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Abstract: Recent immigration has transformed much of the Midwest and
Great Plains regions of the United States, affecting its rural and urban areas
through dramatic increases in the foreign-born population and in particular
Latino immigrant populations. This study examines three theories of
prejudice: Perceptions of threat, contact with immigrants and a
cosmopolitanism outlook, in predicting rural and urban attitudes toward
immigrants in Nebraska, a state experiencing a substantial rise in immigrant
populations. We use a large, randomly drawn sample of individuals across the
state of Nebraska. Using ordinary least squares methods we show that the
effects of perceived threat, contact and a cosmopolitan outlook vary within
and between rural and urban areas of the state. Perceived threat was found to
have the greatest negative effects on attitudes toward immigrants for those
who live in small cities and the open country or on farms, while contact with
immigrants and a cosmopolitan outlook was found to have the greatest
positive effect on attitudes for those living in large cities and for towns.
Implications for growing the Latino population are discussed.
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Introduction

Recent immigration has transformed much of the
Midwest and Great Plains regions of the United States,
affecting its rural and urban areas through dramatic
increases in the foreign-born population (USCB, 2005).
Many communities in these regions have undergone a
demographic transformation due to a significant influx
of immigrants and refugees over a relatively short
period of time (Gouveia et al., 2005; USCB, 2005).
With the rise in the number of immigrants to non-
traditional destination states, the potential for a risen
hostility, resentment and feelings of competition
toward immigrants has increased. In addition, a
significant proportion of this immigration to rural areas
is due to economic growth and transformation of the
regions. In this study we build on this research by
examining the heterogeneity of attitudes toward
immigrants within and between rural and urban areas.
We focus on the experience of immigration to the state
of Nebraska in order to more closely understand the
characteristics and correlates of these attitudes related
to the increased immigration in the Midwest and Great
Plains regions of the United States.
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First, we examine whether there is variation in
attitudes toward immigrants within and between the rural
and urban areas in the state. Then we analyze these
differences within the context of the theories of threat,
contact and cosmopolitanism to determine if they influence
attitudes toward immigrants differently by region.

Attitudes toward Immigrants in Nebraska

Current census data show that although Nebraska and
other Great Plains and Midwestern states do not have the
same large numbers of recent immigrants and refugees
as historically immigrant-receiving states, such as
California, New York and Texas (USCB, 2005).
Nebraska has experienced a tremendous growth and
transformation of the immigrant population in recent
decades, relative to the rest of the country’s growth of
the immigrant population. Indeed, the increase in the
number of immigrants of the last three decades stands in
opposition to relatively low growth of this population
during the prior 70 years (Gouveia et al., 2005; USCB,
2005). Small urban and rural communities in Nebraska
have experienced increases in the number of immigrants,
mainly because the state’s economy is closely tied to
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immigration: The state’s agricultural and meatpacking
industries employ a large immigrant workforce,
immigrants generate significant entrepreneurial activities
through small businesses and immigrants are employed
in production, service and management/professional
fields throughout the state (Gouveia et al., 2005). From
1990 to 2010, the Latino population in Nebraska
increased 350% and significantly more in non-urban
areas (Ennis et al., 2011; Guzman, 2001). In rural west
Nebraska, for example, the Latino population of the city
of Lexington, where a large meatpacking plants is
located, grew from approximately 6% of the population
in 1990 to 60% in 2014 (Bodvarsson and Van den Berg,
2003; USCB, 2014). In addition, refugees and
immigrants from Asia and Africa constitute 30% of the
Nebraska’s foreign-born population (OLLAS, 2010).

Native-born Nebraskans have not remained neutral in
their reactions to the demographic transformations
within their communities. More than eighty-five percent
of Nebraskans in non-urban areas hold a negative view
of Latino immigrants (Vogt ef al., 2006). Federal raids to
identify and deport undocumented immigrant workers
employed at meat-packing plants contributed to a
“backlash” against immigrants in these communities
and across the state (Capps et al., 2007). Residents of
the City of Fremont, Nebraska in recent years have
passed referendums prohibiting the hiring of and
renting to undocumented immigrants (Fitzsimmons,
2014; Hovey, 2010). The city’s state representative
during the 2011 legislative session announced plans to
introduce legislation requiring local law enforcement to
impose national immigration laws in the state (Jenkins
2010). These growing negative attitudes toward
immigrants and immigration can cause disharmony
within communities, further illustrating the importance
of studying how and why they form.

Theories of Attitudes toward Immigrants

Most  theories explaining attitudes toward
immigrants have highlighted the contribution of the
perceived threat of immigrants to the increase in hostile
attitudes toward newcomers (Yakushko, 2009).
Explanations for these feelings of threat include
challenges to the economic well-being of the in-group
and competition over jobs, although studies have not
consistently found support for this hypothesis
(Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2007; Mayda, 2006; Ochoa,
2000; Quillian, 1995; Sorensen and Krahn, 1996;
Thornton and Mizuno, 1999; Yakushko, 2009). Other
theories hypothesize perceptions of threat derive from
competition over access to limited resources and public
services, such as education, medical and social services
(Sherif et al., 1961) personal safety (Mayda, 2006) and
conflicting world views, values, beliefs and attitudes
(Stephan and Stephan, 1996; Stephan et al., 1999).
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Among those theories highlighting factors that
increase favorable attitudes toward immigrants, contact
theory has received the most attention. Contact theory
(Allport, 1954) posits that prejudice toward minority
groups result from the lack of contact between
individuals from majority and minority backgrounds.
Allport (1954) theorized that the inability to see
similarities between oneself and the perceived “other”
results in the creation of stereotypes and intolerance.
Studies have found that interactions, close relationships
and self-identification with immigrants may contribute
to the reduction of negative attitudes toward
immigrants (Esses et al., 2001; Federico and Fennelly,
2008; Gimpel and Lay, 2008; Hovey et al., 2000;
McLaren 2003; Ward and Masgoret 2006).

A more recent theory on attitudes toward immigrants
is the concept of cosmopolitanism, or a global world
view. This perspective originated from the concept of the
New Class and studies of Australian immigration (Bean,
1995; Betts, 1988; Bruce-Briggs, 1979). It posits that
liberals and the highly educated upper and middle-class
professionals acquire a global worldview through
socialization and the acquisition of social status and prestige
and as a consequence, favor more open immigration
policies. Studies have found that education and work skill,
(Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2007; Hovey et al, 2000;
Mayda, 2006), a global outlook on the world (Berg, 2009;
Haubert and Fussell, 2006), egalitarian and humanitarian
views (Pantoja, 2006) and cross-cultural exposure
(Alvarado, 2009; Scheunpflug, 1997; Haubert and Fussell,
2006) contribute to more positive attitudes toward
immigrants. In contrast, those with less formal education
and exposure to global ideas are more likely to hold anti-
immigrant views (Hovey et al., 2000).

Lastly, various demographic factors have been found
to be associated with attitudes toward immigrants.
Women, younger individuals and racial and ethnic
minorities have been shown to have a more positive
view of immigrants and immigration than men, older
individuals and whites (Boehnke ef al., 1998; Leong and
Ward, 2006; Streeck-Fischer, 1999). Income and
education are positively associated with attitudes
toward immigrants (Haubert and Fussell, 2006) and
those living in rural areas or in the US South are more
likely to have anti-immigration views than residents
of urban areas or of regions outside of the South
(Federico and Fennelly, 2008).

In a previous study of the state of Nebraska, the
authors (Ceballos and Yakushko, 2014) found perceived
threat to be associated with unfavorable attitudes toward
immigrants while contact with immigrants and a
cosmopolitan outlook were associated with favorable
attitudes toward immigrants. We extend this research by
investigating rural and urban differences in attitudes
towards immigrants in Nebraska. We specifically seek to
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test the current theoretical suppositions that are
hypothesized to intensify and lessen prejudice toward
immigrants as they apply to differences in attitudes toward
immigrants between and within rural and urban areas.

Rural and Urban Attitudes toward Immigrants

Theories of threat and demographic predictors have
been examined in urban and rural contexts. Scholars
have suggested that individuals in rural communities
tend to hold more negative views of immigrants and
immigration. Federico and Fennelly (2008) found that
rural residents in Midwestern states hold mostly negative
and restrictionist views of immigration. One
explanation is that the attitudes reflect the demographic
composition of the region. For example, rural
populations tend to be older, have lower incomes and
lower levels of education than urban populations
(Chandler and Tsai, 2001; Citrin and Sides, 2007;
Scheve and Slaughter, 2001). In addition, the economic
challenges in rural areas coupled with the perception that
immigrants are contributing to decreases in access to
jobs and resources further contribute to higher negative
views toward immigrants as compared to those living in
urban areas (ERS, 2004; Jones and Larson, 2003).
However, the link between the socio-economic status,
especially income and prejudice toward immigrants
among individuals from rural areas has been challenged.
Neal and Bohon (2003) found that in a large community
poll conducted in the state of Georgia, income was not
significantly predictive of attitudes toward immigrants.
Similarly, in a study of attitudes toward immigrants
displayed by rural adolescents, Gimpel and Lay (2008)
found that contrary to previous research, “lower income
youth are more welcoming of immigration than the
affluent, particularly when they live near them” (p. 180).

Education, a variable related to income status, has
also been identified as a contributor to more positive
views of immigrants. Because individuals from rural
areas are more likely to have attained less formal
education than their urban counterparts, they are also
more likely to hold anti-immigrant views
(Hainmueller and Hiscox, 2007; Hovey et al., 2000).
However, similar to income, education has not been
consistently found to be predictive of attitudes toward
immigrants (Neal and Bohon, 2003).

Another factor suggested to contribute to differences
in xenophobic attitudes between urban and rural-based
individuals is related to differences in direct contact
these individuals may have with recent immigrants.
According to Federico and Fennelly (2008) many
scholars speculate that rural residents’ attitudes toward
immigrants are also due to greater isolation and lesser
contact with immigrants and minorities. These
assumptions are related to the contact theory of
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prejudice, which posits that prejudice toward minority
groups is directly related to the amount of contact
between individuals from majority and minority
backgrounds. These theoretical assumptions have
been supported through past research. Esses et al.
(2001) found that helping individuals acknowledge
their own immigrant roots resulted in improved
attitudes toward recent immigrants. Similarly, a study
by Hovey et al. (2000) showed that those individuals
who are unable to identify with immigrants and
immigration in their family experiences were found to
hold stronger xenophobic views.

Although studies have looked at rural or urban
attitudes toward immigrants, few, if any, have looked
at variation within rural and urban areas. Rural is a
broad category which includes differences in region
(ranging in distance from urban centers), boundaries
(administrative, land-use and economic production)
and population size (from tens to hundreds of
thousands). Urban also includes large and small
metropolitan areas, as well as suburbs and exurbs
(Cromartie and Bucholtz, 2008).

A more thorough study of variation of attitudes
within rural and urban areas can add to this existing
literature.  Specifically, although theoretical and
empirical knowledge exists about differences in attitudes
toward immigrants between individuals from rural and
urban backgrounds, many studies are inconsistent and
many assumptions remain untested. For example, rural
areas are often assumed to be homogeneous and defined
only in reference to urban. Thus, what is not urban is
simply defined as rural. However, there are various
definitions of rural that can range from populations less
than 2,500 to as high as 50,000 (Cromartie and Bucholtz,
2008). Rural areas may consist of small cities, towns,
villages, farms and sparsely populated regions such as
“open country.” Likewise, urban areas are also assumed
to be homogeneous, but these regions not only vary in
definition, including large metropolitan urbanized
centers and suburbs, but also overlap with that of the
rural area definition, as in the case of small cities or
towns (Cromartie and Bucholtz, 2008).

An important question is whether attitudes toward
immigrants differ within these different regions. Are
small cities and towns larger than 2,500 more like
metropolitan urban centers or more like rural areas?
Are rural towns and villages with populations less than
2,500 more similar to small cities and larger towns, or
to farms or open country? In this study, our data on
attitudes in Nebraska may provide us with a better
description of differences within these rural areas, since
Nebraska has one of the largest rural populations in the
country (in proportion to its total population) and a
significant proportion of the population (40%) lives
outside and away from the metropolitan urban centers
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of the state (USCB, 2005). Therefore, the research
questions guiding our study are: What factors influence
rural attitudes in the Great Plains region toward
immigrants, how do these differ from the attitudes
among the urban population and is there variation in
these attitudes within rural and urban areas? Using the
theories of threat, contact and cosmopolitanism, we
look to address these pertinent questions.

Materials and Methods
The Data

We derived data for this analysis from the 2006
Nebraska Annual Social Indicators Survey (NASIS),
conducted by the Bureau of Sociological Research at the
University of Nebraska-Lincoln. NASIS is a random
sample telephone survey, conducted annually, drawn
from a population of adult, non-institutionalized persons
living in households in the state of Nebraska (BSR,
2006a). Our sample consisted of 1,821 completed
interviews, with an overall response rate of 33%. The
data were weighted according to selected geographic
household and individual characteristics by U.S. Census
distribution to assure representativeness. The data were
found to be representative of the state of Nebraska’s
population (BSR, 2006b). Specific to our study, the 2006
survey included a broad range of questions related to
perceptions of and attitudes toward immigrants, the
respondents’  relationship and interactions with
immigrants and the perceived effect of immigrants on
the social, cultural and economic well-being of society.
The NASIS survey also included information collected
on various social and demographic characteristics of the
respondents and their geographical areas of residence.

For this analysis we use a dependent variable that
is a composite measure of attitudes toward immigrants
constructed from eight variables: Four representing
favorable attitudes toward immigrants and four
representing unfavorable attitudes. The four variables
representing favorable attitudes include a five item
response (from very likely to very unlikely and from
strongly agree to strongly disagree) on topics of
whether immigration contributes to new ideas and
cultures, diversity in the community and economic
growth, and whether it improves the community’s
economy. The four variables representing unfavorable
attitudes also include a five item response (from very
likely to very unlikely and from strongly agree to
strongly disagree) on topics of whether immigration
contributes to an increase in the crime rate, higher job
loss, and government spending and whether the
number of immigrants coming to their community
should be decreased.
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A composite standardized scale was constructed from
these eight five-item variables that range from -1.51 to
1.78, with positive values representing favorable
attitudes toward immigrants and negative values
representing unfavorable attitudes (Table 1). The scale
is highly reliable with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of
0.82. The mean 0.06 for this scale indicates a slightly
positive attitude overall.

Although a significant portion of Nebraska is rural,
the majority of the population (55%) lives in the eight
urban counties of the state (USCB, 2013). We
construct a rural-urban variable that places each
respondent according to residence into one of four
regional categories: Those living in open country or
on a farm (14%), in a town (23%), in a small city or
metropolitan a suburb or exurb (19%) and in the cities
of Lincoln or Omaha (44%).

In this study we assessed the differential effects of
perceived threat, contact and a cosmopolitan outlook on
attitudes toward immigrants in these four rural-urban
categories. We summarize the independent variables
representing these hypotheses here. To test the threat
hypothesis we use five variables: Immigrant visibility
(“how often are immigrants seen in the community”:
Very often or often = 1, otherwise = 0), perceived
increase in immigration(“compared to 10 years ago do
you think there are more, the same, or less immigrants
in your community now?”: More now = 1, otherwise =
0), community safety (whether respondents feel less
safe from crime in their community over the past two
years: Not safe = 1, safe = 0), employment (if the
respondent or spouse is employed: Either is employed
= 1, otherwise = 0) and the percentage of Latinos living
in the counties, based on census data. At the time of the
survey about 6% of the state’s population was Latino
(USCB, 2005). We used 6% as a cutoff to create a
variable for respondents living in those counties with a
Latino population greater than 6% (a county with
greater than 6% Latino = 1, otherwise = 0). While these
variables are not direct measures of threat associated
with immigration, they may influence the individual's
general perceptions of immigrants threatening their
personal and economic security.

Table 1 displays the results: 63% of the respondents
reported seeing immigrants often, 82% believe that
immigration has increased over the past 10 years and
42% of respondents live in counties with over 6%
Latinos. One-quarter of the respondents felt they lived in
a community that was unsafe and 86% report themselves
or their spouses as being employed.

The contact hypothesis is tested using two variables:
The frequency of interaction with immigrants: “How
often do you interact with immigrants in the
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community?” (very often to sometimes = 1, rarely or
never = 0) and type of interaction with immigrants:
Whether or not the respondent has friends, relatives, or
close acquaintances who are recent immigrants (does
have = 1, does not have = 0). Sixty-five percent of the
respondents  reported frequent interaction  with
immigrants in the community and 23% reported having a
friend, relative, or close relationship which someone
who was a recent immigrant.

The cosmopolitan outlook measure was tested using
three variables based on the conceptualization by Bean
(1995; Betts, 1988) and operationalization from various
studies (Chandler and Tsai, 2001; Espenshade and
Hempstead, 1996; Haubert and Fussell, 2006),
including: Traveled abroad (traveled abroad = 1, not
traveled abroad), liberal values (liberal = 1,
conservative = 0) and a college education (B.A. or
higher = 1, less than B.A. = 0). A significant
percentage of the respondents reported having traveled
outside of the United States (64%), 18% self-identify as
liberal and 36% report having at least a B.A. degree.

Gender and age are two covariates commonly found
to be associated with attitudes toward immigrants.
Gender is a dichotomous variable (male = 1, female = 0)
and age is a continuous variable (number of years). In
the NASIS data 50% of the sample is male and the
average age is 46.3 years.

Table 1. Descriptive statistics of independent variables

Although racial, ethnic and cultural differences
between the immigrant and majority population has also
been hypothesized to influence attitudes of native-born
residents (Espenshade and Hempstead, 1996; Hood and
Morris, 1998; Mayda, 2006; Wilson, 2001), because
there is little racial variation in the rural areas of the
state, race is not included in this analysis.

After listwise deletion the sample for analysis was
reduced to 1566. The distribution of missing cases
across the variables as indicated from Table 1
suggests that missing data in the final analysis is
likely completely random.

Table 2 displays the distribution of attitudes scale
by the rural and urban categories. A Fisher-Hayter
pairwise comparison test shows that those living in the
large cities have significantly more positive attitudes
(p<0.001) than in those open country or on farms,
whereas there is no significant difference between the
regions outside of the large cities.

Using ordinary least squares regression analysis we
first assess the mediating effect of living in a rural and
urban area on the relationship between attitudes toward
immigrants and threat, contact and a cosmopolitan
outlook. We then evaluate the effects of the theoretical
suppositions within the rural and urban areas. The
composite attitudes scale is used as the dependent
variable in each of the following analyses.

Variable Obs. Mean S.D. Min Max
Attitudes scale 1814 0.06 0.66 -1.51 1.78
Immigrant visibility 1795 0.61 0.00 1.00
Perceived increase 1771 0.82 0.00 1.00
Latino population (>6% in county) 1821 0.41 0.00 1.00
Community safety (unsafe = 1) 1773 0.26 0.00 1.00
Employment 1821 0.84 0.00 1.00
Interaction 1802 0.64 0.00 1.00
Close relationships 1810 0.23 0.00 1.00
Traveled abroad 1821 0.64 0.00 1.00
Liberal 1726 0.18 0.00 1.00
Education (B.A. or higher = 1) 1744 0.36 0.00 1.00
Gender (male = 1) 1820 0.52 0.00 1.00
Age 1810 46.42 17.41 19.00 99.00
Rural-urban:*

Open country, farm 213 0.14 0.00 1.00
Town 357 0.23 0.00 1.00
Small city, suburb, exurb 300 0.19 0.00 1.00
Large city 696 0.44 0.00 1.00

Note: Sample is weighted; *Missing cases not included

Table 2. Descriptive statistics of attitudes scale by rural and urban category in Nebraska

Variable Obs. Mean S.D. Min Max
Open country, farm 213 -0.15 0.62 -1.51 1.53
Town 357 -0.03 0.64 -1.51 1.67
Small city, suburb, exurb 300 -0.05 0.64 -1.51 1.64
Large city 696 0.19%** 0.65 -1.51 1.78

***Significantly different from other three regions, p<0.001
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Results

Table 3 displays the results for the variables
representing different hypotheses. The coefficients
representing place of residence show that those living in
urban areas (coef. = 0.25; p<0.001) and in towns (coef =
013; p<0.05) have significantly more positive attitudes
toward immigrants than those living in open country or
on farms (the omitted category). Attitudes of Nebraskans
living in small cities or suburbs (coef = 0.11; p<0.10) are
also significant more positive from those living in open
country or farms, however only marginally.

The variable representing the threat hypotheses
indicate that seeing immigrants often (coef = -0.20;
p<0.001), perceiving an increase in the number of
immigrants (coef = -0.15; p<0.001) and feeling less safe
in one’s community (coef = -0.16; p<0.001) are all
associated with more unfavorable attitudes toward
immigrants. The proportion of Latinos living in a county
and being employed are not significantly related to
attitudes toward immigrants. These results are consistent
with the threat hypothesis: The perceptions of threat
contribute to more negative attitudes toward immigrants.

The variables measuring interaction (coef = 0.19;
p<0.001) and close relationships with immigrants (coef =
0.23; p<0.001), have a significantly positive effect on
attitudes, consistent with the contact hypothesis,
suggesting that an increase in contact contributes to
more positive attitudes toward immigrants. The
cosmopolitan outlook variables show that a liberal
perspective (coef = 0.21; p<0.001) and having a college
degree (coef = 0.29; p<0.001) are statistically
significant in contributing to more positive attitudes,
while traveling abroad in not significantly related
attitudes toward immigrants. This finding is consistent
with the hypothesis that a more cosmopolitan outlook is
associated with more positive attitudes toward
immigrants. Finally, gender is not significantly
associated with attitudes toward immigrants and but
those who are older are more likely (coef = -0.01;
p<0.001) to have negative attitudes toward immigrants.

Next, we compare the effects of each theoretical
supposition on attitudes toward immigrants. We analyze
the full model for each of the four rural-urban categories.
Table 4 displays the unstandardized and standardized
regression coefficients for each model. The results show
that except for those living in open country or on farms,
in each of the rural-urban areas, perceived threat, contact
with immigrants and a cosmopolitan outlook do explain
attitudes toward immigrants in the expected direction.
However, there are some important differences between
groups. In the case of the threat variables, the perception
that the number of immigrants has increased is not
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significant for those living in small cities or suburbs
and only marginally significant for those living in large
cities, and community safety is not significant for
towns. For the contact variables, close relationships
with immigrants is not significant for small cities or
suburbs. For the cosmopolitan outlook variables,
interestingly, travelling abroad is only significantly
associated with attitudes toward immigrants for those
living in towns. However, having a liberal perspective
is only significantly associated with attitudes for those
living in large cities. Finally, for small cities or
suburbs, age is not statistically significant.

Table 3. Linear regression models of attitudes toward
immigrants in Nebraska
Variable Coefficients
Rural-urban (open country, farm omitted)
Town 0.13*
(0.06)
Small city, suburb, exurb 0.117
(0.06)
Large city 0.25%**
(0.06)
Threat
Immigrant visibility -0.20%**
(0.04)
Perceived increase -0.15%%*
(0.05)
Proportion Latino -0.02
(0.04)
Community safety (unsafe = 1) -0.16%**
(0.04)
Employment -0.01
(0.05)
Contact
Interaction 0.19%**
(0.04)
Close relationships (0.23***
(0.05)
Cosmopolitan outlook
Traveled abroad 0.04
(0.04)
Liberal 0.21%***
(0.05)
Education (B.A. or higher = 1) 0.29%**
(0.04)
Covariates
Male -0.01
(0.04)
Age -0.01%**
(0.00)
Constant 0.11
(0.11)
F-distribution 25.86%**
Degrees of freedom 15
R-square 0.22

$<0.10, * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001; Weighted sample
size = 1566; Robust standard errors in parenthesis
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Table 4. Linear regression of attitudes toward immigrants by rural and urban categories in Nebraska, Part A

Small cities,

Open country, farms Towns suburbs, exurbs Large cities

Variable Unstd. coef.  Std. coef.  Unstd. coef.  Std. coef.  Unstd. coef. Std. coef. Unstd. coef.  Std. coef.

Threat

Immigrant visibility -0.11 -0.09 -0.25%* -0.19 -0.35%** -0.27 -0.18%** -0.12
(0.10) (0.09) (0.09) (0.05)

Perceived increase -0.09 -0.06 -0.24%%* -0.18 -0.02 -0.01 -0.167 -0.08
(0.11) (0.08) (0.10) (0.08)

Proportion Latino -0.01 0.00 0.02 0.01 0.00 0.00 -0.03 -0.02
(0.15) (0.08) (0.09) (0.05)

Community safety (unsafe = 1) -0.12 -0.09 -0.08 -0.06 -0.17* -0.11 -0.18%* -0.12
(0.10) (0.08) (0.08) (0.06)

Employment -0.07 -0.03 0.00 0.00 0.08 0.05 -0.06 -0.03
(0.17) (0.10) (0.09) (0.08)

Contact

Interaction 0.15 0.12 0.20* 0.15 0.20* 0.16 0.19%** 0.13
(0.10) (0.08) (0.09) (0.06)

Close relationships 0.22 0.13 0.44%** 0.26 0.14 0.10 0.20%** 0.14
(0.13) (0.10) (0.11) (0.06)

Cosmopolitan outlook

Traveled abroad 0.00 0.00 0.22%** 0.17 0.00 0.00 -0.01 -0.01
(0.11) (0.07) (0.08) (0.06)

Liberal 0.11 0.06 0.07 0.04 0.12 0.07 0.26%** 0.16
(0.16) (0.09) (0.13) (0.07)

Education (B.A. or higher = 1) 0.02 0.01 0.30%** 0.19 0.25%* 0.18 0.37%%* 0.28
(0.11) (0.07) (0.09) (0.05)

Covariates

Male -0.11 -0.09 0.02 0.01 -0.05 -0.04 0.01 0.00
(0.10) (0.07) (0.08) (0.05)

Age 0.00 -0.07 -0.01%* -0.19 0.00 -0.11 -0.01%** -0.14
(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)

Constant 0.13 022 0.12 0.41%*
(0.38) (0.19) 0.17) (0.15)

N (weighted) 213 357 300 696

F-distribution 127 12.98*** 5.35%%% 13.26%**

Degrees of freedom 15 15 15 15

R-square 0.07 0.28 0.19 0.22

+<0.10, * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001; Weighted sample size = 1566; Robust standard errors in parenthesis

The overall effects of these coefficients for the three
hypotheses will be represented and discussed using the
predicted averages in Fig. 1 and 2. Figure 1 displays the
predicted averages of the presence and absence of the
effects of threat, contact and a cosmopolitan outlook on
attitudes toward immigrants, with all other variables held
at their mean for each of the models. Using the predicted
averages allows for the estimation of changes in attitudes
given the effects of changes in characteristics for a
particular hypothesis. Figure 1 displays the predicted
averages for each rural-urban category when all variables
are held at their mean and when controlling only for the
variables of each hypothesis (threat, contact and
cosmopolitanism) separately. Living in open country or
on farms is not included in this analysis, because the
effects of all the variables in the model are not
statistically significant.

For example, in the case of town dwellers, if
everyone living in towns were to perceive immigrants
as a threat, those variables representing perceived
threat, (i.e., the statistically significant variables of the
model including immigrant visibility and perceived
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increase of the number of immigrants) are set equal to
one and all other variables are held at their mean, the
attitude toward immigration would decline for this
population by 0.21, from -0.03 to -0.24 on the
immigration attitudes scale. If on the other hand,
every town dweller were to not perceive immigrants
as a threat, with these variables set to zero and all
others held at their means, the attitude toward
immigrants would increase for these respondents to
0.28, from -0.03 to 0.25. In the case of the contact

hypothesis, attitudes toward immigrants would
increase to 0.42 with contact and decrease to -0.22
without contact. Similarly, for the case of

cosmopolitanism, the attitudes toward immigrants
would increase to 0.30 with a cosmopolitan outlook
and decrease to -0.23 without. Thus, for those
respondents living in towns, the magnitude of the
positive effect of contact with immigrants is greater
than all other effects and both the individual effects of
contact and a cosmopolitan outlook on attitudes
toward immigrants are greater than the negative effect
of perceiving immigrants to be a threat.
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Fig. 1. Differences in predicted averages of attitudes toward immigrants on variables representing threat, contact and a cosmopolitan
outlook by rural and urban categories in Nebraska; Differences in predicted averages from the mean for the presence or absence
of each hypothesis are estimated by assigning a one or zero, respectively, to the related statistically significant variables
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Fig. 2. Differences in combined predicted averages of attitudes toward immigrants on variables representing threat, contact and a
cosmopolitan outlook by rural and urban categories in Nebraska; Differences in combined predicted averages from the mean for
the presence or absence of each hypothesis are estimated by assigning a one or zero, respectively, to the related statistically

significant variables

In the case of those Nebraskans living in small cities
or suburbs, the results are significantly different. The
negative effect of threat on attitudes is substantially
greater than either of the effects from contact or a
cosmopolitan outlook. An analysis of the combined

157

effects of contact and cosmopolitanism (not shown here)
finds that the magnitude of the negative effect of the
threat variables of attitudes toward immigrants (-0.33) is
greater than that of the combined positive effects of
contact and a cosmopolitan outlook (0.21). In addition,
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the absence of threat has a larger positive effect on
attitudes than the positive effect of contact or a
cosmopolitan outlook. Furthermore, the effects of
contact and a cosmopolitan outlook cannot be
underestimated, as the absence of either also has
substantial negative effects on attitudes.

For those Nebraskans living in large cities, the
positive effects of contact and a cosmopolitan outlook
clearly dominate the negative effect of threat. The
predicted averages for the presence of threat results in a
slightly negative value (-0.01) on the attitudes scale
while the presence of contact and a cosmopolitan
outlook is substantially positive (0.39 and 0.60
respectively). In addition, even with the absence of
contact or a cosmopolitan outlook, the predicted
averages are only slightly negative.

The effects of the three hypotheses are combined
in Fig. 2 to show their overall net effect on attitudes.
For each of the rural-urban categories, the statistically
significant variables that represent the three
hypotheses are first assigned a one to determine the
separate net effects of perceived threat, contact with
immigrants and a cosmopolitan outlook. For those
living in towns and large cities, the net effect of
threat, contact and cosmopolitanism is strongly
positive with predicted averages of the attitudes scale
over 0.50. On the other hand, for small cities or
suburbs, the net effect is slightly negative (-0.05).
Thus, the positive effects of contact and
cosmopolitanism greatly outweigh the negative effects
of threat for those living in towns and urban areas,
whereas the opposite is marginally true for those living in
small cities or suburbs. These rural-urban categories are
then assigned a zero to determine the net effect of the
absence of threat, contact and a cosmopolitan outlook.
The results show the effects are small relative to the
positive effects of the presence of these characteristics:
For those living in large or small cities or suburbs, the net
effect is positive (0.08 and 0.01, respectively) and
negative for those living in towns (-0.13).

Discussion

This study examines attitudes toward immigrants in
Nebraska, which until recently has been insulated from
the high influx of immigrants common among
immigrant-receiving states, such as California, Texas, or
New York. Nebraska, like many other states in the Great
Plains, Midwest and the South, is currently undergoing a
rapidly growing immigrant population. We sought to
determine the variation of factors influencing the
formation of attitudes toward immigrants within and
between the urban and rural areas of Nebraska by
examining the theoretical suppositions and demographic
correlates of these attitudes.
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We found the effect of contact to be strongest among
those living in towns and the effect of a cosmopolitan
outlook to be strongest among those living in large cities.
Alternatively stated, those Nebraskans living in small
cities or suburbs are the least swayed in a positive
direction by contact with immigrants or a cosmopolitan
outlook as compared to those living in towns or large
cities. This may be due to the size of the communities
and context of contact. In small towns, contact may
involve repeated and a more meaningful interaction with
the same individuals over a long period of time, thus
enabling a development of stronger relationships
between the residents and newcomers. For small cities
and suburbs, on the other hand, the lack of experience
with immigration coupled with a greater social distance
between residents and immigrants because of the
population size and residential patterns may limit the
development of close relationships and contribute to
greater mistrust of these newcomers by the residents.
The positive experience of contact found in the larger
cities may be influenced by the cosmopolitan outlook
of its residents that contributes to more accepting
attitudes toward newcomers and a greater willingness
to interact with immigrants.

We also found that the effects of perceived threat,
contact, or a cosmopolitan outlook have no influence
on attitudes toward immigrants for those living in the
least populated areas of the state-those living in open
country or on farms. In addition, we also found that the
effect of contact and a cosmopolitan outlook on
attitudes overpowers the negative effects of perceived
threat in the towns and large cities. For small cities, this
is not the case, but at a minimum the negative effect is
somewhat neutralized.

Finally, traveling abroad was found to be positive
and significant only for those respondents living in
towns and as a result, a cosmopolitan outlook had a
strong positive effect on attitudes toward immigrants,
unlike other regions outside of the large cities. There
appears to be something unique about the context of
living in a small community that contributes to such a
differential effect on attitudes in these regions. In
addition, in a state where immigration is a relatively
new phenomenon and almost entirely motivated by
economic necessity, especially in small towns
experiencing economic and population decline, the
residents may have a more practical appreciation of the
value of immigration.

Our results are consistent with the authors earlier
findings (Ceballos and Yakushko, 2014) and other
studies showing that perceived threat contributes to an
increase in unfavorable attitudes toward immigrants and
support for restrictive policies on immigration, whereas
contact with immigrants and a cosmopolitan outlook
decreases such attitudes and support for such policies
(Chandler and Tsai, 2001; Espenshade and Hempstead,
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1996; Haubert and Fussell, 2006; McLaren, 2003;
Quillian, 1995; Ward and Masgoret, 2006). However,
we find that this pattern varies significantly by place of
residence. Those living in the least populated areas of
the state -in open country or on farms-did not
experience the hypothesized effects of threat, contact,
or cosmopolitanism on their attitudes toward
immigrants. This study builds upon past work that
examines the effects of these theoretical suppositions
on attitudes toward immigrants by examining the
heterogeneity of attitudes and those factors which
influence them within a rural and urban context.
Current sociopolitical events in the state further support
our findings and help to explain the rise of anti-
immigrant sentiment in particular regions of the state,
specifically in small cities, such as the city of Fremont
(Fitzsimmons, 2014; Hovey, 2010).

Our findings may be significant in suggesting how
attitudes toward immigrants are formed and can be
changed. Reducing feelings of threat and increasing
social contact contribute to more positive attitudes
toward immigrants. In addition, encouraging a more
cosmopolitan outlook through various means such as
increased  educational ~and  foreign  exchange
opportunities may also be helpful. However the effects
are strongest for those living in towns and large cities.

Although our results were similar to the findings of
other studies on rural-urban differences on attitudes
toward immigrants, several notable differences were
found. In contrast to previous studies, gender and the
proportion of Latinos living in these areas did not play
a significant role in attitudes toward immigrants
(Chandler and Tsai, 2001; Leong and Ward, 2006;
Vega, 2006, Ward and Masgoret, 2006). Perhaps the
role of gender in the formulation of attitudes may differ
by region. In the case of the Latino population, it may
be that a more targeted analysis is required of specific
regions within the state.

There are several limitations of this study that
must be noted. First, the survey does not distinguish
between immigration in general and recent
immigrants in particular. It would be important to
examine  whether negative attitudes toward
immigrants are similar when considering all
immigrant groups or particular groups, such as
Mexicans (the largest immigrant group in Nebraska
and in the United States as a whole). Attitudes may
vary toward different immigrant groups and have
different motivations, which may not necessarily be
xenophobic. For example, racialized anti-Latino
sentiments may become conflated with an anti-
immigrant attitude. In addition it would be necessary
to separate out the effect of negative attitudes that are
directly focused on undocumented immigration. It is
not clear that the respondents’ attitudes are of
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immigration in general, undocumented immigration in
particular, or both. Finally, the relative effects of the
different hypotheses may be influenced by omitted
variables. Further analysis would be enhanced with
the inclusion of additional measures of threat, contact
and a cosmopolitan outlook.

Conclusion

This study suggests that while attitudes toward
immigrants in Nebraska across various rural and urban
locations are primarily negative, the perceptions of
threat, experiences of contact and a cosmopolitan
outlook play a significant role in shaping attitudes
toward immigrants, in both a more favorable and
unfavorable direction. Furthermore, the effect of these
perceptions, interactions and world views vary between
and within rural and urban areas. By considering the
relative effects of threat, contact and a cosmopolitan
outlook within the rural and urban context, we can
better understand how attitudes toward immigrants
develop and change in the Great Plains region
experiencing a demographic transformation due to a
rapid influx of immigrants. This is particularly relevant
for understanding the rise in anti-immigrant sentiment
in this region over the past decade. Efforts to
understand these complex social realities are not only
necessary for the establishment of a greater
understanding of xenophobia but also for the
improvement of policies and practices related to
immigrants and their integration into society.
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