 
citizens (Pettinicchio & de Vries, 2017; Vintila & 
Martiniello, 2021). Similarly, ethnic minority 
members have comparable levels of  political 
participation to ethnic majority members in 
Europe (Gallego, 2007). For these reasons, we 
implemented two studies to explore whether 
minority discrimination experiences and minor-
ity political participation among these different 
groups relate to majority perceptions of  dis-
crimination in a similar manner. Study 1 investi-
gates majority perceptions of  discrimination 
experienced by immigrant-origin and ethnic 
minority members, while Study 2 specifically 
asks about acknowledgement of  discrimination 
targeting immigrant minority members. If  we 
find comparable associations between minority 
contextual norms constituted by these different 
minority groups and majority perceptions of  
discrimination (main effects of  minority experi-
ences of  discrimination and minority political 
participation on discrimination perceptions), we 
can conclude with more certainty that our pro-
posed key mechanisms hold across different 
social contexts.

Materials and Methods

Data
We identified suitable surveys through the search 
engine of  the GESIS data archive (https://www 
.gesis.org/home) and a systematic literature 
review. For our dependent variables, we selected 
surveys that included representative samples of  
majority members across European countries 
and items assessing perceived discrimination tar-
geting minority members. We selected two sur-
veys with different items on perceived 
discrimination to provide a conceptual replica-
tion of  our hypotheses across different measures 
and samples: one on discrimination targeting 
immigrant-origin and ethnic minority members, 
and the other on discrimination affecting only 
immigrant minority members. To construct our 
country-level independent variables, we looked 
for surveys that included representative samples 
of  minority respondents across European coun-
tries. To capture minority contextual norms, we 
computed country-level measures of  minority 
discrimination experiences and political participa-
tion (see details in what follows, at the description 
of  each measure). We selected surveys to measure 
the country-level independent variables that 
either coincided with or preceded the surveys for 
our dependent variables, allowing a maximum lag 

Figure 1.  Conceptual figure depicting the hypotheses.

https://www.gesis.org/home
https://www.gesis.org/home
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of  3 years between the surveys used to construct 
the independent and dependent variables. For 
both studies, we then matched the country-level 
independent variables of  minority discrimination 
and minority political participation to the individ-
ual-level dependent variable of  perceived dis-
crimination among majority members. The 
datasets for both studies are available at the 
Open Science Framework (https://osf.io/
kvbw9/?view_only=8446f1ca2c2d4479a2b9b2
82ec0205b9).

Participants
Study 1.  We used the Eurobarometer 77.4 that 
included a special module on discrimination 
(European Commission, 2012). The special mod-
ule on discrimination was part of a larger survey 
including questions on the European Parliament, 
development aid, social climate, and discrimina-
tion. A multi-stage random probability sample 
was drawn among representative samples of resi-
dents aged 15 and over in the respective countries 
in 2012. The questionnaires were administered in 
the national language of the country through 
face-to-face interviews by TNS Opinion Social. 
The complete dataset and technical report are 
publicly available at the GESIS data archive. The 
technical report includes detailed information on 
the sampling design, effective sample sizes per 
country, and the complete list of variables (Euro-
pean Commission, 2012).

The dependent variable in this study focused 
on discrimination targeting racial, ethnic and/or 
religious minority members. Therefore, we 
selected as majority members those participants 
who did not belong to these categories, that is, 
participants that themselves and their parents 
were born in the country and who did not self-
identify as a member of  an ethnic minority 
group. The sample included 19,392 majority 
members; 54.1% female; Mage = 49.60, SD = 
18.44 years. 33% of  the participants had primary 
or secondary education, 37% had tertiary educa-
tion, and 21% were still studying. The sample 
consisted of  participants from the following 22 
countries: Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech 

Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, 
Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, and the 
United Kingdom. The dataset covered the vari-
ous regions in Europe (i.e., South, East, North, 
and West) as well as the most populated coun-
tries in Europe (i.e., Germany, UK,2 France, Italy, 
and Spain). The sample covers only countries 
which we could match with available data from 
the surveys used to construct the independent 
variables. Table S1 in the supplemental material 
shows numbers of  participants and descriptive 
statistics by country.

Study 2.  We used the Eurobarometer 88.2 that 
included questions focusing on discrimination or 
maltreatment of  immigrants as obstacles to their 
integration (European Commission, 2017). This 
special module was part of  a larger survey focus-
ing on the integration of  immigrants in the Euro-
pean Union and corruption. A multi-stage 
random probability sample was drawn among 
representative samples of  residents aged 15 and 
over in the respective countries in 2017. The 
questionnaires were administered in the national 
language of  the country through face-to-face 
interviews by TNS Opinion Social. The complete 
dataset and list of  variables are publicly available 
at the GESIS data archive. When conducting this 
research, this dataset edition had not yet passed 
the complete archive processing and documenta-
tion, therefore detailed information on effective 
sample sizes per country was not available at the 
time (European Commission, 2017).

Because the dependent variable consisted of  
items on discrimination targeting immigrants, we 
selected as majority members participants born in 
the country of  the survey with both parents also 
born in the country. The final sample included 
17,651 majority members; 53.8% women; Mage = 
52.86, SD = 18.26 years. 30% of  the participants 
had primary or secondary education, 38% had 
tertiary education, and 25% were still studying.

The sample included participants from the 
following 19 countries: Austria, Belgium, Czech 
Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 

https://osf.io/kvbw9/?view_only=8446f1ca2c2d4479a2b9b282ec0205b9
https://osf.io/kvbw9/?view_only=8446f1ca2c2d4479a2b9b282ec0205b9
https://osf.io/kvbw9/?view_only=8446f1ca2c2d4479a2b9b282ec0205b9
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Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Lithuania, the 
Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Spain, 
Sweden, and United Kingdom. The sample cov-
ers only the countries that could be matched 
with available data from the surveys used to 
construct the independent variables. Table S2 in 
the supplemental material shows number of  
participants and descriptive statistics by 
country.

Measures
Individual-level dependent variables

Study 1.  The measure of  majority percep-
tions of  discrimination was a combination of  
four items. Participants of  the Eurobarometer 
77.4 were asked whether “Discrimination based 
on ethnic origin” and “Discrimination based on 
religion/beliefs” “. . . is very widespread, fairly 
widespread, fairly rare, or very rare in [country]?”; 
and similarly whether “Discrimination based 
on ethnic origin” and “Discrimination based 
on religion/beliefs” “. . . outside working life is 
very widespread, fairly widespread, fairly rare, or 
very rare in [country]” (α = .82 for the complete 
sample; α ranging from .66 to .86 per country). 
We calculated the mean of  responses to the four 
items, higher scores correspond to higher percep-
tions of  discrimination (M = 3.19, SD = 2.25; 1 
= nonexistent, 5 = very widespread).

Study 2.  Majority perceptions of  discrimination 
was computed from four items in the Eurobarom-
eter 88.2: “Please tell me for each of  the follow-
ing issues if  they could be not an obstacle at all, 
a minor obstacle, or a major obstacle for the suc-
cessful integration of  immigrants in [country]?”: 
discrimination against immigrants; difficulties in 
accessing long-term residence permits; difficul-
ties in finding a job; and limited access to educa-
tion, healthcare, and social protection (α = .77 for 
the complete sample; α ranging from .59 to .86 
per country). The scale was created by calculating 
the mean of  responses to the four questions and 
ranged from 1 to 3, with higher scores represent-
ing larger obstacles and thus higher perceptions of  
discrimination (M = 2.46, SD = 0.54).

Country-level independent variables for Studies 1 and 2: 
Contextual minority norms.  In Study 1, we drew on 
the European Social Survey (ESS) Rounds 5 
(European Social Survey, 2010) and 6 (European 
Social Survey, 2012), while in Study 2 we used the 
ESS Rounds 7 (European Social Survey, 2014) 
and 8 (European Social Survey, 2016) to calculate 
our independent variables of  country-level 
minority political participation and minority 
experiences of  discrimination. The ESS is a 
cross-national survey measuring the attitudes, 
beliefs, and behavioural patterns of  diverse popu-
lations across Europe. Every 2 years, face-to-face 
interviews are conducted with newly selected, 
cross-sectional samples. We chose the ESS rounds 
to match the date of  the surveys used for our 
dependent variables. In both studies, we pooled 
data from two consecutive ESS rounds when 
there were data available for both rounds to 
achieve a minimum size of  100 minority mem-
bers per country for aggregation, and thus a more 
robust aggregate measure for each country. Please 
see the technical reports for each ESS round for 
sampling procedures, effective samples, and com-
plete list of  questions asked in that round (see 
links in references).

In Study 1, the dependent variable assessed 
majority perceptions of  discrimination targeting 
minority members because of  their ethnicity, 
race, or religion. Therefore, to calculate the coun-
try-level independent variables in Study 1, we 
aggregated responses of  minority members who 
experienced discrimination on these grounds: 
immigrants or children of  immigrants (i.e., 
respondent and/or at least one parent born out-
side the country), or those who identified as a 
member of  an ethnic minority. The overall sam-
ple used to calculate the independent variables 
included 13,488 minority participants. In Study 2, 
in turn, the dependent variable asked about dis-
crimination targeting immigrants. Consequently, 
to calculate the independent variables, we aggre-
gated responses of  minority members who were 
either immigrants or children of  immigrants 
(Schneider & Heath, 2020). The sample used to 
calculate the independent variables consisted of  
11,557 minority participants. See Tables S1 and 
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S2 in the supplemental material for sample sizes 
per dataset and country.

Minority discrimination was operationalized 
as the percentage of  minority respondents in 
each country who indicated in the ESS that 
they belong to a group that is discriminated 
against on the basis of  either color or race, 
nationality, ethnic group, language, or religion 
(Study 1: M = 13.22, SD = 0.07; Study 2:  
M = 8.59, SD = 4.89). Please note that levels 
of  discrimination differ markedly across sam-
ples, presumably because in Study 1 we calcu-
lated aggregate minority discrimination among 
immigrant-origin and ethnic minority mem-
bers, while in Study 2 we calculated minority 
discrimination among immigrant-origin minor-
ity members only.

Minority political participation was measured 
using a composite scale of  the following seven 
ESS items: “There are different ways of  trying to 
improve things in [country] or help prevent things 
from going wrong. During the last 12 months, 
have you done any of  the following?”: “Have you 
contacted a politician, government or local gov-
ernment official?”; “Have you worked in a politi-
cal party or action group?”; “Have you worked in 
another organization or association?”; “Have you 
worn or displayed a campaign badge/sticker?”; 
“Have you signed a petition?”; “Have you taken 
part in a lawful public demonstration?”; “Have 
you boycotted certain products?” In a first step, 
we took the sum of  affirmative responses to 
these items per minority respondent, and in a sec-
ond step, we calculated a country-level mean of  
these sum scores (Study 1: M = 0.68, SD = 0.34; 
Study 2: M = 0.90, SD = 0.39).

Control variables.  In Study 1, at the individual level, 
we controlled for gender, age, and level of  educa-
tion of  respondents. Thus, we accounted for the 
most commonly used control variables in studies 
of  discrimination perceptions (e.g., Valentino & 
Brader, 2011). We also controlled for majority 
members’ experiences of  intergroup contact and 
their political orientation in additional robustness 
checks (see supplemental material for detailed 
description of  the measures).

At the country level, we controlled for minor-
ity presence, that is, the percentage of  the minor-
ity population in each country in the models. 
Since the minority sample used to calculate our 
independent variables included immigrant-origin 
and other ethnic minority respondents, we calcu-
lated minority percentage by summing the per-
centage of  immigrants and percentage of  
members of  historical ethnic minority groups 
based on Eurostat and UN data (M = 14.84, SD 
= 8.68 for the overall sample). Please note that 
data on ethnic minorities were only available for 
Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, 
Ireland, Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia, and UK. 
Furthermore, we included country-level wealth, 
inequality, unemployment rate, and minority 
political rights in the models (see supplemental 
material for detailed description of  the 
measures).

In Study 2, we again included gender, age, and 
education as controls. We additionally checked 
the robustness of  our results controlling for 
intergroup contact, political orientation, and 
threat perceptions3 (see supplemental material 
for detailed description of  the measures).

As a country-level control variable, we used 
immigrant percentage (M = 10.80, SD = 4.67 
for the overall sample) based on Eurostat and 
UN data to measure minority presence. Finally, 
we again included country-level wealth, inequal-
ity, unemployment rate, and minority political 
rights in additional models (see supplemental 
material for detailed description of  the 
measures).

Analytic Strategy
In both studies a series of  stepwise two-level 
regressions were conducted to test for hypotheti-
cal effects of  minority discrimination (H1) and 
minority political participation (H2) using Mplus 
7 (Muthén & Muthén, 2017). Multi-level analysis 
was required because of  the nested data struc-
ture of  participants (individual level) within 
countries surveyed (country level). The main 
analyses in both studies were run in consecutive 
steps starting from the null model (null models), 
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next including individual-level control variables 
(i.e., gender and education in one step: “Level 1 
control” models), then including country-level 
control minority presence (i.e., percentage of  
minority members: “Level 2 control” models), 
and finally including either country-level minor-
ity discrimination or country-level minority 
political participation in separate models 
(“minority discrimination” or “minority political 
participation” models; Hox et  al., 2010). We 
included data only from participants who had 
valid responses on the dependent and control 
variables, we did not impute missing values for 
any of  these variables.

Results

Preliminary Results

Tables 1 and 2 display descriptive statistics and 
correlations between individual-level variables 
and between country-level variables for Studies 1 
and 2, respectively. Note that there were no sig-
nificant correlations between country-level 
variables.

Figure 2 (Panels A and B) displays Study 1 
country-level correlations between minority dis-
crimination and majority perceptions of  discrimi-
nation (Panel A on the left), and between minority 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics and correlations for Study 1.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Individual-level variables
Gender (1) 1.54 0.50 -  
Age (2) 49.67 18.31 .02** -  
Education (3) 6.59 2.94 −.02** −.42** -  
Discrimination perceptions (4) 3.19 0.79 .02** −.09** .06** -  
Country-level variables
Minority participation (5) 0.68 0.34 -  
Minority discrimination (6) 0.13 0.07 −.35 -  
Minority percentage (7) 14.84 8.68 −.26 .12 -

Note. Individual-level variables drawn from Eurobarometer 77.4 (European Commission, 2012), country-level variables drawn 
from ESS Rounds 5 and 6 (European Social Survey, 2010, 2012). In Tables 1 and 2, we do not report the correlations between 
individual- and country-level variables, as simple correlational analysis does not account for the multilevel structure and would 
therefore be biased. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (two-tailed).

Table 2.  Descriptive statistics and correlations for Study 2.

M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Individual-level variables
Gender (1) 1.55 0.50 -  
Age (2) 52.86 18.26 .01 -  
Education (3) 6.86 2.87 −.04** −.37** -  
Discrimination perceptions (4) 2.46 0.54 .02** −.04** .12** -  
Country-level variables
Minority participation (5) 0.90 0.40 -  
Minority discrimination (6) 8.70 5.11 .02 -  
Minority percentage (7) 10.97 4.84 .43 .40 -

Note. Individual-level variables drawn from Eurobarometer 88.2 (European Commission, 2017), country-level variables drawn 
from ESS Rounds 7 and 8 (European Social Survey, 2014, 2016). Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001 (two-tailed).
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political participation and majority perceptions 
of  discrimination (Panel B on the right). Similarly, 
Figure 3 (Panels A and B) shows Study 2 country-
level correlations between minority discrimina-
tion and majority perceptions of  discrimination 
(Panel A on the left), and between minority politi-
cal participation and majority perceptions of  dis-
crimination (Panel B on the right). Both figures 
suggest that there is considerable variation in 
majority perceptions of  discrimination across 
countries, and that these majority perceptions are 
related to minority political participation but not 
to minority discrimination.

Study 1
Table 3 displays the results of  Study 1. The null 
model shows the breakdown of  the variance in 
the dependent variable. The partitioning of  the 
variance suggested that both individual- and 
country-level factors contribute to discrimination 
perceptions: there was significant variance at 
both the individual (b = 0.50, SE = 0.03, p < 
.001) and country levels (b = 0.12, SE = 0.02, p 
< .001). Intraclass correlation indicated that 
19.64% of  the variance lay at the country level, 
suggesting a considerable importance of  coun-
try-level factors. Including individual controls 
demonstrated that older people perceive less dis-
crimination (b = −0.01, SE = 0.00, p < .001), 
and that women perceive more discrimination 
than men (b = 0.06, SE = 0.01, p < .001), but 
that education was unrelated to perceptions of  
discrimination (b = 0.00, SE = 0.00, p = .539). 
Country-level minority presence was negatively 
related to perceived discrimination (b = −0.01, 
SE = 0.01, p = .015).

We did not find support for Hypothesis 1 on 
discrimination: minority experiences of  discrimi-
nation were not related to majority members’  
perceptions of  discrimination (b = 0.27, SE = 
0.99, p = .781). Furthermore, adding minority 
discrimination to the models did not increase 
explained variance from 13% of  the variance 
explained at the country level in the models with 
only minority percentage. In contrast, support-
ing Hypothesis 2, minority political participation 

was linked to heightened majority perceptions of  
discrimination (b = 0.65, SE = 0.14, p < .001). 
Including minority political participation in the 
models increased the explained variance to 48%.

Albeit not having prior expectations, we also 
explored the interaction between country-level 
variables in additional analyses. First, we tested 
whether the effect of  minority discrimination or 
political participation was conditional on minor-
ity presence. Neither the interaction between 
minority discrimination and minority presence 
nor the interaction between minority political 
participation and minority presence were signifi-
cant (see Table S3 in the supplemental material). 
Second, we tested and found that the interaction 
between minority discrimination and minority 
political participation was significant and contrib-
uted positively to perceptions of  discrimination 
(see Table S3 in the supplemental material). More 
specifically, at high levels of  minority political 
participation, the link between minority discrimi-
nation experiences and majority perceptions of  
discrimination was stronger than at low levels of  
minority political participation (see Figure S1).

Study 2
Table 4 displays the results of  Study 2. Looking 
at the null model, the breakdown of  the variance 
in the dependent variable also suggested that, in 
this analysis, both individual- and country-level 
factors contribute to discrimination perceptions. 
There was significant variance at both the indi-
vidual (b = 0.27, SE = 0.02, p < .001) and 
country levels (b = 0.02, SE = 0.01, p < .001). 
7.63% of  the variance in discrimination percep-
tion lay at the country level. Including individual 
controls demonstrated that age was unrelated  
to perceptions of  discrimination (b = 0.00,  
SE = 0.00, p = .806), that women perceived 
higher levels of  discrimination than men  
(b = 0.04, SE = 0.01, p = .001), and that 
higher levels of  education related to higher  
perceptions of  discrimination (b = 0.02,  
SE = 0.00, p < .001***). Country-level immi-
grant presence was not related to perceived dis-
crimination (b = 0.00, SE = 0.01, p = .995).
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Hypothesis 1 was not confirmed, minorities’ 
discrimination was unrelated to majority mem
bers’ perceptions of  discrimination of  minorities  
(b = 0.01, SE = 0.01, p = .259); though the 
explained between-level variance increased from 
0% explained by minority presence in itself  to 8% 
explained by minority presence and minority dis-
crimination. Supporting Hypothesis 2, minority 
political participation predicted greater discrimina-
tion beliefs among national majority group mem-
bers (b = 0.27, SE = 0.07, p < .001). Including 
minority political participation in the models 
increased explained country-level variance to 43%. 
In this analysis, none of  the explored interactions 
among country-level variables were significant (see 
Table S4 in the supplemental material).

Robustness Checks
Study 1.  We reran the analysis excluding Hun-
gary, as the country-level minority discrimination 
in Hungary was 2 SD over the mean, and repli-
cated the results. In addition, we replicated the 
main effects of minority discrimination and 
political participation controlling for majority 
members’ individual political orientation, and 
controlling for individual experiences of inter-
group contact with minority members (see Table 
S5 in the supplemental material). Furthermore, 
we explored whether political orientation or con-
tact moderate the link between minority discrim-
ination or political participation and perceptions 
of discrimination, but the interactions were not 
significant (see Table S6 in the supplemental 
material). We did not include these individual-
level predictors in the main analysis because of 
the high proportion of missing values on the 
political orientation variable (19%). In addition, 
we replicated the main effects controlling for 
country-level GINI (a measure of income ine-
quality), unemployment rate, and civil political 
rights, but not when controlling for GDP (see 
Table S7 in the supplemental material).

Study 2.  We replicated the main effects of  minor-
ity discrimination and political participation con-
trolling for majority members’ individual political 
orientation, individual experiences of  intergroup 
contact with minority members, and perceptions 

of  material threat (see Table S8 in the supplemen-
tal material). In addition, we explored whether 
political orientation, contact, or threat percep-
tions moderated the link between minority dis-
crimination or political participation and 
perceptions of  discrimination. First, the cross-
level interaction between political orientation and 
political participation was significant: in countries 
with higher levels of  political participation, the 
link between political orientation and discrimina-
tion perceptions was stronger. More specifically, 
leftist participants reported higher discrimination 
perceptions in countries with higher minority 
political participation than leftist participants in 
countries with lower minority political participa-
tion. Second, the cross-level interaction between 
intergroup contact and minority discrimination 
was significant. In countries with low levels of  
discrimination, contact was not related to higher 
discrimination perceptions, but in countries with 
high levels of  discrimination, higher levels of  
contact were related to higher discrimination per-
ceptions. Third, threat perceptions moderated 
the link between both minority discrimination 
and political participation and perceptions of  dis-
crimination (see Table S9 in the supplemental 
material). In countries with higher levels of  par-
ticipation or discrimination, the link between 
threat and discrimination perceptions was 
stronger. That is, higher threat perceptions were 
related to lower discrimination perceptions, and 
this relation was more pronounced in countries 
with either higher minority political participation 
or higher minority experiences of  discrimination. 
We did not include these individual-level predic-
tors in the main analysis because of  the high pro-
portion of  missing values on the variables: 19% 
missing on political orientation, 41% on contact, 
and 19% on threat perceptions. Finally, we repli-
cated the main effects controlling for country-
level GDP, GINI, unemployment rate, and 
civil-political rights (see Table S9 in the supple-
mental materials).

Discussion
Historical ethnic and immigrant-origin minorities 
find more and more ways to express their politi-
cal stance in diverse societies (Bloemraad & Voss, 
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2019; Mora et al., 2018). In the current research, 
we showed that these minority views are conse-
quential for majority members. Indeed, norms on 
intergroup issues shape individuals’ attitudes, and 
ample research has shown that contextual 
norms—the predominant attitudes or behaviour 
of  people in a context—shape individual inter-
group attitudes and policy preferences (Green & 
Sarrasin, 2018; McDonald & Crandall, 2015). 
However, in previous research, contextual norms 
in a region or country were derived only from the 
individual attitudes of  majority members, while 
the possible contributions of  minority members 
were neglected (Sarrasin et al., 2012; van Assche 
et  al., 2017). We make a novel contribution to 
multilevel intergroup research, minority influence 
research, and to studies on the effects of  political 
participation by examining whether minority 
contextual norms, such as minority experiences 
of  discrimination and minority political participa-
tion, contribute to majority members’ percep-
tions of  discrimination. We implemented two 
cross-national studies with representative sam-
ples of  37,000 participants in 23 European coun-
tries. We did not find support for Hypothesis 1 
on minority norms on discrimination: minority 
members’ experiences of  discrimination in a 
country were not related to majority members’ 
perceptions of  discrimination. In contrast, sup-
porting Hypothesis 2, higher political participa-
tion among minority members was related to 
higher perceptions of  discrimination among 
majority members in both studies. Our results 
also showed that minority contextual norms are 
relevant beyond individual and structural factors. 
Minority political participation contributed to 
majority perceptions of  discrimination over indi-
vidual ideological orientations or experiences 
such as political orientation, intergroup contact, 
and threat perceptions (Green & Sarrasin, 2018; 
Hindriks et al., 2015; Kauff  et al., 2013; Tropp & 
Uluğ, 2019). In addition, minority political par-
ticipation uniquely contributed to perceptions of  
discrimination over structural factors: we repli-
cated our results over country-level measures of  
inequality, unemployment, civil-political minority 
rights, and partially over measures of  wealth 
(Ceobanu & Escandell, 2010). Finally, minority 

political participation contributed to majority 
acknowledgement of  discrimination regardless 
of  minority group size.

All in all, our results suggest that contextual 
minority norms can contribute to individual per-
ceptions of  discrimination among majority mem-
bers, but these norms need to be actively and 
publicly expressed by minority members through 
political participation. Thus, these results go 
beyond previous research on normative climates 
that derived norms from majority members’ atti-
tudes and behaviour, and demonstrate that 
minority norms also shape majority perceptions 
(Sarrasin et  al., 2012; van Assche et  al., 2017; 
Visintin et al., 2019). Furthermore, the differen-
tial effects of  minority discrimination and minor-
ity political participation simultaneously confirm 
findings from both the social identity and the 
minority influence traditions. We found that 
descriptive norms of  minority discrimination 
were not related to majority acknowledgement of  
discrimination, unlike majority descriptive norms 
on intergroup issues (e.g., Sarrasin et  al., 2012; 
van Assche et  al., 2017). This suggests that 
ingroup norms are more influential than out-
group norms when it comes to simple descriptive 
norms (Hogg & Gaffney, 2018; Hogg & Smith, 
2007; Spears, 2020). In contrast, minority political 
participation was related to majority perceptions 
of  discrimination, as it would be expected follow-
ing minority influence research that highlights the 
active role that numerical minorities need to play 
to influence majority members (Butera et  al., 
2017; Moscovici & Mugny, 1983; Sanchez-Mazas, 
2018). We propose that political participation 
might be more closely related to majority percep-
tions of  discrimination because it makes minority 
discrimination or disadvantage visible in the pub-
lic space through minority members’ collective 
actions (Jiménez-Moya et al., 2019; Louis, 2009). 
The finding that the effect of  minority political 
participation is not dependent on minority group 
size also points in this direction: even smaller but 
highly visible minority groups can draw the 
majority group’s attention to discrimination. A 
handful of  previous experimental studies indeed 
showed that ethnic-racial minorities can shift 
majority attitudes, and that protests can change 
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attitudes also when it comes to perceptions of  
intergroup issues (e.g., Politi et  al., 2017; 
Quiamzade et al., 2003; Sawyer & Gampa, 2018). 
Our results provide ecological validity to this 
experimental evidence by using contextual minor-
ity norms derived from large-scale representative 
surveys, and complement studies on protest by 
examining political participation more broadly.

We focused our inquiry on perceptions of  dis-
crimination because acknowledgement of  dis-
crimination is highly consequential for intergroup 
attitudes and policy preferences, but we know lit-
tle about its antecedents (Apfelbaum et al., 2017; 
Valentino & Brader, 2011). While we found that 
minority political participation positively contrib-
uted to perceptions of  discrimination overall, 
additional analysis suggested that these effects 
were dampened by majority members’ right-wing 
political orientation or perceptions of  immigrants 
as threatening. Based on conflict theories, major-
ity group members respond with increased threat 
and prejudice when they perceive minority mem-
bers as threatening their economic, cultural, or 
political positions (Bobo, 1999; Stephan et  al., 
2016). Thus, especially right-wing majority mem-
bers and those who feel threatened by immigrants’ 
political influence can respond to minority politi-
cal participation with increased prejudice instead 
of  higher awareness of  discrimination (Brown & 
Zagefka, 2011; Hindriks et  al., 2015; Verkuyten, 
2017). Indeed, a recent study found that racial jus-
tice protests on a U.S. university campus were 
related to more negative attitudes toward racial 
justice protests as well as lower support for antira-
cist efforts among those students who believed 
that racism was not a problem on campus 
(Selvanathan & Lickel, 2019a). Accordingly, stud-
ies on intergroup relations in the US documented 
in depth how the denial of  discrimination forms 
an integral part of  symbolic racism towards Black 
Americans (Sears & Henry, 2005). Some evidence 
suggests that the denial of  discrimination could 
relate closely to anti-immigrant attitudes in 
Europe in a similar manner (Akrami et al., 2000).

Interestingly, in Study 1, we found that higher 
levels of  minority political participation are more 
closely related to majority members’ perceptions of  
discrimination when country-level minority 

discrimination is high, but we did not find a similar 
interaction effect in Study 2. We speculate that this 
is due to the fact that the dependent variable in 
Study 1 asks about the impact of  discrimination on 
minority members, while in Study 2, the dependent 
variable asks about discrimination as an obstacle to 
immigrant integration. Because the Study 1 depend-
ent variable is about level of  discrimination, more 
frequent minority experiences of  discrimination 
and stronger minority political participation could 
have a cumulative effect in the sense that political 
participation specifically draws attention to the 
higher extent of  discrimination experienced by 
minority members. In contrast, to acknowledge 
that discrimination is an obstacle to integration, 
majority members need not be aware of  high levels 
of  discrimination in society, only of  the fact that 
discrimination can disrupt integration.

Notwithstanding the outlined contributions, 
some caveats must be acknowledged. First, rely-
ing on secondary analysis of  large-scale surveys 
presented a limitation: while we could draw on 
high-quality data on actual political participation 
of  minority members, we had no information on 
the subject of  their political participation. Data 
on minority-led movements in different countries 
would allow us to overcome this limitation, but, 
unfortunately, data is currently only available for 
a limited number of  countries or cities, excluding 
the possibility for multi-level analyses (e.g., 
Morales & Giugni, 2011). Therefore, future large-
scale studies should include questions on the top-
ics of  participation, and cross-country studies on 
minority political participation should be imple-
mented in a sufficient number of  countries to 
allow for comparative multi-level approaches. 
Second, large-scale cross-sectional surveys 
allowed examining these minority contextual 
norms across European countries assessing 
actual minority discrimination and political par-
ticipation, but also limited our ability to draw 
causal inferences. Future research should investi-
gate the impact of  minority contextual norms 
using longitudinal panel surveys. Third, the level 
collective discrimination reported by minority 
members in our survey was rather low. This low 
level of  discrimination is most likely a result of  
sampling: while the European Social Survey 
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provides high-quality survey data and covers 
most European countries, it only samples the 
most integrated ethnic and immigrant-origin 
minority members (André & Dronkers, 2016). 
Thus, the ESS does not reach participants who 
would be especially at risk of  discrimination, for 
example, undocumented immigrants. Future rep-
resentative surveys should aim to reach a wider 
sample of  ethnic and immigrant-origin minority 
members.

Despite these limitations, our findings have 
wider societal and policy implications. Countries 
widely differed on how far they afforded minority 
political participation. Previous research showed 
that immigrant-origin minority members partici-
pate more in countries providing more extensive 
rights to individual immigrants and immigrant 
groups (Hunger, 2018). Thus, minority members 
can more successfully convey information about 
their discrimination experiences or disadvantage 
to majority members. Ironically, minority partici-
pation and majority acknowledgement of  dis-
crimination would be especially crucial in those 
societies where policies limit minority rights and 
disadvantage minority members. Also for this 
reason, the fight against discrimination should 
not depend solely on minority members’ political 
actions, as dismantling discrimination requires 
structural changes by a wide group of  political 
actors. Still, as societies around the world are 
becoming increasingly diverse, our findings offer 
hope for mutual understanding about intergroup 
issues such as discrimination, if  minority mem-
bers can voice their concerns.
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Notes
1.	 We only implement these analyses with contact, 

political orientation, and threat perceptions as 
additional analysis due to the large number of  
missing values on these variables.

2.	 At the time of  data collection, the UK was still 
part of  the European Union.

3.	 We could only include threat perceptions as an 
additional control in Study 2 because there were 
no measures available in Study 1.
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