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Abstract

Recent migration trends in Croatia feature positive net migration along-
side a deepening negative perception of foreigners. This paper aims to
examine law students’ attitudes towards foreign workers over a five-year
period, their key determinants, and their associations with social distance
towards foreign workers. Survey conducted in 2019 on the attitudes of
students at four law faculties in Croatia towards different categories of
migrants was repeated in 2024. The results indicate a stronger percep-
tion of foreign workers in Croatia as a cultural and symbolic threat than as
a real economic threat; however, at the latent level, these attitudes are
combined into a single integrated economic—cultural dimension. These
attitudes were confirmed as the strongest predictors of social distance
towards foreign workers, which also increased significantly during the
analysed period — from average acceptance of foreign workers as next-
-door neighbours in 2019 to average acceptance as workplace colleagues
workplace in 2024. Regression analysis also confirmed a significant effect
of political attitudes on social distance.
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1. Introduction

Over the past decade, Croatia has experienced significant changes in
its migration context. In addition to the gradual decline in emigration
from Croatia in recent years, net migration has become positive, with
increasing numbers of third-country nationals being registered, espe-
cially from certain Asian countries. Since 2019, when the first survey
on law students’ attitudes towards immigrants in Croatia was conduct-
ed (Mrakovci¢ & Gregurovi¢ 2020; Gregurovi¢ & Mrakovci¢ 2022), the
number of immigrants from Nepal, India, and the Philippines arriving
in Croatia primarily for employment purposes has steadily increased.
At the same time, alongside the increase in the number of foreigners,
a noticeable shift in the attitudes of the local population towards im-
migrants has occurred. As previous research studies report, the size of
the immigrant group affects and reinforces anti-immigrant sentiment,
as the majority population may perceive larger groups of newcomers
as more threatening (Quillian 1995; Semyonov et al. 2006; Hooghe &
de Vroome 2015). This reflects the assumptions of ethnic competition
theory, according to which the local population competes with new-
comers for scarce resources (e.g., employment), thereby develop-
ing stronger negative attitudes towards immigrants (Semyonov et al.
2006; Pardos-Prado 2011). A growing body of quantitative research in
the Croatian context, using both representative and convenience sam-
ples, has examined various categories of migrants (labour and forced
migrants) as subjects of public attitudes. Labour migrants, both direct-
ly and indirectly, have been the focus of several studies. A sociologi-
cal study on attitudes towards foreign workers in Croatia revealed that
adult Croatian citizens exhibited considerable opposition towards them
and perceived foreigners as a socio-economic and socio-cultural threat,
while maintaining a high level of social distance (Cagié-Kumpes et al.
2012). Research by Gregurovic¢ et al. (2016), conducted on a sample of
adults from Vukovar-Srijem and Osijek-Baranja counties, showed that
citizens perceived migrant workers primarily as a cultural threat and
expressed a significant degree of social distance, while asylum seekers
were perceived as a security and economic threat. Research by Mati¢
et al. (2019), conducted on a national sample of young people, found
moderate levels of anti-immigrant prejudice linked to respondents’
personality traits and ideological predispositions. The Centre for Peace
Studies analysed the attitudes of the general population towards vari-
ous categories of immigrants across three survey cycles, with the latest
cycle from 2024 recording a negative shift in attitudes compared to the
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results obtained in 2013 and 2017 (CMS 2013; CMS 2017). These find-
ings indicated increased fear and prejudice towards immigration across
virtually all dimensions (Zuparié-1lji¢ & Lali¢ 2024). International studies
including Croatia have likewise documented increasingly negative atti-
tudes towards immigration and its perceived effects among Croatian
citizens, primarily in the dimension of cultural threat (Caci¢-Kumpes et
al. 2024). Finally, recently published results from a survey experiment
conducted among economics and business students showed that re-
spondents reacted positively to economic incentives (scarcity in the la-
bour market) whereas compassion and the experience of emigration
among fellow citizens had no statistically significant effect on their re-
sponses. The authors point to the positive effects that certain informa-
tion nudges may have on changing attitudes towards migrants (lvandic¢
et al. 2026). The context in which these changes unfold is also shaped
by media and public discourse, with certain political and social figures
increasingly portraying migrants and their perceived differences as both
realistic and symbolic threats to Croatian society in their public state-
ments and debates.

Building on these developments, our study was replicated in 2024
with a new cohort of law students in Croatia to assess the current state
of attitudes towards foreign workers,* expressed through the percep-
tion of integrated (economic and cultural) threat, and changes in these
attitudes over time. In addition, the analysis focuses on the key deter-
minants of these attitudes and their association with social distance
towards foreign workers. Social distance is used as an indicator of po-
tential behavioural intentions and of the level of understanding and
intimacy characterising social relations between members of different
groups in different social situations (Park 1924; Bogardus 1925).

Law students were selected because, as future professionals, they
are likely to interact with the groups under study and may play a key
role in enforcing migrants’ rights in Croatia. It is therefore important to
assess whether they view immigration and immigrants’ rights mainly
through the lens of national and international legal norms or wheth-
er their perceptions align more closely with those of legal laypersons
shaped by public and media discourse (cf. Gregurovi¢ & Mrakovcic¢
2022).

2. Theoretical and Conceptual Framework

Research on attitudes towards distinct categories of immigrants is a well-
established multidisciplinary field in North America, Western Europe,
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and Australia, and has also emerged more recently in the Croatian con-
text. At the same time, there is a partial overlap in the structures and di-
mensions used to measure attitudes towards regular (labour) migrants,
foreigners in general, and forced migrants — namely asylum seekers
and refugees. Different categories of immigrants may be perceived as
posing social, political, security, health, and even demographic threats.
However, several recurring themes characterise research in this field,
most notably perceptions of the symbolic and/or realistic threat posed
by foreigners. Such perceptions primarily concern the economic stabil-
ity and cultural identity of the local population in countries of transit
or final destination (Pereira et al. 2009), and existing studies therefore
tend to focus on testing socio-economic and cultural hypotheses about
attitudes (cf. Gregurovi¢ et al. 2016). The socio-economic hypothesis
is grounded in perceptions of symbolic, realistic, or integrated threats
that newcomers pose to the economic stability of the host population,
whereas the cultural hypothesis rests on perceptions of socio-cultural
threats attributed to immigrants through allegedly conflicting values
(Ervasti 2004; Schneider 2008).

The basic premise of group threat theory is that a dominant (eth-
nic) group expresses negative attitudes and prejudice towards another
group when it perceives that it may lose its social, economic, or politi-
cal power (Berg 2009; Rustenbach 2010). In empirical research on at-
titudes towards immigrants, considerable emphasis is placed on group
interests and identity, which constitute the primary basis for attitudes
and feelings of hostility towards immigrants. These are manifested as
perceptions of threat rooted either in objective social and economic
conditions or in cultural and psychological predispositions (Sides & Ci-
trin 2007). In other words, realistic threats are those that endanger the
physical and material well-being, as well as the economic and political
power, of members of one’s own group, whereas symbolic threats pri-
marily refer to differences in values and norms as perceived by mem-
bers of one’s own group in relation to members of other groups (cf.
Mrakovci¢ & Gregurovi¢ 2020). According to the Integrated Threat The-
ory developed by Stephan et al. (1999), regardless of whether threats
are symbolic or realistic, they are often examined together as sources
of perceived threat and may, in turn, contribute to discriminatory atti-
tudes towards immigrants (see Zuparié-llji¢ & Gregurovi¢ 2013).

Attitudes towards immigrants are shaped by multiple factors (cf.
Gregurovi¢ 2023). However, research suggests that socio-psychological
factors at the individual level are stronger predictors than economic
and demographic indicators at the country level (Sides & Citrin 2007).
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Moreover, attitudes are affected more strongly by deeply rooted sym-
bolic views of one’s own nation and identity, as well as by perceptions
of immigrants’ cultural characteristics and value systems, than by eco-
nomic status, material interests, or competition in the labour market
(Hainmueller & Hiscox 2007; Sides & Citrin 2007).

Moreover, an increasing number of meta-analyses examining atti-
tudes towards different categories of immigrants confirm the effects
of certain socio-demographic characteristics of respondents on these
attitudes (Anderson & Ferguson 2017; Cowling et al. 2019). Among the
most consistently replicated findings is that male respondents, older
individuals, those with lower levels of education, those with more con-
servative political orientations, more religious respondents, and those
with stronger national identification are more likely to hold negative at-
titudes towards specific categories of migrants (Chandler & Tsai 2001;
Rustenbach 2010; McKay et al. 2012; Anderson & Ferguson 2017). In
contrast, more educated respondents are significantly less prone to
prejudice, place greater value on cultural diversity, and are more likely
to believe that immigrants have a positive impact on the host country’s
economy (Hainmueller & Hiscox 2007). Although research often identi-
fies significant associations between socio-demographic characteristics
and attitudes, these associations are frequently weak or only moderate
(see Gregurovi¢ 2021). At the same time, ideological variables, most no-
tably right-wing authoritarianism and social dominance orientation, are
considerably stronger predictors. Attitudes towards migrants are also
associated with political orientation and, more generally, with an inter-
est in political issues (see Gregurovi¢ 2023).

In addition to analysing attitudes towards immigrants and their
key determinants, this paper also considers expressed social distance,
which some studies relate to attitudes as predictors of potential behav-
iour measured through various forms of social closeness or distance
(see Cacié-Kumpes et al. 2012; Ajdukovi¢ et al. 2019). Social distance is
understood here as the degree of (un)willingness of an individual to es-
tablish close social relationships with members of an external group of
different ethnic origin and/or social or cultural background, and is treat-
ed as one of the fundamental aspects of sociability (Simmel 2001).2 The
paper also examines the effects of attitudes and other students’ char-
acteristics on the degree of expressed social distance towards migrants
in Croatia.
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3. Immigration to Croatia

During the period covered by the two research cycles (2019-2024),
Croatia recorded significant changes in immigrant arrivals, particularly
with regard to labour migration. Data from the Croatian Bureau of Sta-
tistics (Table 1) show a steady increase in the number of immigrants
over the past decade, although the period of the COVID-19 pandemic
was marked by a relative decline or stagnation. Since 2022, immigra-
tion has been particularly pronounced, with the number of immigrants
exceeding the number of emigrants from Croatia, as reflected in a posi-
tive migration balance and its continuous growth. During the same pe-
riod, official statistics show a reduced share of Croatian citizens among
immigrants arriving or returning from abroad, while citizens of other
countries began arriving in Croatia in significant numbers. For example,
in 2023, an increase was recorded among citizens of non-EU European
countries, which can be attributed to the war in Ukraine. On the other
hand, in 2024, a significant increase in immigrants from Asian coun-
tries was recorded, with their share of the total number of immigrants
reaching 40% (CBS 2025).

Table 1: Number of immigrants and emigrants in Croatia, 2019-2024

Year Immigrants Emigrants Net migration
2019 37,726 40,148 -2,422
2020 33,414 34,046 -632
2021 35,912 40,424 -4,512
2022 57,972 46,287 11,685
2023 69,396 39,218 30,178
2024 70,391 38,997 31,394

Source: Croatian Bureau of Statistics (CBS), Migration of Population of the Republic of
Croatia, 2020-2025 (CBS 2025). Prepared by the authors.

Data from the Croatian Bureau of Statistics are consistent with data
from the Ministry of the Interior on the number of residence and work
permits issued, which, over the period under analysis, have increasingly
been granted to nationals of Asian countries, most notably citizens of
Nepal, India, the Philippines, and Bangladesh (Table 2). Although legal
status in Croatia may be regulated on various grounds (employment,
family reunification, education, etc.), Eurostat data show that in 2023
Croatia had the highest share of immigrants arriving for employment
purposes in the EU (over 90%), whereas in most other EU countries
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work-related immigration accounted for less than half of the permits
issued to foreign nationals (World Bank 2025).

Table 2: Number of residence and work permits by country of citizenship,
2019-2024

Citizenship* 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024
Albania 3,055 3,216 3,720 4,256 4,244 3,951
Bangladesh 145 718 2,093 4,381 8,749 13,630
Bosnia and Herzegovina 31,028 27,603 30,721 36,769 38,247 38,100
China 985 966 1110 372 488 725
Egypt 24 22 116 1,158 4,243 6,672
Philippines 698 1,144 1,897 5,935 10,999 14,680
India 1,092 1,283 2,534 7,690 | 15,627 20,502
Kosovo 8,337 8,542 7,913 8,979 9,922 8,139
Nepal 902 1,677 4,724 | 12,222 23,493 | 35,635
North Macedonia 6,022 4,152 5,926 10,053 13,415 13,855
Serbia 14,337| 11,659 | 13,579 | 19,127 | 24,087 | 27,988
Turkey 299 522 1,277 3,653 5,067 3,959
Ukraine 3,023 2,781 2,992 1,944 1,496 1,830
Uzbekistan 87 182 444 1,797 4,232 6,959
Top 10 citizenships (Total) | 69,479 | 63,023 | 76,099 | 113,065| 153,850 | 186,160
TOTAL 72,523 | 66,655| 81,995| 124,121 | 172,499 | 206,529

Source: Ministarstvo unutranjih poslova Republike Hrvatske n.d.a. Prepared by the
authors.

*For each year, the table includes the ten countries of citizenship with the highest
number of permits issued (highlighted in grey), as well as countries represented in
other years if residence and work permits were issued to their citizens in Croatia.

Statistics further show that in 2024, the largest number of residence
and work permits was issued in the construction sector (36%), followed
by tourism and hospitality (27%), industry (14%), transport and com-
munications (8%), and trade (4%). Almost two-thirds of permits were
issued for new employment, slightly more than one quarter for permit
extensions, and 8% for seasonal employment. Data from the Croatian
Employment Service show that the most sought-after occupations are
construction labourers and cleaners (HZZ n.d.).

Although data for 2025 on issued work and residence permits pre-
sented in Figure 1 have not yet been relevant for the timeframe of the
second round of survey (conducted in 2024), they remain important for
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broader contextualisation and provide evidence of a continued increase
in the number of immigrants from Asian countries, which may be per-
ceived as an indicator of a potential source of threat (cf. Quillian 1995;
Semyonov et al. 2006; Hooghe & de Vroome 2015). In the first half of
2025 (up to July), the highest number of work permits was issued to
Nepalese nationals (Figure 1), while in the second half of the year this
number was somewhat surpassed by the number of permits issued to
citizens of Bosnia and Herzegovina.

Figure 1: Number of residence and work permits by country of citizenship in
2025
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Source: Ministarstvo unutranjih poslova Republike Hrvatske n.d.a. Prepared by the
authors.

It is important to note that the number of residence and work permits
issued is not equivalent to the number of foreign workers in Croatia,
since the same worker may have been issued more than one residence
and work permit if they changed jobs or employers within the reference
year. The number of foreign workers can be approximated using data
from the Croatian Pension Insurance Institute on the number of persons
registered in the pension system. At the end of October 2025, 128,324
insured persons from third countries and 11,410 from the European
Economic Area and Switzerland were registered (Jurasi¢ 2025), while
according to data from the Ministry of the Interior, a total of 149,166
residence and work permits had been issued during the same period
to third-country nationals (Ministarstvo unutranjih poslova Republike
Hrvatske n.d.b).

Data on the citizenship of immigrant workers point to potential chal-
lenges in status regulation and to the integration difficulties faced by
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immigrants from more culturally diverse backgrounds. Additionally, im-
migrants who differ more substantially from the host population may
be perceived differently within local communities, among the general
population, and among specific segments thereof, such as the student
population analysed in this paper.

4. Research Aim and Questions

In the context of the increased arrival of economic migrants/foreign
workers from culturally more distinct countries to Croatia, this paper
aims to assess the current state of attitudes towards foreign workers,
expressed through the perception of integrated (economic and cultur-
al) threat, as well as to analyse the key determinants of these percep-
tions and their changes over time. The focus of the paper is the associa-
tion between threat perceptions and social distance as an indicator of
potential behavioural intentions and of the level of understanding and
intimacy characterising social relations between members of different
groups in different social situations.

The specific research questions on which the analyses are based are:

1. What are the perceptions of foreign workers as an economic and
cultural threat among Croatian law students in 2024?

2. What are the main determinants of the identified threat percep-
tions among Croatian law students in 20247

3. Do the perceptions of law students in 2024 differ from those of stu-
dents surveyed in 20197?

4. How strong is the effect of threat perception on expressed social
distance towards foreign workers while controlling for respondents’
demographic characteristics and accounting for students’ political
attitudes?

5. Methodology

5.1. Respondents

The paper draws on survey research conducted in mid-2019 and late
2024 among law students at four law faculties in Croatia (Zagreb, Ri-
jeka, Split and Osijek).? In both cases, a group-administered question-
naire was conducted during classes with first- and fourth-year students.
The 2019 sample comprised 667 respondents, while the 2024 sample
comprised 590 respondents. Table 3 presents the basic characteristics
of the respondents.
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Table 3: Sample structure

2019 2024
Variable Categories N % N %
Zagreb 265 39.4 142 24.1
Rijeka 193 28.7 172 29.2
Location of the Law Faculty
Split 119 17.7 149 25.3
Osijek 95 14.1 127 21.5
1st 352 52.4 383 64.9
Year of study
4th 320 47.6 207 35.1
Female 494 73.5 422 71.5
Gender
Male 173 25.7 153 259

Source: Prepared by the authors.

In 2019, the largest proportion of students came from Zagreb (almost
40%), slightly more than one quarter were from Rijeka, slightly less than
one fifth were from Split (18%), and 14% were from Osijek. In 2024,
the distribution of respondents across the four faculties was somewhat
more even. One quarter were from Zagreb and one quarter from Split,
slightly more than one fifth were from Osijek, and 29.1% were from
Rijeka. While in 2019 the number of first- and fourth-year students in
the sample was almost equal, in 2024 the number of first-year students
was almost twice as high as the number of fourth-year students. The
somewhat more pronounced difference between the samples in terms
of year of study did not yield significant differences in the analyses con-
ducted, as year of study showed no statistically significant association
with attitudes in either wave of the study (as presented in Table 6 in the
Results section).

In both samples, the gender distribution was significantly imbal-
anced in favour of female students, who accounted for almost three
quarters of respondents in each case. The sample was also ethnically
very homogeneous in both survey rounds (93.2% Croats in 2019 and
89.8% in 2024).% Finally, at both time points, almost half of the re-
spondents (48.7% in 2019 and 44.7% in 2024) assessed their family’s
financial situation as neither better nor worse than that of the major-
ity, although respondents on average assessed their family’s financial
situation as slightly better than that of most others (2019: M=3.54,
SD=0.692; 2024: M=3.58, SD=0.702).°
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5.2. Measuring Instruments and Analyses

The dependent construct, attitudes towards foreign workers, was ex-
amined using a combined economic—cultural threat scale used in the
study by Caci¢-Kumpes et al- (2012), who translated, adapted to the
Croatian context, and validated the scale originally employed by Watts
(1996) in the German context. The scale consists of seven statements
and was used to identify attitudes towards the potential entry of im-
migrants into the Croatian labour market and their potential impact
on the culture and values of Croatian society. Respondents answered
using a five-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly
agree). All seven items are listed in Table 4 in the Results section, while
testing of scale validity on two subsamples is presented as one of the
results based on the conducted factor analyses (see Table 5).

In addition, the acceptable level of closeness to foreign workers that
respondents were willing to accept was measured using a modified so-
cial distance scale (Bogardus 1925; 1933). The original scale was ini-
tially modified by Bogardus himself (1933); in the present study, it was
applied to foreign workers (among other immigrant groups). Students
were asked to rate the closest relationship they would be willing to have
with foreign workers using a seven-point scale: 1 — Marital relationship;
2 — Personal friend; 3 — Immediate neighbour; 4 — Colleague at work; 5
— Resident in my country; 6 — Visitor to my country; 7 — To exclude from
my country. Scores on the scale were treated as cumulative, meaning
that acceptance of a closer relationship also implied acceptance of all
less close relationships.® Although ordinal in nature, which constitutes
a methodological limitation, the social distance scale was treated as a
continuous interval variable in the hierarchical regression analysis for
several reasons. The Bogardus scale and its variations are often treat-
ed as quasi-continuous in sociological (and psychological) research in
Croatia (cf. Kumpes 2018) and elsewhere (Shi et al. 2024), since ordinal
data may be treated as continuous without a significant loss of statisti-
cal power or the introduction of systematic error (Type | error) (Rhem-
tulla et al. 2012). Moreover, linear regression analysis is considered ro-
bust for such deviations when the distribution is normal and it includes
enough categories (Norman 2010). The distribution parameters of the
version of the social distance scale used in this study indicate that, in
both survey cycles, it can be considered normally distributed,” and
therefore the seven-category version was retained.

The independent indicators analysed in relation to attitudes and so-
cial distance towards foreign workers included the socio-demographic

173



174

M. GREGUROVIC, M. MRAKOVCIC, M. MIOCIC Threat Perception and Social Distance Towards ...

variables presented in the sample description, highest parental educa-
tion level, attitudes towards religion (Marinovi¢ Jerolimov 2005), and
political orientation. The final group of independent indicators con-
cerned attitudinal constructs related to inclinations towards political
concepts (Culig et al. 2007).8 Certain deviations in the latent structure
of this scale between the two survey cycles were identified. In 2019, the
latent structure of the analysed political attitudes was almost identical
to that found in the original study, and factors of nationalism (a com-
bined nationalism and anti-multiculturalism factor), clericalism, exper-
tocracy, and Europeanism were extracted (cf. Gregurovi¢ & Mrakovci¢
2022). In 2024, the factor structure differed somewhat, resulting in fac-
tors of clericalism with support for nationalism, multiculturalism with
opposition to nationalism, expertocracy, and Europeanism. Despite
these deviations from the original measurement instrument, we believe
that the latent dimensions obtained in both cycles can still be compared
across years and meaningfully interpreted within the framework of the
original concepts (see Mrakovcic¢ et al. 2025).

The paper employed a series of univariate, bivariate, and multivari-
ate analyses using SPSS 26.0. Univariate analyses first describe attitudes
towards foreign workers, which are subsequently examined in relation
to selected demographic characteristics of the respondents. Descrip-
tive statistics for all indicators used, together with the correlation ma-
trix, are presented separately for the subsamples from 2019 and 2024
in the Appendix. Differences in mean values between and within the
two research cycles were analysed using a t-test and analysis of vari-
ance (ANOVA). While conducting mean comparison tests, homogeneity
of variance was taken into account; specifically, Welch’s t-test was used
in cases where variances were not homogeneous; otherwise, standard
Student’s t-test was used. For ANOVA, the Scheffé post hoc test was
employed in cases of homogeneous variances, while Tamhane’s T2 test
was used when variances were not homogeneous. In addition, Cohen’s
d was calculated to determine the effect size of the conducted t-tests.

Finally, the latent structure of the examined attitudes was assessed
using factor analysis, and the extracted factors were used as predictors
of social distance in a hierarchical multiple regression analysis, since
the focus of the paper is to analyse the effects of threat perception
on the expressed social distance. The demographic variables included
in Model 1 represent control variables often confirmed in similar stud-
ies. The indicators of perception of foreign workers as an economic and
cultural threat were included in Model 2 to examine their direct ef-
fects while controlling only for respondents’ demographic characteristics.
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Finally, based on conceptual considerations and previous research,
Model 3 introduces indicators of political attitudes to examine whether
they account for (i.e. reduce or reinforce) the effect of perceived threat
on expressed social distance towards foreign workers.

6. Results and Discussion

The frequency distributions and mean values of the items measuring
perceptions of economic and cultural threat posed by foreign workers,
presented in Table 4, indicate that in both survey cycles, law students
largely agreed that foreign workers should adapt to the values of Croa-
tian society if they wish to work in Croatia and that Croatian workers
should be given preference over foreign workers. The mean values for
the other items point to neutral assessments regarding the cultural and
economic effects of the arrival of foreign workers. In addition, Table 4
shows that attitudes changed significantly between 2019 and 2024 and
became more negative, except for the item stating that migrant workers
would burden Croatia’s already saturated labour market. The calculated
effect sizes indicate small-to-moderate effects reflecting reliable chang-
es between survey cycles. On average, respondents neither agreed nor
disagreed with this statement at either time point, and the observed
mean values were close to the theoretical scale average. Respondents
also expressed neutral attitudes regarding whether the government
should allow the importation of foreign (migrant) labour; however, on
average they were significantly less inclined to support this statement,
and the distribution of responses indicates considerably lower support
in 2024 (17.4%) than in 2019 (28.4%). It is possible that this perception
was shaped and maintained by frequent media appearances of busi-
ness representatives and politicians, who often emphasise that there
is a chronic labour shortage in certain sectors and industries in Croa-
tia. On the other hand, this distancing may also have been reinforced
by media and social media narratives emphasising threats to employ-
ment, welfare systems, and cultural norms, often leading to the segre-
gation and social exclusion of migrants (Laurence & Goebel 2024). As
these media portrayals were not part of the empirical data analysed in
this study, any interpretation of their effects remains speculative. Nev-
ertheless, although respondents do not appear to believe that migrant
workers place an additional burden on the Croatian labour market, the
majority believe that, in cases of equal qualifications, employers should
always give preference to domestic workers over foreign workers. In
2019, 63.1% of respondents supported this view, whereas in 2024 the
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Table 4: Distributions of attitudes regarding the perception of foreign workers
as an economic—cultural threat and t-test results

grant) labour.

Cohen’s
Year 1 2 3 4 5 N M SD T test d
Migrant
workers should | 2019 | 2.1% | 4.3% | 14% | 37.4% | 42.3% | 672 | 4.13 | 0.952 )
adapt to the t=-5.407
values of df=1257 | 0.305
Croatian soci- p<0.000
ety if ttev want | 2024 | 1.2% | 3.1%| 9.7% | 25.1% | 60.5% | 587 | 4.41| 0.875
to work in it.
Migrant
workers would | 2019 | 12.8% | 19.5% | 33.3% | 21.1% | 12.4% | 666 | 3.01 | 1.195 20,168
burden the al- _
ready saturated df=1244
<0.867
:ibcor‘gra;”aarkm 2024 | 9% | 21.4% | 40% | 16.9% | 11% | 580| 3.00| 1.008| P
Migrant work- 2019 | 143% | 26% | 35.3% | 15.8% | 7.9% | 667 | 2.77 | 1.124 _
ers will never t=-6.003
adapt to the df=1246
values of Croa- <0.000 0.336
tian society. 2024 | 83% | 18.5% | 35.8% | 21.7% | 14.2% | 581 | 3.15 | 1.141 Pt
If migrant and
don;esﬁc Worlk- 2019 8% | 7.3% | 21.4% | 22.6% | 40.5% | 671 | 3.80 | 1.265
ers have equa _
qualifications, t=-5.532
preference df=1256.85 | 0.317
should always p<0.000
be given to o o 0 0 o '
domestic work. | 2024 | 3.9% | 5.4% | 156% | 19.2% | 55.6% | 588 | 4.18 | 1.120
ers.
g;‘i;ﬁf}at 2019 | 19.5% | 25.9% | 30.4% | 14% | 103% | 672 | 2.70 | 1.224 0123
migrant work- _ '
ers will destroy df=1258 | 0510
<0.000
gjgtgffsure and | 5004 | 9.3% | 16.9% | 263% | 25.4% | 21.7% | 588 | 3.33| 1250 P
I'would find 2019 | 29.3% | 19.3% | 24.7% | 12.8% | 13.7% | 671 | 2.62 | 1.380
it difficult t_o t=-9.658
accept having a df=1257 | 0.548
migrant worker
<0.000
e boss at 2024 | 13.2% | 14.6% | 23.7% | 17.6% | 30.5% | sss| 338 |1392| "
The Croatian 2019 | 13.7% | 20.1% | 37.8% | 20.7% | 7.7% | 672 | 2.89 | 1.120
government t=4.676
should allow _
the import of df=1258 | -0.263
! - <0.000
foreign (mi 2024 | 19.8% | 22.9% | 39.5% | 12.7% | 4.7% | 588 | 2.60 | 1.087| P

1 = Strongly disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither agree nor disagree, 4 = Agree, 5 = Strongly agree

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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percentage rose to 74.8%. A shift in respondents’ perceptions was also
observed regarding the (non-)acceptance of the possibility that a for-
eign worker could be their supervisor in the workplace. While in 2019
approximately every fourth respondent (26.5%) reported that they
would have difficulty accepting this possibility, in 2024 this proportion
increased to almost every second respondent (48.1%).

When analysing perceptions related to the cultural diversity of for-
eign workers and their cultural adaptation, the results show that ap-
proximately eight out of ten respondents agree that foreign workers
should adapt to the values of Croatian society. This view became even
stronger in 2024. Although the share of respondents who agreed with
this statement (response categories 4 and 5) increased by only 5.9%
compared with 2019 (85.6% vs. 79.7%), the shift is particularly evident
in the proportion of respondents who strongly agree (category 5): in
2024, 60.6% of respondents completely agreed, compared with 42.3%
in 2019. At the same time, compared with 2019, the share of respon-
dents in 2024 who believed that migrant workers posed a danger to
Croatian culture and customs almost doubled (24.3% vs. 47.1%). We
also observe an increase in respondents’ perceptions regarding the
(im)possibility of foreign workers adapting to the values of Croatian
society. While in 2019 23.7% believed that foreign workers would
never be able to adapt to the values of the host society, this proportion
increased to 35.9% in 2024. Overall, the results indicate that most
respondents believe foreign workers should adapt their habits and
behaviour to the cultural values of Croatian society, that the perceived
threat to Croatian culture and customs has increased, and that doubts
regarding the ability of foreign workers to adapt have become more
widespread. This set of attitudes is somewhat more pronounced than
attitudes that frame foreign workers primarily as a source of socio-eco-
nomic threat. In other words, law students perceive foreign workers
as a cultural threat to a somewhat greater extent than as an economic
threat. In addition, perceptions of foreign workers as a potential threat
to Croatian society increased significantly in 2024 compared to 2019.
Given that migrants are often “discursively constructed as threatening
Others”, they may be ideologically perceived as not fitting into the host
community, which leads to the construction of migrants in opposition
to normative socio-cultural characteristics of Croatian identity (Popovic
etal. 2022, 11). This suggests a certain degree of structural xenophobia
in Croatian society (Cac¢ié-Kumpes et al. 2024), which law students may
also be inclined to adopt.
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Next, factor analysis was conducted to examine the latent struc-
ture of perceptions of migrant workers as a socio-economic and socio-
cultural threat in 2019 and 2024 (Table 5).° The initial factor solution
conducted on 7-item scale yielded two factors in the 2019 data and a
single factor in the 2024 data. The strongest thematic divergence from
other items and weaker saturation on single-factor solution was detect-
ed for the item “The Croatian government should allow the import of
foreign (migrant) labour”, which was subsequently excluded from the
model. After that, economic and cultural threat items formed a single
latent factor in both datasets, enabling full comparison between the
two cycles of study and explaining 47.425% of the instrument’s vari-
ancein 2019 and 48.503% in 2024. The exclusion also contributed to an
increase in the overall scale reliability. In both cases, the resulting fac-
tor showed satisfactory internal consistency (Cronbach’s a,,4= 0.774;
Cronbach’s a,4,, = 0.785). In further regression analyses, the effects of
the excluded item were examined separately by treating this item as an
independent predictor. Compared with earlier research on attitudes to-
wards foreign workers in Croatia, which found that about fifteen years
ago socio-economic and socio-cultural threats posed by foreign work-
ers were perceived by Croatian citizens as separate latent dimensions
(Caci¢-Kumpes et al. 2012, 321), our findings suggest that over the past
five years these dimensions have been perceived by law students as a
single, integrated economic-cultural threat. This is consistent with pre-
vious studies showing that, in specific cases (e.g., homogeneous set-
tings characterised by high levels of national identification), perceived
threat often does not assume differentiated forms but is instead inte-
grated into a single dimension of negative attitudes towards the Other
(see Esses et al. 2001). It is also consistent with the Integrated Threat
Theory model (Stephan et al. 1999; Stephan & Stephan 2000). Students
included in both research cycles demonstrated high levels of homo-
geneity in terms of national identification, which may lead them not
to differentiate between diverse sources of threat and instead to base
their opinion on a simplified us-versus-them narrative. Therefore, im-
migrants may simultaneously represent both real and symbolic threats:
the former arise from perceived threats to personal and national secu-
rity, economic power, and material well-being of society, whereas the
latter are reflected in perceived threats to national identity and the cul-
tural values of one’s own group in relation to the “threatening Other”
(cf. Pereira et al. 2009; Mrakovci¢ & Gregurovic¢ 2020).
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Table 5: Perception of foreign workers as an economic—cultural threat (factor
analysis results)

2019 ‘ 2024

Variables Factor loading
Migrant workérs‘should adapt to the values of our society if they 0537 0578
want to work in it.
l\/llgrant‘ workers would burden the already saturated labour 0582 0.544
market in our country.
Migrant workers will never adapt to the values of our society. 0.742 0.740
If migrant and domestic workers have equal qualifications,

) . 0.673 0.699
preference should always be given to the domestic worker.
There is a danger that migrant workers will destroy our culture 0818 0.801
and customs.
:N\A(;(:Eld find it difficult to accept a migrant worker as my boss at 0.739 0.776

Source: Prepared by the authors.

However, in the model, the highest factor loadings are found for state-
ments expressing emotionally charged cultural and hierarchical status-
-related claims, such as the belief that Croatian culture could be de-
stroyed or that foreign workers are unable to adapt to the values of
Croatian society, and an unwillingness to accept the possibility of having
a migrant worker as their boss at work. At the same time, economic and
normative considerations related to the possibility that foreign work-
ers may (over)burden the labour market, the need for foreign work-
ers to adapt to domestic values if they wish to work in Croatia, or the
view that domestic workers should always be given priority in employ-
ment when equally qualified, show somewhat more moderate factor
loadings. Therefore, the factor-loading values suggest that students are
somewhat more inclined to perceive foreign workers through the lens
of cultural incompatibility than through the prism of economic risks.
For the purposes of further analysis, a composite variable measuring
perceptions of foreign workers as an integrated economic—cultural
threat was constructed (Figure 2).1°

The distributions and t-test results presented in Figure 2 indicate
that, in 2024 compared with 2019, there was a significant shift in per-
ceptions of foreign workers as an economic—cultural threat. While in
2019 the majority of respondents (45.1%) neither agreed nor disagreed
with the statements, in 2024 the largest share (41.2%) mostly agreed
with them. This shift is also reflected in the fact that, in 2024 relative
to 2019, the proportion of respondents who mostly or strongly agreed
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increased by 21.2%, while the proportion of those who mostly or strongly
disagreed was reduced by half (2019 — 16.9%; 2024 — 8.4%).

Figure 2: Perception of foreign workers as an economic—cultural threat:
descriptive statistics for the composite variable, 2019 and 2024

50% .
i 2019 m2024 45,1%
45% 41,2%
40%
34,4%

35%
30% 28,4%
25%
20% 15,6% 16,1%
15%
10% 7,6% 7,7%

5% 1,3% 0,8% l

0% —

Strongly disagree Disagree Neither agree nor Agree Strongly agree
disagree

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Below, we examine whether changes occurred between 2019 and 2024
in perceptions of foreign workers as an integrated threat with respect
to selected socio-demographic characteristics of respondents (Table 6).
The average attitudes of female and male students did not differ signifi-
cantly in 2019; however, in 2024 male students perceived foreign work-
ers as a threat to a statistically significantly greater extent than female
students. This finding is supported by numerous previous studies (cf.
Gregurovi¢ 2023; Caci¢-Kumpes et al. 2024), although more recent re-
search also points to changes in this pattern (Zuparié-llji¢ & Lali¢ 2024).
We also observe changes associated with the city in which students
study. While in 2019 students in Split and Osijek expressed, on average,
statistically significantly more negative attitudes towards foreign work-
ers than students in Zagreb and Rijeka, no statistically significant differ-
ence was found in 2024. A similar result emerges with regard to place of
residence. Whereas in 2019 respondents from small and medium-sized
towns and cities differed significantly in their average attitudes towards
foreign workers compared with respondents from Zagreb, these differ-
ences were no longer statistically significant in 2024.



TREATISES AND DOCUMENTS JOURNAL OF ETHNIC STUDIES 96 / 2026

Table 6: Respondents’ socio-demographic characteristics and perception

of foreign workers as an economic—cultural threat (composite variable)

2019 2024
N M N M
Female 485 3.27 409 3.61
Gender Male 170 3.24 151 3.84
t=0.403 (df=653) p=0.687 t=-2.855 (df=558) p=0.004
1styear 345 3.28 370 3.71
Year of 4th year 315 323 203 357
study
t=0.727 (df=658) p=0.467 t=1.790 (df=571) p=0.074
Zagreb 261 3.06 137 3.63
Rijeka 191 3.24 171 3.59
Location .
of the Law Split 113 3.52 144 3.82
Faculty Osijek 95 3.55 121 3.61
F=12.131 (p=0.000) _ _
L% F=2.211 (p=0.86)
Primary school 11 3.18 3 3.33
Secondary
Parents SChOOl 238 333 242 355
highest Coll
educational h.o hege or 396 | 3.22 310 3.76
attainment | 8Ner
_ _ F=4.013 (p=0.017)
F=1.349 (p=0.260) 223
Village 128 3.25 100 3.58
Small town 171 3.31 207 3.63
Place of Large town 173 3.40 149 3.76
residence | 7.0 rep 151 3.05 70 367
F=4.872 (p=0.002) ~ ~
5 32d F=1.003 (p=0.391)
Worse than 13| 354 14 321
the majority
Self- g Neither bet-
-assesse
ter nor worse
fam.lly than the ma- 322 3.29 259 3.61
socio- jority
-economic 5 "
status etter than 306 | 3.22 279 3.72
the majority
F=1.244 (p=0.289) F=2.956 (p=0.053)

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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This result is not supported by recent research, which in the Croa-
tian context continues to confirm a significant effect of settlement size
on attitudes towards immigrants (see, e.g., Caci¢-Kumpes et al. 2024).
The opposite pattern is observed with regard to parents’ highest ed-
ucational attainment. While in 2019 there was no statistically signifi-
cant difference in average attitude towards migrant workers, in 2024
respondents with at least one parent holding a college or university de-
gree expressed more negative average attitudes than respondents with
at least one parent who completed secondary school. Although one
might expect the opposite (cf. Donnaloja & Borkowska 2025), this find-
ing may indicate stronger support for anti-immigrant political discourse
among the highly educated, which is transmitted to younger genera-
tions through family socialisation. By contrast, no statistically significant
differences were found in either 2019 or 2024 with respect to respon-
dents’ year of study or their self-assessed family socio-economic status,
although previous research has confirmed these associations (Cacié¢-
Kumpes et al. 2024; Zupari¢-llji¢ & Lali¢ 2024).

In addition to perceived threat theory, social distance theory (Park
1924; Bogardus 1925; 1933) is also important in research on this topic,
as it measures the extent to which individuals are willing or unwilling to
engage in close social relationships with members of an out-group who
are of different ethnic origin or from different social or cultural back-
grounds. The social distance scale has become a frequently used tool
for analysing attitudes, prejudices, and preferred forms of contact with
different social groups, especially those perceived as deviating from the
dominant socio-cultural matrix or as threatening the social order. After
examining changes in the perception of foreign workers in terms of in-
tegrated threat, we assessed whether social distance towards foreign
workers had also changed. Considering that higher mean values indicate
greater average social distance, the t-test results presented in Figure 3
show that in 2024 there was a statistically significant increase in social
distance towards foreign workers compared with 2019. While in 2019
respondents were willing to accept foreign workers as next-door neigh-
bours, in 2024 they were, on average, willing to accept them only as col-
leagues in the workplace. Social distancing from foreign workers is also
evident in the fact that in 2024 the share of respondents who said they
would be willing to marry a foreign worker (2019: 13.4%; 2024: 6.4%) or
befriend one (2019: 29.9%; 2024: 14.1%) was approximately half that
recorded in 2019. At the same time, in 2024 there was a marked in-
crease in the proportion of respondents selecting categories indicating
greater social distance from foreign workers. For example, the share of
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those willing to accept foreign workers only as residents of their coun-
try rose from 14.7% to 24.6%, while the share of respondents willing
to accept foreign workers only as visitors rose from 5.5% to 13.1%. Fi-
nally, the proportion of respondents who believed that foreign work-
ers should be excluded from the country increased sixfold (2019: 0.9%;
2024: 5.4%). This increase in social distance towards foreign workers is
consistent with increasingly negative attitudes and heightened percep-
tions of threat and is further corroborated by the results of regression
analysis presented in the following section.

Figure 3: Social distance towards foreign workers

30%
26,9%

25,6% 259% 2019 = 2024
24,6%
25%
20%
14,7%
15%  134% 14,1% 131%
9,7% o
10% 9,2%
9
6,4% 5,5% 5,4%
5%
.
0%
Marital Personal friend Immediate Colleague at work  Resident in my Visitor to my To exclude from
relationship neighbour country country my country

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Table 7: Hierarchical regression analysis of predictors of social distance towards
foreign workers, 2019 and 2024

2019
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Beta p VIF Beta p VIF Beta p VIF
Gender -0.034 | 0.441| 1.048| -0.05| 0.225| 1.051 -0.066 | 0.112 | 1.106
Place of residence -0.039 | 0.401| 1.145| -0.031| 0.468 | 1.152 -0.042 | 0.331| 1.183

Parents” highest educational

. -0.031 | 0.525| 1.258| -0.028 | 0.541| 1.264 -0.038 | 0.391 | 1.279
attainment

Self-assessed family socio-

. -0.005| 0914 | 1.149| 0.038| 0379 | 1.165 0.026 | 0.548 | 1.174
-economic status

Attitude towards religion -0.243 | 0.000 | 1.029 | -0.147 | 0.001 | 1.098 -0.058 | 0.239 | 1.578

Perception of foreign workers

) 0.320 | 0.000 | 1.260 0.209 | 0.000 | 1.780
as an economic-cultural threat

Attitude that the government
should allow the import of -0.134 | 0.003 | 1.207 -0.136 | 0.002 | 1.234
foreign (migrant) labour

Political orientation 0.055 | 0.258 | 1.513
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L\luzart;iﬁsrmilism and anti-multicul- 0161 | 0.001 | 1640
Clericalism 0.132 | 0.009 | 1.658
Expertocracy -0.08 | 0.046 | 1.037
Europeanism 0.076 | 0.056 | 1.023
Adjusted R?=0.060 Adjusted R?=0.201 Adjusted R?=0.238

F=7.264 (p<0.001) F=18.805 (p<0.001) F=13.856 (p<0.001)

2024
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3
Beta p VIF Beta p VIF Beta p VIF

Parents’ highest educational

. 0.003 | 0951| 1.131| -0.035| 0.443| 1.138| -0.033| 0.465| 1.143
attainment

Self-assessed family socio-

. 0.052 | 0301| 1.072| 0.031| 0.492| 1.080 0.042 | 0.338 | 1.098
-economic status

Attitude towards religion -0.261 | 0.000 | 1.012 | -0.164 | 0.000 | 1.069 | -0.108 | 0.045 | 1.663

Perception of foreign workers

. 0.370 | 0.000 | 1.353 0.257 0.000 | 1.769
as an economic-cultural threat

Attitude that the government

should allow the import of -0.165 | 0.001 | 1.368| -0.111| 0.029 | 1.472
foreign (migrant) labour
Political orientation -0.009 | 0.862 | 1.533

Clericalism with support to

. . 0.171 0.003 | 1.922
nationalism

Multiculturalism with opposition

- -0.185 | 0.000 | 1.546
to nationalism

Expertocracy 0.012 0.781 | 1.031
Europeanism -0.074 | 0.090 | 1.076
Adjusted R?=0.066 Adjusted R*=0.275 Adjusted R?=0.305
F=6.595 (p<0.001) F=22.570 (p<0.001) F=15.567 (p<0.001)

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Hierarchical regression analysis was conducted by testing three mod-
els on data from both research cycles (Table 7) where social distance
towards foreign workers — determined as indicator of potential behav-
ioural intentions — was used as the dependent (criterion) variable. In
the first model, respondents’ basic socio-demographic characteristics
were included as predictors; in the second model, attitudes towards
foreign workers in the form of perceived economic and cultural threat
were added; and in the third model, selected political attitudes were in-
cluded. The results show that in 2019 religiosity was the only statistically
significant predictor in the first model, which explained 6% of the vari-
ance of the dependent variable. More religious respondents, compared
with non-religious respondents, expressed greater social distance to-
wards foreign workers. In the second model, religiosity, perceptions of
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foreign workers as an integrated economic and cultural threat, and at-
titudes towards whether the government should allow the import of
foreign labour into Croatia emerged as statistically significant predic-
tors, jointly explaining 20.1% of the variance in the criterion variable.
Perceptions of foreign workers as an integrated economic and cultural
threat had the strongest predictive power in this model. The more re-
spondents perceived foreign workers as a threat, the greater their social
distance towards them, and vice versa. Furthermore, a stronger belief
that the government should not allow the import of foreign labour into
Croatia was associated with greater social distance towards this group.
Finally, in the third model, after introducing respondents’ political atti-
tudes, the explained variance in social distance towards foreign workers
increased to 23.8%. The strongest individual predictor of the criterion
variable remained the perception of foreign workers as an integrated
threat, followed by attitudes endorsing nationalist and anti-multicultur-
alist values, clericalism, and opposition to the importation of foreign
labour. Respondents who more strongly endorsed nationalist exclusiv-
ism and opposed multiculturalism, as well as those who more strongly
believed that society should be organised according to the principles
of the Church, expressed greater social distance towards foreign work-
ers. In addition, respondents who more strongly supported the idea of
expertocracy — whereby society should be organised according to sci-
entific principles and governed by experts — demonstrated lower social
distance towards foreign workers than those who opposed these ideas.
However, it should be noted that this variable had the weakest pre-
dictive power in the model. Finally, political orientation and attitudes
towards religion did not emerge as statistically significant predictors in
the third model, despite relatively strong direct correlations with the
criterion variable. Since political orientation was significantly correlated
with attitudes towards religion (r = -0.418), nationalism and anti-mul-
ticulturalism (r = 0.318), and clericalism (r = 0.439), this result likely re-
flects a suppression effect. Accordingly, respondents with a right-wing
political orientation, compared with those with a left-wing orientation,
tended to express greater social distance towards foreign workers. A
similar pattern applies to attitudes towards religion, which were signif-
icantly correlated with respondents’ political orientation (r = —0.418)
and clericalism (r =—0.528).

The results for 2024 are similar to those obtained in 2019, with the
difference that the second and third models show slightly stronger pre-
dictive power. In the first model, religiosity again emerges as the only
statistically significant predictor, explaining 6.6% of the variance in social

185



186

M. GREGUROVIC, M. MRAKOVCIC, M. MIOCIC Threat Perception and Social Distance Towards ...

distance towards foreign workers. In the second model, perceptions
of foreign workers as an economic and cultural threat, religiosity, and
attitudes regarding whether the government should or should not allow
the import of foreign labour emerged as statistically significant predic-
tors, jointly explaining 27.5% of the variance in social distance towards
foreign workers. Perceptions of foreign workers as an economic and cul-
tural threat again represented the strongest predictor in this model. In
the third model, perceptions of foreign workers as a threat remained
the strongest predictor of social distance towards foreign workers. This
was followed by multiculturalism combined with opposition to nation-
alism, and clericalism combined with support for nationalism.** Re-
spondents who more strongly endorsed multiculturalism and opposed
nationalism were more likely to support ethnic diversity and reported
lower social distance. In contrast, those who more strongly endorsed
clericalism and nationalism tended to favour ethnic homogeneity and
reported greater social distance towards foreign workers (cf. Gijsberts
et al. 2004). Similarly, more religious respondents and those who more
strongly believe that the government should not allow the import of
foreign workers into Croatia were more likely to report greater social
distance towards this group than non-religious respondents and those
who supported the import of foreign workers. This finding further con-
firms the importance of religiosity as a predictor of attitudes towards
immigrants and immigration (cf. Scheepers et al. 2002). Again, respon-
dents’ political orientation did not emerge as a statistically significant
predictor of social distance, despite showing a statistically significant
direct correlation with the dependent variable (r = 0.288). Since this
variable was also significantly correlated with religiosity (r = -0.397),
clericalism combined with support for nationalism (r = 0.412), and mul-
ticulturalism combined with opposition to nationalism (r = -0.266), this
finding likely reflects another suppression effect. In addition, since gen-
der was not significantly correlated with the criterion variable and did
not emerge as a statistically significant predictor in the first and second
models, it is possible that its effect was likewise suppressed in the third
model.*2

Regression analyses across both cycles confirmed the findings from
previous studies examining social distance towards ethnically and cul-
turally different others. The effect of attitudes towards migrant workers
on estimated social distance towards them was also confirmed by Cagi¢-
-Kumpes et al. (2012) in a study conducted in Croatia at a time when for-
eign workers were not present to any substantial extent. Greater social
distance was expressed by respondents who perceived foreign workers
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as a socio-economic threat, and even more strongly by those who per-
ceived them as a socio-cultural threat. The effects of other attitudinal
constructs on expressed social distance towards different ethnic and re-
ligious groups, including immigrants from different countries, were also
confirmed in our study (see Mrakovci¢ et al. 2025). The findings show
that respondents who support clericalism and nationalism, as well as
those who oppose multiculturalism while supporting nationalism, ex-
press greater distance towards undesirable migrant groups, includ-
ing immigrants from Africa and the Middle East, asylum seekers, and
refugees, who are often associated with a Muslim background. More
negative attitudes towards immigrants of the Islamic religion are more
common among respondents with a right-wing political orientation and
among sympathisers of right-wing political parties (Zuparié-Ilji¢ & Lali¢
2024), which is frequently associated with political attitudes captured
through the concepts of nationalism, anti-multiculturalism, and clerical-
ism. Nationalism and religiosity have also emerged as significant predic-
tors of Croatian citizens’ attitudes towards immigrants and immigration
in the most recent European Social Survey cycle (ESS 11; see Caci¢-
-Kumpes et al. 2024). As the authors note, several studies conducted in
Croatia have shown that respondents who consider themselves more
religious express more negative attitudes towards immigrants (Vuckovic¢
Juro$ et al. 2014; Kumpes 2018; 2023; Zuparié-llji¢ & Gregurovi¢ 2020).
Although this research suggests that the effects of nationalism and reli-
giosity on attitudes towards immigrants are relatively weak, the authors
warn that when these predictors are situated within a social context in
which religion and nationalism are intertwined with politics, it becomes
clearer why both tend to emerge as significant indicators of attitudes
towards immigrants and immigration and signal the drawing of sym-
bolic boundaries (Cadié¢-Kumpes et al. 2024, 245).

7. Implications and Conclusion

The results of the replicated study conducted over a five-year period
(2019-2024) indicate patterns of change in law students’ attitudes simi-
lar to those observed in the general Croatian population (cf. Zupari¢-
-llji¢ & Lali¢ 2024). Despite the limitations of the research, which can
be attributed to the instruments used (Mather et al. 2017), sampling,
cross-sectional nature of data which prevents determining of causality
and the reduced generalisability of the findings, the results nevertheless
indicate an increase in negative attitudes towards a specific category of
migrants — foreign workers in Croatia. This research also shows a stronger
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perception of the target immigrant group as a cultural and symbolic
rather than an economic threat (Caci¢-Kumpes et al. 2024); however,
at the latent level, these attitudes combine into a single integrated
economic—cultural dimension. These attitudes were confirmed as the
strongest predictors of social distance towards foreign workers, which
also increased significantly during the analysed period. In 2019, law stu-
dents were, on average, willing to establish a relationship of immediate
neighbours with foreign workers, and in 2024, the distance increased
further, on average by an entire category. In 2024, respondents were,
on average, willing to accept foreign workers only as colleagues in the
workplace. The greatest increase in social distance was recorded in the
category of friendship, and according to Contact Theory (Allport 1954),
friendship constitutes one of the desirable prerequisites for reducing
prejudice. Crawley (2005) emphasises the distinction between “true
acquaintance” or friendship and superficial encounters on the street,
which can reinforce prejudice due to the lack of meaningful and effec-
tive interaction or mutual understanding. On the other hand, the re-
sults obtained may indicate a lack of “positive conditions” for achieving
successful contact, which, among other things, also relate to perceived
differences in status (Pettigrew & Tropp 2005; Pettigrew et al. 2011).
Considering that foreign workers in Croatia are mostly employed in low-
skilled jobs, with frequent experiences of employment below the level
of their qualifications (occupational degradation) and skills mismatch,
students may perceive status differences between their own position
(as highly educated future professionals) and that of foreign workers,
who are most often encountered in delivery services, construction, and
other low-skilled occupations. Similar findings have also been reported
regarding perceptions of threat. Cadinu and Reggiori (2002) show that
the perception of group threat lead to stronger devaluation of low-sta-
tus individuals than of high-status out-group members (cf. Riek et al.
2006).

Finally, it is important to note that the (future) legal professionals
are a particularly significant group for research on this issue, especially
considering the challenges related to the legal status and position of for-
eign workers regulated though residence and work permits in Croatia.
Namely, the Aliens Act (Zakon o strancima 2020), which serves as the
basis for regulating this status and the rights arising from it, is continu-
ously changing. Since its adoption in 2020, the Act has been amended
and supplemented three times. The last amendment was adopted in
March 2025, and a new amendment has been announced and submit-
ted for adoption. Continuous changes in the regulation of the rights
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and obligations of foreigners, particularly third-country nationals who
are mostly issued work permits, leave room for ambiguities and misin-
terpretations, especially among foreigners who do not speak Croatian.
Therefore, being informed about and aware of the challenges faced by
foreign workers in Croatia is one of the prerequisites for their success-
ful integration and for ensuring that they will be treated in accordance
with the law and that their rights are respected. Although previous
studies have shown that shifts in students’ attitudes may be facilitated
(c.f. lvandi¢ et al. 2026), law students currently seem more inclined to
adopt mainstream attitudes towards foreign workers, which indicate a
greater reluctance to accept and establish contact with immigrants. As
future legal professionals, their views on this issue should be grounded
in the values and normative foundations of international and national
conventions and legislative frameworks that regulate the rights and ob-
ligations of this group of migrants in Western democracies.
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Notes

1 In this text, we use the terms migrant workers and foreign workers as synonyms
referring to economic migrants, i.e. immigrants in Croatia registered under work
and residence permits, as well as citizens of EU countries employed under the
same conditions as Croatian citizens. The use of these terms may be justified by
the use of similar terminology in both the public sphere and official institutions.
For example, the Ministry of the Interior uses the terms aliens (in Croatian:
strani drZavljani) and third-country nationals; the Croatian Bureau of Statistics
and Eurostat report on number of immigrants regardless of their purpose of
immigration; while the Ombudsman reports on violations of foreign workers’
rights. Terms migrants, immigrants, and foreigners refer to broader categories
of citizens of countries other than Croatia, regardless of their purpose of arrival.
In the description of the theoretical and conceptual framework, the original
terminology of referenced authors has been retained.

For a more detailed discussion of the evolution of the concept of social distance
and its operationalisation and application, see Ethington 1997, Pehli¢ 2019, and
Gregurovic¢ & Mrakovci¢ 2022.

For the initial study, see MrakovCi¢ & Gregurovi¢ 2020 and Gregurovi¢ &
Mrakovcic¢ 2022.
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It should be noted that in 2019 only 1.6% of respondents identified as members
of other ethnic groups, while 5.2% of respondents did not report their ethnic
affiliation. In 2024, 3.2% of respondents identified as members of other ethnic
groups, and 6.9% of respondents did not answer this question.

Students were offered a scale ranging from 1 (significantly worse than majority)
to 5 (significantly better than majority) to assess their family’s financial situation.

For issues relating to the construction and limitations of the social distance
scale, see Ethington 1997, Pehli¢ 2019, and Mather et al. 2017.

The distribution normality indicators for the social distance scale in 2019 are:
skewness = 0.191 and kurtosis = —0.970; for 2024: skewness = —0.251 and
kurtosis = —0.662.

Example items included in this scale (translated into English) are: “If | know
someone’s nationality, | know what kind of person he/she is”; “The Catholic
Church should have its representatives in Parliament”; “The state should be
organised according to scientific principles” (Culig et al. 2007, 103—104).

Factor analysis was conducted for the 2019 and 2024 samples using the
principal components method and the Kaiser-Guttman criterion to determine
the number of factors to extract. In both cases, the assumptions for conducting
factor analysis were met: 2019 Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin Measure of Sampling
Adequacy = 0.826; Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity = 1127.426 (p < 0.001); 2024
Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy = 0.826; Bartlett’s Test of
Sphericity = 1127.426 (p < 0.001).

10 The composite variable was obtained by summing respondents’ scores on all
variables included in the factor analysis, dividing the total by the total number
of variables and rounding the results to whole numbers.

1 It should be noted that the latent dimensions of the analysed political attitudes
derived from factor analysis in 2019 and 2024 differ to some extent, as indicated
in the methodology section.

12 This is also supported by the fact that the gender variable is statistically significantly
associated with some predictor variables in the third model, namely political
orientation (r = 0.155), clericalism combined with support for nationalism (r =
0.089), and multiculturalism combined with opposition to nationalism (r =—0.105).

Appendix

Descriptives of indicators used in analyses — 2019 subsample

N _ . ._ .-
2019 Mean St.d. _De Mini Maxi
Valid Missing viation mum mum
Gender 667 5 1.259 0.439 1 2
Place of residence 634 38 2.554 1.066 1 4
Parent; highest education- 656 16 3998 1065 1 S
al attainment
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Self-assessed family socio-

) 652 20 3.535 0.692 1 5
-economic status
Attitude towards religion 650 22 2.632 1.440 1 6
Perception of foreign work-
ers as an economic—cultur- 660 12 3.261 0.867 1 5
al threat — composite scale
Belief that the government
should allow the import of 672 0 2.887 1.120 1 5
foreign (migrant) labour
Souf'al distance towards 650 ) 3999 1523 1 7
foreign workers
Political orientation 575 97 3.14 1.094 1 5
Nationalism and anti-multi- | ¢ 25| 0000| 1000| -2.164 3514
culturalism — factor score
Clericalism — factor score 647 25 0.000 1.000 -1.900 3.339
Expertocracy — factor score 647 25 0.000 1.000 -2.436 2.399
Europeanism — factor score 647 25 0.000 1.000 -2.337 3.328

Source: Prepared by the authors.
Descriptives of indicators used in analyses — 2024 subsample
N Mean St.d. .De- Mini- Maxi-
2024 viation mum mum
Valid Missing

Gender 575 15 1.266 0.442 1 2
Place of residence 540 50 2.361 0.944 1 4
Parentls highest education- 570 20 3951 1087 1 5
al attainment
Self—asse§sed family socio- 566 24 3578 0.702 1 5
-economic status
Attitude towards religion 557 33 2.364 1.372 1 6
Perception of foreign work-
ers as an economic—cultur- 573 17 3.660 0.876 1 5
al threat — composite scale
Belief that the government
should allow the import of 588 2 2.595 1.087 1 5
foreign (migrant) labour
Soqal distance towards 490 100 313 1157 1 5
foreign workers
Political orientation 582 8 4.105 1.587 1.000 7.000
Nationalism and ant-multi- | oo 37| 0000| 1000| -1.936| 2.533

culturalism — factor score
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2.397
2.810
3.468

-3.306
-2.368
-2.226

1.000
1.000
1.000

0.000

0.000
0.000

37
37
37

553
553
553

Clericalism — factor score

Expertocracy — factor score

Europeanism — factor score

Source: Prepared by the authors.

Correlation matrix of indicators used in analyses — 2019 subsample
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* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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Correlation matrix of indicators used in analyses — 2024 subsample
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* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

Source: Prepared by the authors.
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Percepcija groznje in socialna distanca do tujih
delavcev na Hrvaskem: sprememba v stalis¢ih
Studentov prava v obdobju 2019-2024

Povzetek

Za novejSe migracijske trende na Hrvaskem sta znacilna pozitivha neto
migracija ter vse bolj negativho dojemanje tujcev. Namen prispevka je
preuciti staliS¢a Studentov prava do tujih delavcev kot ekonomske in
kulturne groznje, spremembe teh stalis¢ v petletnem obdobju, njihove
klju¢ne determinante ter povezave s socialno distanco do tujih delav-
cev. Analizirani podatki so del SirSe raziskave o stalis¢ih Studentov $ti-
rih hrvaskih pravnih fakultet (Zagreb, Reka, Split in Osijek) do razli¢nih
skupin migrantoyv, izvedene leta 2019 in ponovljene leta 2024. Analize
v tem ¢lanku se osredotocajo posebej na stalis¢a do tujih delavcev kot
ene izmed obravnavanih skupin migrantov. Za preucitev dojemanja tujih
delavcev kot ekonomske in kulturne groznje ter opredelitev razlik med
obema raziskavama je bila uporabljena vrsta bivariatnih in multivariatnih
statisti¢nih postopkov. S hierarhi¢no regresijsko analizo so bili preverjeni
ucinki zaznane groZnje na socialno distanco do tujih delavcev ob uposte-
vanju demografskih znacilnosti anketirancev in politiénih stalis¢ Studen-
tov. Rezultati kazejo, da so tuji delavci na Hrvaskem zaznani predvsem kot
kulturna in simbolna, manj pa kot dejanska ekonomska groznja, vendar
se na latentni ravni ta stalis¢a zdruZujejo v enotno ekonomsko-kulturno
dimenzijo. Omenjena stali$¢a so se izkazala kot najmoénejsi napovedni-
ki socialne distance do tujih delavcey, ki se je v analiziranem obdobju
pomembno povecala. Medtem ko so bili Studenti prava leta 2019 pri-
pravljeni sprejeti tuje delavce za sosede, so jih bili leta 2024 v povpredju
pripravijeni sprejeti le Se za sodelavce na delovnem mestu. Regresijska
analiza je potrdila tudi statisticno znacilen vpliv politi¢nih stalis¢ anketi-
rancev na izrazeno socialno distanco, saj Studenti, ki izraziteje podpirajo
klerikalizem in nacionalizem ter nasprotujejo multikulturalizmu, izrazajo
vecjo socialno distanco do tujih delavcev.

Kljuéne besede
tuji delavci (migranti), sprememba stalis¢, percepcija groznje, socialna di-
stanca, Studenti prava, Hrvaska
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