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Abstract

Immigration remains a politically contentious issue around the United States. In this study,
we explore the attitudes of Missouri residents toward immigrants residing in the state. While
the immigrant population has increased 172% since 1980, foreign-born residents remain
relatively few in number, comprising a mere 4% of the state’s population in 2010. Small
population size notwithstanding, state legislators have submitted numerous bills limiting the
rights of the immigrant population over the past several years. Nonetheless, our findings, in
this research paper, suggest that most Missourians actually hold positive views of the
contributions that immigrants make in the state. Drawing on data collected in a representative
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telephone survey of Missouri residents over the age of 18 (n=800), we found that most
Missouri residents perceived immigrants as sharing their values on important issues.

Keywords: immigration, public opinion, Missouri
1. Introduction

Immigration has long been a contested issue in the United States (Higham, 1955). While
politicians remind audiences that the United States is a nation of immigrants, foreign-born
residents are often portrayed in public media as a threat to social cohesion and a drain on
public resources. This tendency of looking “to earlier waves of migrants through rose colored
glasses while exhibiting concern about the absorption of current and future immigrants”
(Martin, 2003, p. 132) is widely reflected in attitudinal ambivalence about contemporary
immigration in public polling (Harwood, 1986; C. Suéarez-Orozco & M. Sudrez-Orozco,
2001). The tension between these two perspectives, combined with high levels of
international migration to the United States in the post-1965 era, create a need for
theoretically and empirically rigorous studies of public attitudes toward immigration. This
paper extends the growing literature on attitudes toward immigration through an analysis of
public opinion in a non-traditional immigration destination state (Hood III & Morris, 1997).
Drawing on data from a representative survey of residents in Missouri, the paper provides a
detailed analysis of public attitudes toward immigration-related issues. We will argue that
while immigration remains low on the list of political priorities from many Missourians,
attitudinal ambivalence among respondents creates some instances of support for immigrants
and their children.

Public opinion regarding immigration, at the state level, has become increasingly important
over the past decade. While the federal government holds plenary power over immigration
and citizenship, there has been a widespread move toward state and local interventions in the
immigration arena. State governments have passed laws and resolutions addressing a host of
issues, including everything from driver’s licenses to ‘English-only’ mandates and education
to law enforcement-related bills (NCLS, 2013). Some scholars have argued that this shift
represents the devolution of power from the federal government to the states (Ellis 2006),
while other have noted that many sub-national policy efforts were inspired by grassroots
activism emerging in response to place-based contexts (Walker & Leitner, 2011). What is
clear in both accounts is the increasingly important role that state policies play in terms of
immigrant incorporation and membership (Ellis & Almgren, 2009).

Over the past decade, state laws governing immigration have gained widespread media
attention, particularly Arizona’s legislation, which was partially overturned in federal court.
However, the connection between public attitudes toward immigration and legislation is not
always clear. Furthermore, the specific historical, social, and geographic contexts of
individual states may significantly influence attitudes toward immigration (Portes & Rumbaut,
2006). Although Missouri is home to two major metropolitan areas (St. Louis and Kansas
City) and numerous smaller municipalities with growing immigrant populations, it

56 http://ijssr.macrothink.org



International Journal of Social Science Research

‘\ Mac.rOthIE,,.k ISSN 2327-5510
Institute 2014, Vol. 2, No. 2

)
< Worth
7 Atchison ) Mercer
a\ Nodaway Harrison
2 Gentry

“ Holt 2— Grundy
’\'\_\'L 1 Andrew Daviess
DeKalb

Put 1{ \
utnam Schuyl
chuyler| Scotland Clak %

£
Sullivan Adair

Knax Lews |

Shelby Marion -\L

Livingston

Buchanan Caldwell N
Clinton
Monroe Ralk '\
Carroll N~
o~ Pke
g J
Audrain

Howard

Lafayette o Lincoln
lontgome
Cooper Callaw ay
Warren
s
Moniteau uis
Morgan
g o
Benton
Bates Miller
Maries
.
Camden
Crawford |washington KG \.,,
enevievg
vemen st Frar&s ™~
Permry
Laclede Dent o
Barton
Texas Reynolds Cape Girarde,
Webs ter Wright
m Shannon
Stone Howell
Oregon Ripley

Taney Ozark

E Pemlscoi$
Dunk

Foreign Born Residents ln N
[ s - s00 (a8 A

[ ]so1- 1,000 (9)
B 1 oor - 42,702 (18)

Figure 1. Foreign born residents by county (2000)
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does not have the historical tradition of immigration associated with states along the
U.S.-Mexico Border, New York, or even neighboring Illinois. While the immigrant
population has increased 172% since 1980 and every county had an immigrant in 2000,
foreign-born residents remained relatively few in number, comprising a mere 4% of the
state’s population in the 2010 American Community Survey Estimates (See Figures 1 and 2).
Meanwhile, despite the limited number of foreign-born residents in Missouri, state legislators
have repeatedly submitted and even passed legislation seeking to restrict the immigrant
presence in Missouri. Our aim in this paper is twofold: (1) to extend our knowledge of
determinates of attitudes toward immigration in a non-traditional immigrant gateway state,
and (2) to identify potential disjunctures between state-level policies and public attitudes
towards immigration in Missouri.

The paper begins with an overview of the literature on determinants of attitudes toward
immigration. We then provide a detailed account of our research methods, including a
discussion of the development of this study as a Participant Action Research (PAR) project.
The following section outlines our key findings, including a discussion of several important
areas of support for immigrant rights in Missouri. The paper concludes with a short
discussion of the implications of our findings for public policy in Missouri.

2. Theoretical Framework

Growing immigrant populations in the United States ensure that immigration, including both
documented and undocumented, will remain a contentious political issue in the coming
decades. Because legal immigration levels are controlled by the federal government, public
attitudes toward immigration may, at times, have significant implications for immigration
policy. National public opinion polls, for example, show that while there has never been a
majority of U.S. voters in favor of greater levels of immigration, during periods of economic
stress there have been times when a majority of Americans wanted to reduce immigration
levels (Simon and Lynch 1999). Over the past two decades, numerous studies have examined
the factors that shape such attitudes towards immigration. While the recent literature on
public attitudes towards immigration is disparate in nature and has evolved across a variety of
disciplines, in this section we outline some of the key themes from recent studies as a point of
departure for our own efforts to model attitudes towards immigration in Missouri.

While noting the difficulty of providing a unified theory of public attitudes towards
immigration, Chandler and Tsai (2001) offer a useful typology for organizing the most
prevalent factors in the literature evaluating attitudes toward immigration. Their schema
includes ascribed background characteristics, self-interest, ideologies, and group
comparison variables. The first category, ascribed background characteristics, focuses on
demographic variables such as age, sex, and race/ethnicity. The second category, self-interest,
is based on the “common assumption that individuals pursue self-interest in forming their
view...such as source and amount of income, perceived effects of policies upon economic
conditions and/or personal safety” (p. 179). The third category, ideologies, is generally
understood to represent political orientation (e.g., conservative, liberal, or party affiliation).
Group comparisons comprise the fourth category and refer to collective identities such as
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nationality, or membership in a particular social network that may influence an individual’s
perceived cultural threat. Education is also included in the group comparison category as a
key factor in shaping group comparisons. Finally, for the purposes of this research, we add
geography as an additional variable group. Geography has been used as a referent in previous
studies, but this has generally been an under-valued factor in assessing the formation of
attitudes towards immigration. This typology offers a useful roadmap for organizing the
recent literature on public opinion around immigration, but it is also important to note the
diversity of the literature and to recognize that some theories and approaches do not fall
neatly within the boundaries of this structure.

2.1 Ascribed Background Theory

Ascribed Background Characteristics including sex, age, and race/ethnicity are widely
incorporated into studies seeking to evaluate the formation of attitudes toward immigration
among the general public (Espenshade & Calhoun, 1993; Espenshade & Hempstead, 1996;
Hood III & Morris, 1997). However, the predictive power of individual characteristics varies
across scope of the recent literature. Age, sex, and race/ethnicity appear to have relatively
weak influence on larger patterns of attitude formation, though overall the findings are mixed.
Researchers have hypothesized that individuals whose age, sex, or race/ethnicity puts them in
tenuous positions in the work force or in terms of personal economics may be less likely to
have positive attitudes toward immigration. Wilkes et al. (2008) note for example, that “in the
case of women [their lack of support for immigration] has been linked to their more tenuous
labor market positions, though most studies...provide little in the way of explanation for the
effect of gender” (p. 306). Others find that there is little indication in the extant literature that
sex plays a significant role in shaping attitudes toward immigration (Chandler & Tsai, 2001).
Likewise, the connection between age and attitudes toward immigration is mixed.
Espenshade and Hempstead’s (1996) analysis of national scale data found no correlation
between age and attitudes. However, Chandler and Tsai (2001) reported in their analysis of
the National General Social Survey (GSS) data that “older respondents [are] more likely to
want to decrease number of legal admissions” (p. 181). Finally, race and ethnicity are also
associated with shaping attitudes, with relative labor market position again playing an
important role. One hypothesis suggests that because African Americans are likely to be
negatively affected by labor force competition with new immigrants, that they are more likely
to hold more negative attitudes toward immigrants. In an analysis of a series of public
opinion polls, Diamond (1998) offers the more complex finding that African Americans, in
comparison to whites, are /ess likely to support restrictive immigration policies. However, in
questions on the economic costs associated with immigration, African Americans are more
likely to be restrictionist in their views of immigration. Latinos generally hold positive
attitudes toward immigrants, primarily based on a feeling of solidarity with immigrants
(Binder et al., 1997; Lopez & Pantoja, 2004; Pantoja, 2006).

2.2 Self-Interest and Ideology Theory

Self-interest represents a second area that researchers have examined in seeking to understand
attitudes towards immigration. Economic self-interest is most closely associated with the
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labor market hypothesis, which in turn is based on an individual’s economic position in
society and their relative sense of economic security. The labor market hypothesis follows
rational choice theory by suggesting that an individual’s economic stability and income will
significantly influence their attitudes toward immigrants. Thus, “job holders at the bottom of
the socioeconomic ladder are assumed to be most susceptible to these forms of labor market
competition, because low skill and low wage native workers have occupational characteristics
similar to those of today’s new immigrants” (Espenshade & Hempstead, 1996). Economists
Scheve and Slaughter (2001) examine the labor market competition hypothesis and find that
less-skilled workers are “significantly more likely to prefer limiting immigrant inflows into
the United States” (p. 135). However, Pantoja (2006) notes that “although researchers have
long noted the primacy of economic conditions in underlying attitudes toward immigration,
more recent studies have found a weak connection between personal and national economic
evaluations and restrictive sentiments” (p. 519). Thus, while researchers have long associated
labor force competition and restrictionist attitudes toward immigration, recent findings
suggests that other factors including group dynamics and deeply held attitudes may have a
stronger influence on attitude formation (Hainmueller & Hiscox, 2007).

The influence of ideologies on attitudes toward immigration is often difficult to evaluate, but
in this study we use straight-forward questions about political affiliation. In general terms,
conservatives or republican-leaning individuals are more likely to favor restricting
immigration flows, while liberal or democrat-leaning voters tend to have more favorable
attitudes towards higher levels of immigration (Espenshade & Hempstead, 1996; Citrin et al.,
1997; Sheve & Slaughter, 2001).

2.3 Group Comparison Theory

Group Comparisons provide important insights into the ways that attitudes toward
immigrants are formed. Theories of group contact and group threat highlight interactions
between ethnic groups that may significantly influence overall attitudes toward immigration.
Group contact theory (Blumer, 1958; Quillian, 1995) suggests that prejudice against
immigrants is based on interactions between groups, and that changes in the composition and
size of ‘out groups’ (i.e., immigrants) may lead to higher levels of prejudice in society.
Quillian (1995) also found support for two group threat hypotheses: (1) “is influenced both
by the economic situation faced by the dominant group and by the size of the subordinate
group relative to the dominant group” and (2) “individual-level prejudice emerges when the
perceived threat posed by the subordinate group is greater” (p. 592). Dixon (2006) argues that
theories of group contact and group threat are not necessarily incompatible because these
theoretical frameworks offer a valid analysis of race relations of whites toward Hispanics and
Asians.

The influence of inter-group comparisons may also be seen in other contexts, including
through shared immigrant status, union membership, and educational attainment. Recent
immigrant status, for example, is often a strong predictor of positive attitudes toward
immigration (Haubert & Fussell, 2006). Wilkes et al. (2008), in a study of Canadian
immigration, found that “people with a non-majority first language hold much more positive
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attitudes about immigration than do members of the majority group” (p. 324). Thus, having
ties to the ‘recent immigrant out-group’ increases the likelihood of holding pro-immigrant
attitudes.

Likewise, union membership may influence attitudes towards immigrants, despite the fact it
has received minimal attention in the literature. Labor unions have historically been
perceived as supporting limitations on immigration in a state-centric effort to ensure higher
wages, but over the past several decades, some unions in the United States have chosen not to
focus on fighting liberal immigration policies and have chosen to focus instead on organizing
immigrant workers (Haus, 1995). Such efforts to organize immigrant workers suggest that
union membership may also play a role in shaping union members’ attitudes toward
immigration.

Education is another key group comparison with strong implications for attitudinal formation
around immigration (Scheve & Slaughter, 2001). The extant research suggests a consistently
strong relationship between education level and attitudes toward immigration (Espenshade &
Calhoun, 1993; Citrin et al.,, 1997). In general terms, individuals with higher levels of
education tend to display lower levels of prejudice and more positive attitudes toward
immigrants. Numerous studies have utilized education level as a proxy for measuring labor
market theories (i.e., individuals who have fewer years of education are more likely to be
doing jobs that bring them into competition with recent immigrants in the work force).
Hainmueller and Hiscox (2007), however, challenge the connection between education and
economic self-interest, finding that “anti-immigrant sentiments appear to be far more
powerfully associated with cultural values that have more to do with conceptions of national
identity than they do with concerns about personal, economic circumstances” (p. 437).
Hubert and Fussell (2006), in contrast, suggest that education pl/us a cosmopolitan world view
is a strong predictor of pro-immigrant attitudes. They find that individuals who have
completed a college degree and have lived abroad are more likely to have a cosmopolitan
perspective, which in turn is associated with a positive attitude toward immigration.

In summary, attitudes toward immigration are shaped by factors ranging from individual
demographic characteristics to the composition of personal networks and the quality and
quantity of interactions with immigrants on a daily basis. The existing literature offers a rich
base for exploring factors that shape attitudes toward immigration for Missourians. Our
research in this paper contributes to the growing and diverse literature on public attitudes in
an effort to better understand public attitudes toward immigration in a non-traditional
immigration gateway state.

3. Research Question and Methodology

Missouri legislators, despite the small size of the immigrant population in the state, filed
numerous bills between 2006 and the time that this research was conducted in 2010. In
response to this anti-immigration effort, Missouri Immigrant and Refugee Advocates (MIRA)
and the Service Employees Union International (SEIU) of Missouri approached Saint Louis
University to evaluate the potential for a “Welcoming Missouri” initiative for immigrants.
After working together for a year on the “Welcoming Missouri” initiative we developed a
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research design that included qualitative and quantitative methods. The quantitative part of
the project was designed to provide scientific evidence to more accurately measure attitudes
toward immigration in Missouri. The name of the survey was the MIRA Public Opinion
Survey (henceforth MIRAPOS). The research design for MIRAPOS would be based on a
cross-sectional survey design. The research team agreed that a three call design would be
appropriate for Missouri, and only individuals 18 years old or older would be eligible to
complete the survey. Given the immediate nature of the survey results and budget, the
research team concluded that our sample size should be about 800 individuals. The surveys
were conducted during the month of October 2010. The final sample was 800 individuals.
This sample produced a margin of error +- 3.5%. The analysis was performed in a statistical
package called SAS.

The research was driven by four questions: (1) Do Missourians have a positive view of
immigrants? (2) How does the view of immigrants relate to individuals who have familial ties
to immigrants or unions? (3) Is the view of immigrants related to social justice? and (4) Is the
view of immigrants related to the anti-immigrant bill in Arizona? MIRA planned to use the
results from the four questions to build a marketing campaign to educate the state about the
positive role that immigrants play in Missouri. The general feeling of the research team was
that the majority of individuals would report negative attitudes toward immigrants. Our
dependent was derived from the question, Do you think immigrants have a positive or
negative effect on Missouri? Given that the options for a response was yes and no, the best
statistical method to use to answer these questions was logistic regression, which is defined in
Equation 1:

A eﬂo"’ﬂlxl
e 0

Using Equation 1, we computed four logistic regression models. Model 1 was a baseline
model that included demographic variables. Model 2 estimated the familial and union ties to
immigrants. Model 3 estimated three scaled policy variables created using factor analysis.
Model 4 estimated all the variables in Model 1, 2, and 3.

To reduce the number of independent variables in the model and reduce multicollinearity, we
used a factor analysis. Three factors were identified as significant: (1) American Values; (2)
Social Justice; and (3) Arizona Principles. The variables that highly contributed to the
American Values factor were: have good family values was ranked first (mean=3.13)
followed by wants to become U.S. citizens (mean=2.94), works at jobs Americans don’t want
to do (mean=2.86), loyal to America (mean=2.67), wants to learn English (mean=2.57), and
pays taxes (mean=2.30). The variables that highly contributed to the Social Justice factor
were: deny social services for immigrant children (mean=2.56), provide access to health care
(mean=3.26), provide access to public education (mean=3.31), and provide in state tuition
(mean=3.21). The variables that highly contributed to the Arizona Principle factor: local and
state law enforcement officers should be required to determine whether a person is a U.S.
citizen or legal resident when they issue a citation for a violation of municipal building code
such as grass being too high or unlicensed vehicles present in the driveway (mean=3.43) and
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local and state law enforcement officers should be required to determine whether a person is

a U.S. citizen or legal resident when they question the person as witness, not a suspect, to the
commission of a crime (mean=3.47) (See Table 1).

Table 1. Variables that contributed to Factors 1, 2, and 3

Factor One Factor Factor
. Std .. . ) Two Three
Variable Label Scale Mean Minimum Maximum Loading ) ;
Dev S Loading Loading
core
Score Score
. 4= Very Well;
Q8 Have Good Family Values 1=Not At All 3.13 0.77 1 4 0.64
Works at Jobs Americans Don’t 4= Very Well;
Q Want To Do 1=Not At All 286097 ! 4 0-46
4= Very Well;
Q10  Pay Taxes 1=Not At All 2.30 1.00 1 4 0.70
. 4= Very Well;
Q11 Loyal to America 1=Not At All 2.67 0.96 1 4 0.74
- 4= Very Well;
Q12 Wants to Become U.S. Citizens 1=Not At All 2.94 0.95 1 4 0.77
. 4= Very Well;
Q13 Wants to Learn English 1=Not At All 2.57 1.04 1 4 0.75
Denying social services to SZStiz:glly
Q35  children of immigrants is all :Stgrongly 2.56 1.27 1 5 0.48
right Disagree*
Children of undocumented SZStrr:gglly
Q36  immigrants deserve to have :S%ron’ I 3.26 1.28 1 5 0.68
access to health care . &y
Disagree
Children of undocumented 5;—\Strr:;glly
Q37  immigrants deserve to have ZS%ron, ) 3.31 1.31 1 5 0.69
access to public education rongly
Disagree
Undocumented immigrant
students who have been living  5=Strongly
in Missouri for more many Agree; 1
Q38 years have a right to be charged ~ =Strongly 321 135 ! 3 0.74
in-state tuition when they attend Disagree
state universities
Local and state law
enforcement officers should be
required to determine whether a
person is a U.S. citizen or legal ~ 5=Strongly
resident when they issue a Agree 1
Qa4 citation for a violation of  =Strongly 343 1.38 ! 3 0.83
municipal building code such as  Disagree*
grass being too high or
unlicensed vehicles present in
the driveway
Local and state law
enforcement officers should be 5=Stronel
required to determine whether a A r(e)egl Y
Q45  person is a U.S. citizen or legal =Stgron ) 347 1.35 1 5 0.83
resident when they question the Disa regez‘,
person as witness, not a suspect, &
to the commission of a crime
Eigenvalue 4.07 1.40 1.21

* These questions were reversed coded

Source: 2010 MIRA Public Opinion Survey, Table Created by Authors
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4. Findings

Eight-hundred Missourians over 18 participated in MIRAPOS. The average age was 56 years.
Forty-eight percent of the respondents were male and 52% were female. About eight out of
ten respondents were white (82%), 7% were black, and 11% were of another race. Seven
percent of the respondents did not complete high school. This compares to 40% that had a
college degree (26%) or post college education (14%). Half of the respondents classified
themselves as independent or other (50%), 27% classified themselves as Democrat, and 23%
classified themselves as Republican. About four out of ten (38%) of the respondents were
from the Saint Louis metropolitan statistical area and 18% of the respondents were from the
Kansas City metropolitan statistical area. Finally, 44% of the respondents reported that they
were an immigrant or had a family member that was an immigrant and 41% reported that
they were a member of a union or had a family member that was a member of a union (See
Table 2).

Table 2. Definition of key variables used in the logistic regression models

Dependent Variable Definition
Satisfaction Do you think immigrants have a positive or negative effect on Missouri? Percent
Yes 55%
No 45%
Independent Variables Definition Mean
Age Age of the respondent 56.0
Percent
Male Respondent is Male 48%
Female Respondent if Female 52%
White Respondent is White 82%
Black Respondent is Black 7%
Other Respondent is Other 11%
No High School Diploma Respondent has no High School Diploma 7%
High School Graduate Respondent has a High School Degree 28%
Some College Respondent has Some College Education 25%
Collage Graduate Respondent has a College Graduate 26%
Post Collage Graduate Respondent has Post College Degree 14%
Democrat Respondent is a Democrat 27%
Republican Respondent is a Republican 23%
Independent Respondent is an Independent or Other 50%
Saint Louis Respondent lives in the Saint Louis Metropolitan Statistical Area 38%
Kansas City Respondent lives in the Kansas City Metropolitan Statistical Area 18%
Other MSA Respondent lives in Other parts of Missouri 44%
Immigrant Tie Respondent has a family Member that is an Immigrant 44%
Union Tie Respondent has a family member that is a Member of the Union 41%

Source: 2010 MIRA Public Opinion Survey, Table Created by Authors

According to MIRAPOS, Immigration was ranked 10th out of 11th public policy themes in
terms of importance (See Table 3). The most important public policy theme reported by
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Missourians was the Economy (mean=4.65) followed by Education (mean=4.58), Social
Security and Retirement (mean=4.56), and Terrorism (mean=4.45). The mean ranking for
immigration was 4.00. For the dependent variable, the results showed that 55% of the
respondents had a positive view immigrants compared to 45% that had a negative view of
immigrants.

Table 3. The rank order of importance of public policy issues

Variable Label Scale Mean Szi Minimum  Maximum

Q2A  The Economy S=Important; 1=Not Very  ¢s g 1 5
Important

Q2B Education S=Important; 1=Not Very 50 75 1 5
Important

Social Security and S=Important; 1=Not Very

Q2b Retirement Important 436 0.80 ! 3

Q1 Terrorism S7Important; 1=Not Very 45 ¢ 1 5
Important

Q2F Health Care S7Important; I=Not Very 4 g5 1 5
Important

Q2K Government Spending S=Important; 1=Not Very 4.43 0.96 1 5
Important

Q2E Moral Values S=Important; 1=Not Very 5 ¢ 1 5
Important

Q2 Crime S=Important; I=Not Very 4 oy o5 1 5
Important

Q2C Taxes S=Important; I=Not Very 4\ g 1 5
Important

Q2H Immigration S=Important; 1=Not Very 4.00 1.16 1 5
Important

Q2G Military Presence in Afghan S=Important; 1=Not Very 3.77 1.24 1 5

Important

Source: 2010 MIRA Public Opinion Survey, Table Created by Authors

The logistic regression analysis was centered on four models: (1) base model; (2) familial and
union ties model; (3) policy themes model; and (4) the full model. Table 4 presented the
results for the four models. In model 1, three variables were significant: Democrat (b=.751,
p=-001), Republican (b=-.526, p=.013), and Saint Louis (b=.512, p=.009). In model 2, both
familial tie variables were significant: immigrant tie (b=.716, p=.000) and union tie (b=-.454,
p=-022). In model 3, all three themes were significant: American values (b=1.296, p=<.001),
social justice (b=.619, p=<.001), and Arizona principles (b=.993, p=<.001). In model 4, there
were five significant variables: immigrant tie (b=.821, p=.002), union tie (b=-.580, p=.028),
American values (b=1.251, p= <.001), social justice (b=.686, p=<.001), and Arizona
Principles (b=.958, p=<.001). Model 4 provided the best overall goodness fit statistics. Model
4 improved the prediction of our dependent by 34.5 percentage points compared to 31.7, 14.4,
and 13.2 percentage points, for models 3, 1, 2, respectively (See Table 4).
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5. Discussion

This paper offers valuable insight into the public perceptions of immigrants in a non-gateway
immigrant state. The overall results from MIRAPOS were a surprise to the research team. We
had prepared ourselves to expect the worse, meaning that the majority of respondents would
hold a negative view toward immigrants. However, the results showed that the majority of
Missourians held a positive view toward immigrants. The regression results provided mixed
results about the remaining research questions that framed this paper.

First, we were surprised to find that the effects of political affiliation were no longer
significant once the familial ties and policy theme variables were introduced into the analysis.
Rightly or wrongly, there is a public perception that Democrats are more likely to have a
positive image of immigrants compared to Republicans in the state of Missouri. Another
surprise in the analysis is that the regional effects were not significant in the final model.

Second, we found evidence to suggest that familial ties do matter in regards to the perception
of immigrants. Respondents who were an immigrant or had family members who were
immigrants were 2.2 times more likely to have a positive image of immigrants. As
immigrants continue to migrate in the U.S. and marry U.S. citizens there is a tremendous
upside or potential to influence the positive images of an immigrant. The results regarding the
union familial tie were interesting. Within the unions, there is generally a dueling perception
of the images of immigrants. The general consensus before starting this project was that
union members would have a favorable image of immigration. However, the results showed
that there was a negative relationship between union familial tie and a positive perception of
immigration. Union members or families that had a family member in a union may view
immigrants as a threat or unfair competition, in terms of low-wages.

Third, the American value results were the most surprising finding. Those respondents who
had positive images of immigrants becoming an American were 3.5 more likely to have a
positive image of the impact that immigrants had on the state. This finding underscores the
fact that the perception of immigrants and the desire to achieve the American dream will be
crucial to any state-wide immigrant rights campaign.

Fourth, the finding regarding the social justice variable was interesting on two levels. The
research showed that Missourians have a strong sense of justice when the issues are framed
around the idea of accessibility for children of immigrants. For example, only 8% of
respondents strongly agreed with the statement “Denying social services to children of
immigrants is all right.” Missourians with a strong sense of social justice were 2.0 more times
likely to have a positive image of the impact of immigrants in Missouri. The variables that
contributed to this social justice factor were consistent with the larger narrative in the U.S.
regarding support of “dreamers” regardless of political affiliation, race, or education.

Lastly, the finding regarding whether Missourians think that the state should adopt draconian
anti-immigration tactics similar to Arizona was interesting. Missourians that did not support
the Arizona principle factor were 2.6 times more likely to view immigrants as a positive asset
to the state.
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6. Limitations of Study

This study had three major limitations. The first limitation was related to the cross-sectional
nature of the data. A longitudinal data set would have provided for a more sophisticated
analysis of attitudes towards immigrants. As mentioned in the paper, this cross-sectional
study was done in October 2010 weeks before the 2010 national elections and months after
the passage of Arizona’s anti-immigration bill (SB 1070). We were not able to estimate the
impact of these national events on the state discourse of immigration. It is possible that our
study underestimates the percent of Missourians that had a positive image of immigration
given that the survey was completed when the negative discourse of immigrants was at its
zenith.

The second limitation was related to the length of the questionnaire. Because of budget and
time constraints, several questions were eliminated from the final questionnaire. When we
conducted the analysis in November, we realized that it would have been beneficial to have
included some additional questions about the perception of immigrants. For example, a gap
analysis that measured the perceived numbers of immigrants relative to the actual number of
immigrants living in the state would have been helpful to the analysis.

The third limitation was sample size. Although we achieved our goal to create a sample with
a margin of error of +-3.5%, from an academic perspective we would have preferred a
larger sample size. Although we had random sample that was representative of the state, a
larger sample would have allowed us to parse the analysis in different analytical sub-sections.
This was not possible give the small sample sizes for some group comparisons.

7. Conclusion

In this paper, we provide a context to study the attitudes toward immigration using a
participatory action framework. The success of this study relied on this framework to ensure
that all parties who had an interest in this study were given ample opportunity to contribute to
the success of the data collection, analysis, and presentation of findings.

Many people believe that Missouri is a red-state, thus anti-immigrant. It is true that many
anti-immigration bills have been sponsored in the state legislature. However, this project
demonstrates that such bills are not a true or authentic measure of how Missourians feel about
immigration. In this paper, we provide evidence that Missourians had a positive view of
immigrants. We found that familial ties to the immigration experience contribute to a positive
outlook for immigrants and familial ties to organized labor contribute to a negative outlook
for immigrants. We also found that residents that had the perception that immigrants wanted
to become American had a favorable perception of immigrants. The paper also provides
support for the conclusion that residents who had a strong social justice consciousness
regarding children of immigrants had a favorable perception of immigrants. Finally, the
evidence presented in this paper showed that Missouri residents who reported a dislike for the
Arizona’s anti-immigration bill had a favorable image of immigrants. Although immigrants
only represent about 4% of Missouri’s population, the unspoken truth is that the majority of
Missourians reported that immigrants had a positive impact on the state.
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