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Abstract

Opposition to internal migration is widespread but far less studied than attitudes toward
international migration. Why are some individuals opposed to the relocation of fellow
citizens within their own country? Using an original survey of 4,052 respondents in
Canada, we develop an index of internal-migration nativism (a = 0.78) and analyze its
correlates. We find that opposition to internal migration exists in Canada, albeit at lower
levels than opposition toward international migrants. Opposition is strongest among in-
dividuals with pronounced regional identities and attachments to subnational units, and,
unexpectedly, among those who report lower levels of economic anxiety. We then explore
factors associated with individual and subnational variations in nativist attitudes. By in-
troducing a within-country measure of nativist attitudes in a decentralized federal context,
this study opens new avenues for research on opposition to human mobility across re-
gions and territorial scales.
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Introduction

There is a longstanding and global history of fierce opposition to domestic population
movements across political systems and geographical boundaries. Internal migration -
i.e., the various forms of population movements occurring within a country’s national
borders, be they ‘forced’ (e.g. internally displaced persons) or ‘voluntary’ (e.g. economic
migrants)— has contributed to fueling hostility, riots, and violence in many countries of
the Global South, such as India (Bhavnani and Lacina 2015; Tumbe 2023), Indonesia
(Coteé 2022), Malaysia (Sadiq 2009), and Nigeria (Awosola 2021). Yet, reactionary oppo-
sition to internal migration is not unique to the Global South, as illustrated by develop-
ments in Switzerland (Ruedin, 2020), Scotland (McKinley and McVittie 2007) and the
United States (Lacina 2026; Maas 2021).

In Canada — the ‘poster child’ of multicultural diversity —, internal migrants from the
province of Newfoundland and Labrador found themselves at the center of social media
vitriol when they were “accused” of contributing to the re-election of a minority Liberal
government in the 2019 federal elections, and were, as such, “no longer welcome” in
Alberta after “stealing jobs for years” (Tobin, 2019). However, this kind of backlash against
internal migrants is not new. Québécois have long criticized the migration of English-
speaking elites to the province (Juteau, 2004), whereas Newfoundlanders have developed
the label “Come From Away” (CFA) to describe residents of Newfoundland who, although
they are Canadian citizens, are non-natives to the province or territory.

Opposition to internal migration has intensified globally since the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, as population booms in rural areas have sparked local resentment,
putting a strain on everything from schools to housing and roads (Ahasan and Korte,
2023). In some cases, locals perceived return migrants as a direct threat to the security
of their communities and as potential carriers of the virus (Rajan and Bhagat, 2021). As a
result, a growing number of subnational governments around the world, including those
in China and India (Bui and C6té, 2022) and in Canada (Hughes and Frame, 2021), sought
to exert more control over their internal borders during the pandemic.

Why are some individuals opposed to the relocation of fellow citizens to their home re-
gions? Despite the salience of this phenomenon, there is a dearth of scholarship on atti-
tudes and policy responses to internal migration, as this issue has been overshadowed by
the extensive literature on international migration (Adida, Lo and Platas, 2019; Hain-
mueller and Hopkins, 2014; Harrell et al., 2012; Kinder and Kam, 2009; Kustov, 2022;
Ruedin, 2019; Solodoch, 2021; Weber et al., 2024). This means that we have insight into



why and how immigration may fuel tension or opposition in the host communities, but
less about the factors shaping attitudes towards internal migration. This underexplored
conceptual distinction is important. While internal and international migration share key
constitutive features — for instance, compositional population changes at the local level
— and may even intersect (e.g. Lyons and Ford, 2007), there are reasons to believe that
attitudes towards newcomers may vary substantially depending on whether people are
relocating domestically or internationally. The fact that internal migrants share a common
citizenship — and in many cases, the same language and ethnicity — with local residents
significantly reduces the political and cultural distance between the two groups, making
it harder to activate boundary-making processes and to construct them as ‘others’ who
need to be excluded. Besides, while opposition to international migration can easily
translate into restrictive border policies, “activists objecting to internal mobility typically
have no realistic prospects of sovereignty, physical bordering of space, or even control
over de facto residency” (Lacina, 2026; 171), highlighting a core asymmetry between in-
ternal and international migration politics. If different processes and policy responses are
involved, then a specific theory of nativism in situations of shared citizenship — and of-
tentimes common ethnicity — is needed.

Relying on an original survey of 4,052 respondents conducted in the spring of 2024, we
develop a new Nativism-Internal Migration Index (NIMI) and examine the factors affect-
ing attitudes and policy responses to internal migration in Canada. While this research
builds on the vast literature on attitudes towards international migration, it also draws on
the scholarship on “nativism” — i.e.,, “intense opposition to an internal minority on the
ground of its foreign connections” (Higham, 1981: 4). This framework provides a useful
lens to investigate these questions since what is deemed “foreign” can be only one in-
ternal border away. Nativism simultaneously highlights the reification of a group as the
“natives™ deserving of rights and the exclusion of another group (that may or may not be
ethnically distinct) due to the cultural, economic or demographic threats it is perceived to
pose. This juxtaposition is particularly acute in federal states, where the decentralization
of economic and political power allows subnational units to advocate or implement poli-
cies that might restrict or influence internal migration (Sadig, 2009; Maas, 2020; Coté
and Raatikainen, 2020), and in the case of ethno-federal states, where the recognition of
ethnic, religious and linguistic diversity may fuel opposition to internal migration (Gagnon
and Tremblay, 2020).

" ‘Native’ is a general term implying that a person/thing originates from a particular place. While it may be
used to refer to Indigenous/Aboriginal people (as opposed to settlers), in this paper, it refers to people who
self-identify as having ‘roots’ in a given locale, as is the norm in the scholarship on nativism.
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Canada, a decentralized federal state with two ‘founding [ethnic] nations’ and one of the
highest rates of internal migration globally (Bell et al,, 2015) is thus a ‘most likely’ case,
allowing us to explore multiple theories of opposition to internal migration and logics of
boundary-based membership. As Flyvbjerg (2006, 229) notes, extreme ‘most likely’ cases
are particularly valuable “because they activate more actors and more basic mechanisms
in the situation studied”, making them highly suitable for a study that aims to uncover the
drivers behind opposition to internal migration. We expect insights from our Canadian
case study to travel to other federal systems with regionally concentrated ethnocultural
populations. Similar dynamics may also emerge in non-federal contexts marked by de-
centralization or secessionist pressures, such as the United Kingdom and Indonesia. As
such, this study provides a necessary first step toward a broader research agenda on
subnational expressions of ethnocultural boundary enforcement within federal and/or
decentralized states.

Although a comprehensive theory of attitudes towards internal migration is beyond the
scope of this article, examining how individuals think about internal population flows can
help shed light on opposition to international migration and human mobility in general.
This study compares attitudes towards internal and international migration, as well as
their individual and contextual predictors. We find that substantial opposition to internal
migration exists in Canada, though at lower levels than opposition to international mi-
grants. At the individual level, opposition is more prevalent among individuals with
stronger subnational identities, those who feel a stronger attachment to the subnational
level rather than to Canada as a country, and — surprisingly — those who are less eco-
nomically anxious. Consistent with the cultural and sociotropic explanations prevalent in
the literature on immigration attitudes, this evidence highlights the portability of bound-
ary-based membership across territorial scales: the mechanisms structuring attitudes
towards immigrants also seem to operate with respect to internal migrants within federal
systems in context of shared citizenship — and even shared ethnicity.

Attitudes towards Internal Migration

The vast scholarship on attitudes toward immigration broadly converges on four theoret-
ical explanations (see Weber et al. 2024). First, egocentric economic concerns posit that
individuals evaluate immigration based on expected personal material impacts. If mi-
grants compete with locals on the job market or negatively affect wages, opposition to
migration is expected to ensue. In contrast, sociotropic economic concerns emphasize
perceptions of immigration’s impact on the national economy, public finances, and



welfare state. Such concerns often manifest in preferences for high-skilled migrants with
higher levels of education, employability and language skills (e.g., Adida, Lo and Platas,
2019; Solodoch 2021). Third, cultural concerns highlight the perceived threats migrants
may pose to host communities’ national identity or social cohesion. Host communities
may show preferences for co-ethnic migrants or oppose those from a different religious
background (e.g., Kinder and Kam, 2009; Turgeon and Bilodeau, 2014). Finally, humani-
tarian concerns capture the perceived deservingness of certain vulnerable migrant
groups, for instance, prioritizing climate refugees over economic migrants (e.g., Henning
et al,, 2022).

Across studies, countries and datasets, a consistent pattern emerges: attitudes towards
immigration are more strongly shaped by beliefs about sociotropic and cultural impacts
rather than egocentric economic concerns (Ceobanu and Escandell, 2010; Davis et al,
2019; Hainmueller and Hopkins, 2014; Harrell et al., 2012; Miller 2020). Emerging work on
emigration (e.g. Kustov 2022) indicates that the same sociotropic logic also extends
across migration direction — that is, individuals oppose both immigration and emigration
when they are perceived to threaten the national collective. Of particular relevance to this
study is the literature distinguishing how ethnocultural versus civic conceptions of be-
longing affect attitudes towards immigration. For Wright, Citrin and Wand (2012), an
‘ethnocultural’ conception of identity draws sharp, exclusionary lines around who legiti-
mately belongs within a territory, and is associated with nativism and ethnic prejudice. By
contrast, a ‘civic’ conceptualization allows for conditional inclusion based on conformity
to shared rules, making boundaries more flexible but still normatively enforced. Exploring
this “fundamental divide”, Young and Goidel (2025: 146) found that the more exclusive
one’s definition of national identity, the more likely one is to embrace nativist politics.
Once such ‘latent nativist beliefs’ align with ‘catalytic conditions’ (e.g. large-scale immi-
gration) and ‘political entrepreneurship’, nativism is more likely to (re)emerge. Such so-
ciopsychological approaches emphasize the role of group-related identity and prejudice
in shaping attitudes towards (im)migration.

If the literature on attitudes towards international migration is rich, studies exploring
attitudes toward internal migration are comparatively sparse. This is surprising consider-
ing that rates of domestic mobility are significantly higher than international mobility:
approximately 10% of the world’s population lives in a different region of their birth
country, compared to 4% living in a different country (Lacina, 2026: 101). In Canada, just
under 15% of the population lives outside their province of birth (Statistics Canada, 2018)
and in 2022/2023, 348,370 Canadians moved between provinces, with Alberta leading in
net gains (+56,245) — the highest annual net gain ever recorded for any Canadian



subnational unit.? Although interprovincial migration has recently trended downward,? it is
likely to remain an important demographic driver as the Canadian government seeks to
remove structural barriers to internal mobility to respond to economic pressures, includ-
ing U.S. tariffs, and to foster a nation-wide labor market.* Across the democratic world,
freedom of movement within a country’s borders has been a cornerstone of democracy
and is often enshrined in constitutions, as highlighted by debates over mobility during the
Covid-19 pandemic (Piccoli et al. 2021). This raises a central question: Why are some
individuals opposed to the internal relocation of their fellow citizens?

The literature on nativism provides an important additional — and often overlooked —
lens through which to answer this question. While the term is frequently used to refer to
White nationalist populism and xenophobia associated with figures such as Donald Trump
(Mudde 2017; Young, 2017; Young and Goidel, 2025), it does not apply exclusively to anti-
immigration positions or the American context. In ‘Strangers in the Land’, one of the most
influential academic work on nativism, John Higham (1981:4) defines nativism as “intense
opposition to an internal minority on the ground of its foreign connections”. The concept
has since been applied beyond the United States, including in contexts as diverse as
Canada (Gordon et al., 2019), the Netherlands (Kesic and Duyvendak, 2019), Scandinavia
(Hellstrom and Hervik, 2014), New Zealand (Wilson et al., 2022), India (Bhavnani and
Lacina 2018), Russia (Fediunin, 2023), and Uganda (Green, 2007). In each case, what is
considered different, unfamiliar or ‘foreign’ is highly dependent on time and place. As
Guia notes, “the concept of nativism is highly malleable, elastic and, semantically fluid. It
is like a scaffolding in which nativist agents introduce the context-specific content for
each unit, be it a city, a region or a country.” In large ethnically-diverse states, what is
deemed ‘foreign’ may be only one (internal) border away, underscoring the importance of
integrating both internal and international migrants into the study of nativism.

There exists significant conceptual overlap between nativism and other related terms (see
e.g. Coté et al,, 2025). But contrary to localism or ‘localness’ (i.e. belief that locals have
more rights than non-locals to certain benefits of a particular place, Lacina 2026:9) and
‘NIMBYism’ (i.e. opposition to newcomers driven by economic concerns over scarce local
resources, Levitz 2024), nativism involves two interconnected processes. It entails the
collective attempts by self-identified natives to secure exclusive rights to resources based
on their ‘roots’, as well as efforts to justify subordinate policies toward those who lack

2 https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/91-215-x/91-215-x2023002-eng.htm
? https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-630-x/11-630-x2017002-eng.htm
4 https://www.pm.gc.ca/en/news/statements/2025/03/05/first-ministers-statement-eliminating-internal-

trade-barriers



such roots — processes referred to by Fry (2007: 5) as naturalization and denaturaliza-
tion. These processes typically result in a wide array of ‘pro-local’ policies aimed at rein-
forcing local political and economic preeminence (see Lacina, 2026:158; Xhardez et al,,
2025) though sometimes, they may lead to formal restrictions on internal migration, ei-
ther to preserve characteristics deemed essential to a given unit, or on the grounds that
newcomers represent a “danger to the system” due to their primal sympathies lying out-
side of the political unit (Guia, 2016:11).

The few surveys that have investigated opposition to internal migration have largely been
conducted in postcolonial or non-Western contexts (e.g. Gaikwad and Nellis, 2017; Bhav-
nani and Lacina, 2018; C6té and Raatikainen, 2020; Singer and Quek, 2022) and point to
two main explanations: economic conditions and regional identity. The economic expla-
nation suggests that opposition to internal migration arises when local governments fail
to mitigate the effects of sudden population growth on receiving communities by redis-
tributing resources (Bhavnani and Lacina, 2018). Communities facing dwindling resources
(Homer-Dixon, 1994) and a more competitive labor market (Goldstein and Peters, 2014;
Higham, 1981) are thus more likely to oppose migration and support mobility restrictions
(Perea, 1997). More recently, a post pandemic ‘economics of nativism’ has emerged,
linking housing shortages to increased demand from newcomers, which drives up prices
and property taxes (The Economist, 2025).

HYP 1: Respondents experiencing economic anxiety are more likely to exhibit na-
tivist attitudes.

The second explanation centers on regional identity. In large countries, internal migrants
may belong to different ethnic groups, speak different languages or practice different
religions. The potential for ‘clash[es] of national identity’ (Goldstone, 2002; Teitelbaum
and Winters, 1998), in which host societies perceive their cultural traditions as threatened,
underpins many efforts to preserve local culture and restrict mobility. Recent surveys by
Lacina show that U.S. adults with the strongest national pride are also the most support-
ive of place-based discrimination targeting both international migrants and internal mi-
grants (Lacina, 2026: 70). Attitudes toward internal migration may also reflect a sense of
group position (Blumer, 1958). For example, Gaikwad and Nellis (2017: 469) find that
members of the Muslim minority in Mumbai, India, view internal migrants more favorably
than members of the Hindu majority, regardless of skills level, in an effort to achieve
“safety in numbers”. Another dimension of regional identity — particularly salient in large
federal states such as Canada, the United States, and Germany — is partisanship, defined
as a strong psychological attachment to a political party or ideology. In such contexts,
partisanship can reshape regional identity by shifting focus away from local culture and
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history toward values and traits associated with political affiliation (Pears and Sydnor,
2022). For example, the relocation of a ‘progressive’ Californian to deeply conservative
Texas may be perceived as a threat to regional identity.

HYP 2a: Respondents exhibiting a strong regional identity are more likely to exhibit
nativist attitudes.

Relatedly, in multilevel political systems such as federal states, individuals may exhibit
varying degrees of attachment to the national, provincial and local territorial units. Such
variations have been shown to shape attitudes toward ethnocultural diversity (see
Bilodeau et al., 2020). Extending this argument, when diversity originates from other
subnational regions, individuals with strong subnational attachments may be more likely
to oppose internal migration. Conversely, those with stronger national attachments may
be less likely to perceive internal migrants as ‘others.’

HYP 2b: Respondents exhibiting stronger subnational attachments are more likely
to exhibit nativist attitudes.

Data and Methods

Our analyses rely on original data collected from an online survey of 4,052 respondents
conducted between April 15t and April 25", 2024.° For the purpose of this survey, the study

® Participants were recruited via “Asking Canadians” (AC) — and its French counterpart “Qu’en pensez-vous”
—, a Delvinia survey research company. AC’s online samples are drawn from a panel comprised of individ-
uals across Canada who have agreed to receive invitations to participate in survey research. Recruitment to
AC’s online panel proceeds through diverse means. Participants are recruited via co-registration on part-
ners’ web and social networking sites; targeted emails legitimately sent by online partners to their mem-
bers or subscribers; and through their “Refer-a-friend” program. No specific response rate can be calcu-
lated for an online survey because, unlike telephone surveys, it is not possible to evaluate whether people
refused to participate or did not read or receive the invitation. While our study does not utilize any incen-
tives to encourage participation, Asking Canadians (AC), from which we received our sample, maintains its
online panel through the use of various incentives. Some members may have been motivated to participate
in the AC panel by the opportunity to collect points (e.g., 25 to 50 Aeroplan points) which may, in turn, be
redeemed for prizes. Such methods of “panel maintenance”, as they are called, are standard in online survey
research. Importantly, AC panel-members who decline to participate in our study should be no less likely
to access AC incentives than those who choose to participate. AC’s panel and panel statistics are continu-
ously monitored by their panel management team and compared with Statistics Canada census data to
ensure it reflects the Canadian population as a whole in respect to a number of demographic and socio-
economic characteristics including gender, age, education, income, rural/urban residence and migration
status. This representativeness holds in our sample. The survey took approximately 15 minutes to complete.
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population included only permanent residents or citizens of Canada who were at least
eighteen years of age at the time of the survey. The survey is nationally representative
and includes five oversampled subnational units: British Columbia (N=628), Alberta
(N=619), Ontario (N=724), Quebec (N=1,673), and Newfoundland and Labrador (N=208).
Coverage of other provinces and territories is more limited.® The theoretical arguments
reviewed above guided the choice of oversampled cases,’” although the analysis focuses
on individual-level variance.

Outcome: Nativism (index)

We developed a new Nativism-Internal Migration Index (NIMI) by modifying the Nativism
Index originally developed by Ipsos (2016) to capture the perceptions that internal mi-
grants (rather than international migrants) take jobs and social services from native pop-
ulations and weaken the province or territory (rather than the country). The original Na-
tivism Index drew on anti-immigrant attitude items from the General Social Survey (Smith
et al. 2018) and the World Value Survey (Inglehart et al., 2014). Since its development,
studies have found the original Nativist Index to be a robust measure with strong internal
consistency and high convergent and divergent validity in both U.S. and global samples
(Young et. al., 2019; Young and Goidel 2025; Zhao, 2019).

Similar to the original Nativism Index, the NIMI is composed of five slightly reworded
items: (1) “Interprovincial migrants take away jobs from people who are from your prov-
ince/territory”; (2) “Interprovincial migrants take important social services from people
who are from your province/territory”; (3) “When jobs are scarce, employers should

All things considered, the early 2020s being a time of global insecurity with a global pandemic and multi-
ple large-scale armed conflicts, such circumstances may have temporarily polarized attitudes on im/mi-
gration restriction and responses on predictor variables such as economic anxiety and the need for nativist
protection.

& Manitoba N=52, New Brunswick N=40, Northwest Territories N=6, Nova Scotia N=52, Prince Edward
Island N=8, Saskatchewan N=30, Yukon N=3, Nunavut is not covered. N=9 respondents did not declare
their province/territory and are removed from all analyses.

” We made sure to include Ontario and Quebec, the largest Canadian provinces (economically, politically
and demographically speaking). We also made sure to have a large sample in Alberta and British-Colombia,
two provinces with the largest influx of internal migrants in recent years. We also included smaller prov-
inces like Newfoundland and Labrador, to examine opposition to internal migration in smaller and declin-
ing demographic and economic markets. Finally, the disproportionately large sample from Quebec was
done so in order to explore whether minority nations/ethnically-distinct provinces like Quebec are most
likely to oppose migration of non-co-ethnics (see e.g., Turgeon and Bilodeau, 2014), and to allow for a
comparison between French and English-speaking residents. A total of 200 responses were also collected
from the various remaining provinces and territories.



prioritize hiring people from people who are from your province/territory over people
originating from elsewhere in Canada”; (4) “Your province/territory would be better off
economically if all interprovincial migrants who wanted to come could come to your
province/territory”; (5) “Your province/territory would be stronger if it stopped inter-
provincial migration. As shown in Figure 1, compared to the Ipsos survey (2019) on atti-
tudes toward immigration in Canada (shown in red), levels of nativism toward internal
migrants in Canada are substantial but consistently lower across all questions (shown in
blue). For this analysis, each item is coded on a 1-9 scale (1=strongly disagree; 9=strongly
agree). Items are summed to create a total score where higher values indicate greater
nativism (mean= 4.4, median= 4.4, 25% quantile= 3.2, 75% quantile= 5.4, full range (1 to
9) observed.®

Figure 1: Percentage of Canadian respondents who agreed with questions on internal
migrants (NIMI, 2024) and international migrants (Ipsos Nativism Index, 2019)
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Although subnational units lack direct control over internal migration, prior research
shows that sub-national governments have routinely sought — and in some occasions,
implemented — formal and informal restrictions on internal mobility, including pro-local
discrimination (e.g. job quotas, language requirements, or residency rules) or community
property rights, and in rare cases, formal border controls (e.g. Coté, 2025; Lacina, 2026;
Maas, 2020; Sadiq, 2009; Xhardez et al., 2025). While subnational units have fewer pol-
icy levers than national governments, this does not imply a lack of interest in regulating
internal mobility. The survey items therefore capture attitudes towards a broader set of

8 Appendix A2 includes the distribution of responses for each of the questions in NIMI as well as the
standard deviations as a measure of spread.
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exclusionary attitudes and policy preferences related to internal migration, allowing us to
better explore the mechanisms underlying opposition to newcomers without the con-
founding factors of shared citizenship status or large ethno-cultural differences.

Predictors: Economic Anxiety, Regional Identity, Subnational Attachment

As predictors, we constructed an index of regional identity, an index of economic anxiety,
and a measure of subnational attachment relative to national attachment. Building on
commonly used national identity index (e.g. Young and Goidel, 2025), the regional iden-
tity index combines six items adjusted for the regional level’ (Cronbach alpha= 0.85), with
higher values indicating stronger regional identity. Economic anxiety is measured using a
three-item index™ (Cronbach alpha= 0.80), where greater values indicate greater anxiety.
Subnational attachment is operationalized as a binary indicator equal to 1 when the av-
erage attachment to one’s town or province/territory exceeds attachment to Canada.”

Control Variables

We include variables capturing individual and contextual characteristics associated with
nativist attitudes. Prior research identifies age, education, income, political identification,
migration status, community size, and gender as key predictors (Drazanova 2020; Young
and Goidel 2025). Overall, lower-educated, older men who identify with conservative
political parties and who live in rural areas are most likely to express anti-immigration or
nativist attitudes. In her meta-analysis, Drazanova (2020) also found that people born in
a given country tend to be more anti-immigration than people who have themselves re-
located. Finally, evidence on income is mixed, with some studies linking economic

(1) “Having been born in your province/territory.”, (2) “Having lived in the province/territory for most of
one's life.”, (3) “Grandparents having been born in the province/territory.”, (4) “Being able to speak the
language spoken by the majority of the population in the province/territory (e.g., French in Quebec, English
in other Canadian provinces).”, (5) “Following the province/territory’s customs and traditions.”, (6) “Consid-
ering oneself to be a true member of the province or territory.” All scales are measured on a scale from 1
to 9.

'® (1) “Thinking about the economy, over the past year, has Canada’s economy gotten worse, better, or stayed
the same?”; (2) “Thinking about the economy, over the past year, has your province/territory’s economy
gotten worse, better, or stayed about the same?”, (3) “Over the past year, has your financial situation gotten
worse, stayed about the same, or improved?”. All scales are measured on a scale from 1to 9. In Appendix
A8, we show that each component separately leads to the same substantive conclusion, with the personal
situation somewhat more associated with the outcome than the other two.

" Question wording: “How strongly do you feel attached to the following:” (1) Canada, (2) Your province/
territory, (3) Your Village/Town/City. Attachment is measured on a scale from 1to 9.

1



vulnerability to exhibiting anti-migration views, whereas others found a small, though
statistically significant correlation between income and nativist sentiments.

Contextual factors such as the proportion of migrant population and GDP per capita may
also shape attitudes. Regions with large migrant communities (Wilkes et al., 2008) and
those with higher unemployment and slower economic growth (Goldstein and Peters,
2014) are expected to exhibit more negative views of migration.

To minimize omitted variable bias and ensure that cases are comparable in the regres-
sion models, we include the following controls: age group (18-24 [reference], 25-34, 35-
44, 45-54, 55-64, 65+), female gender identity (reference: other gender identities),
highest level of education (ordered categories, with reference “Completed technical,
community college, CEGEP/college classique”), household income grouped (<20k, 20-
49k, 50-99k [reference], 100-199k, 200-299k, 300k+), community size (self-declared,
<1k, 1-29k, 30-99k [reference], 100-999k, 1m+), birthplace (binary indicator for being born
in another province/territory); party identification (categorical, New Democratic Party,
Liberal [reference], Conservative, People’s Party, Green Party, Bloc Québécois, other). We
also include provinces/territories as random intercepts in the regression model to account
for (undefined) differences at the provincial level. Question wordings are provided in
Appendix A1l.

Analytical strategy

We estimate regression models with the the nativism index (NIMI) as the outcome vari-
able and the predictors and controls described above. Data are analyzed at the individ-
ual level. To ensure robust estimates — particularly given small sample sizes in some
regions —, we employ Bayesian regression with non-informative priors that regularize
without introducing subjective information (Goodrich et al. 2024). To address missing
values, we use multiple imputation (van Buuren & Groothuis-Oudshoorn 2011; Blirkner
2017). Results are substantially similar with and without imputations. Given ongoing de-
bates about imputing outcome variables (or in our case NIMI; von Hippel 2007), we re-
port separate models with and without multiple imputations. In Appendix A4, we
replicate the substantive results with two extended versions of NIMI. The main findings
remain unchanged across specifications.
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Results: More nativism with regional identity
and subnational attachment, and less with
economic anxiety

In Figure 2, we present the results from the individual-level regression model with NIMI
as the outcome. The figure displays the regression coefficients as dots and their associ-
ated uncertainty as credible intervals. The coefficients for regional identity and subna-
tional attachment lie to the right of the dashed zero line, while the coefficient for eco-
nomic anxiety lies to the left. This indicates that individuals with greater economic anxi-
ety tend to exhibit lower levels of nativism, after accounting for regional identity and
subnational attachment. Conversely, individuals with stronger regional identity and those
who feel more attached to their town or province/territory than Canada tend to exhibit
higher levels of nativism. Importantly, none of the uncertainty crosses the zero line,
suggesting that the estimates are sufficiently precise to support substantive
interpretation. A full regression table can be found in Appendix A3.

Figure 2: Individual-level model of nativism (index), Canada, 2024

Regression Estimates
-0.1 0.0 0.1 0.2 0.3 0.4
1 1 | |

Economic anxiety (index) —_—

Regional identity (index)

Subnational attachment

Notes: Outcome variable: nativism (NIMI). The points indicate the coefficients of the regression model, with
the lines indicating uncertainty in terms of standard errors (MAD; thick line 1 standard error, thin line 2
standard errors). The two indices are on the same scale (1 to 9), while subnational attachment is a binary
indicator. The model adjusts for individual-level factors (shown separately in Figure 3) and
province/territory (shown separately in Figure 4) using random intercepts. Non-informative priors were
used for regularization.

In Appendix A4 we replace the outcome with two extended versions of the nativism index
and find no substantial differences. In Appendix A5, we present results after using
multiple imputations to retain respondents with missing data. The results remain
substantively unchanged, suggesting that missingness does not bias the findings.
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Exploratory associations with nativism

In this section, we present the estimates for the control variables from the model in Fig-
ure 2. We do so in an exploratory spirit, to sketch a descriptive portrait of the ‘internal
nativists’. Figure 3 shows that several control variables are associated with variations in
nativism, even after accounting for economic anxiety, regional identity, and subnational
attachment.

Figure 3: Further associations for nativism (index), Canada, 2024

Regression Estimates
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Population 1Tm+ ——
Changed province et
Green Party :
New Democratic Party ———
Bloc Quebecois ——
Conservative : ——
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Other Il ==
1

Notes: Outcome variable: nativism (NIMI). The points indicate the coefficients of the regression model, with
the lines indicating uncertainty in terms of standard errors (MAD; thick line 1 standard error, thin line 2
standard errors). These coefficients were included as control variables in Figure 2, and presented here as
exploration. See appendix A7 for exploratory models without the predictors.

We observe an association for age, where contrary to expectations, older individuals tend
to exhibit lower levels of nativism. Given that these estimates adjust for key predictors, it
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is not surprising that uncertainty is relatively high, as indicated by the wide intervals. For
gender, the uncertainty is sufficiently large that a null effect remains plausible, and in the
absence of strong theoretical expectations, we refrain from further interpretation. With
respect to education, individuals with lower levels of education appear more likely to
exhibit nativist attitudes, although the uncertainty remains substantial. Compared to
technical education, the reference category, individuals with tertiary education are less
likely to express nativist attitudes. Individuals in lower-income households tend to exhibit
higher levels of nativism. Interestingly, respondents with household incomes above 300k
show higher levels of nativism than those with incomes between 200k and 300k, indi-
cating a potential non-linear relationship, consistent with prior research (Drazanova 2020;
Young and Goidel 2025). Political identification shows a clear association along a left-
right dimension. Individuals affiliated with the Bloc Québécois -a party political party
whose raison d’étre is to promote Quebec’s regional identity and attachments at the
expense of the Canadian federation—, still exhibit lower levels of nativism than those
affiliated with the Conservative Party of Canada or the People’s Party, all else equal.

While many of these associations mirror those from research on international migration,
two results diverge. First, individuals living in larger communities are more likely to exhibit
nativist attitudes towards internal migrants — once we have accounted for other variables.
Second, individuals who have themselves moved to a different province or territory also
tend to exhibit higher levels of nativism, after adjusting for other variables in the model.
This suggests that the experience of moving to a new province or territory does not re-
duce exclusionary attitudes toward other internal migrants — a conclusion also reached
by Lacina (2026) in her survey work comparing the attitudes of “locals, settlers, and
strangers” toward pro-local policies in the United States, which underscores once again
the multiple overlaps between internal and international migration.

Exploring differences between subnational
units and possible reasons

In this section, we explore differences in nativism between subnational units. Given the
limited number of provinces and territories and the cross-sectional nature of the data,
we proceed cautiously and interpret these results as suggestive rather than definitive.
Figure 4 shows substantial uncertainty, with many intervals crossing the zero line.
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Figure 4: Provincial intercepts for nativism (index), Canada, 2024

Regression Estimates
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Notes: Outcome variable: nativism (NIMI). The points indicate the random intercepts of the provinces/ter-
ritories in the regression model, with the lines indicating uncertainty in terms of standard errors (MAD; 1
standard error). The model adjusts for individual-level factors: economic anxiety, regional identity, subna-
tional attachment, gender, income, education, and others (shown separately in Figure 2 and Figure 3). Non-
informative priors were used for regularization. The lines in solid black represent oversampled provinces/
territories with larger samples.

Focusing on provinces with larger sample sizes and using one standard error as a crite-
rion for interpreting results, we find partial support for theoretical expectations. Theory
suggests higher nativism in provinces with larger shares of internal migrants, such as
Alberta, British-Columbia, Ontario and Quebec. Figure 4 shows relatively higher levels of
nativism in British Columbia and Alberta, while estimates for Ontario are imprecise and
include zero. Quebec, by contrast, exhibits comparatively lower levels of nativism.
Interpretation remains tentative, however, as the theory does not specify clear thresholds
for ‘high’ or ‘low’ nativism.

A second expectation links nativism to economic conditions, with higher levels predicted
in provinces experiencing greater economic strain. This would suggest higher nativism in
poorer provinces such as Newfoundland and Labrador. However, Figure 4 suggests no
clear difference in the levels of nativism in Newfoundland and Labrador, though these
estimates are again imprecise and include zero.
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Finally, we consider whether the presence of cultural differences between hosts and mi-
grants might shape exclusionary attitudes. To explore this effect, we zoomed in on Que-
bec, where the majority language is French but English is also widely spoken, especially
in migrant communities. Figure 4 does not support the claim that more opposition to
migration would occur where there is a linguistic distinction between the host community
and the internal migrants. In Appendix A6, we have split Quebec into two categories
according to the language spoken by the respondent. While both coefficients are nega-
tive — indicating relatively lower levels of nativism — the coefficient for English-speaking
Quebec (-0.42, SE 0.08) is slightly more negative than that for French-speaking Quebec
(-8.34, SE 0.08). Given the scale of the outcome variable, these differences are negligi-
ble. Overall, we find limited and inconclusive evidence for contextual effects related to
migration flows, economic conditions, or cultural (i.e. linguistic) differences. These find-
ings should be interpreted as preliminary and point to the need for further research on
contextual determinants of internal-migration nativism.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study provides the first systematic descriptive portrait of attitudes towards internal
migrants in Canada. By extending the concept of nativism beyond international migration
to include internal mobility, our study offers an opportunity to test whether boundary-
based conceptions of belonging operate across multiple territorial scales. Our survey
reveals substantial opposition to internal migration within the Canadian federation. While
these nativist attitudes are somewhat less pronounced than those towards international
migrants (see Figure 1), their very existence suggests that ‘not all Canadian citizens are
treated equally’ and warrants further explanation. Why are some individuals opposed to
the relocation of fellow citizens to their home regions?

Corroborating key insights from the literature on international migration, this study shows
that regional identity and sociotropic economic concerns outweigh egocentric economic
anxiety as predictors of opposition to internal migration. Respondents with stronger re-
gional identity are most likely to display nativist attitudes toward internal migrants, sup-
porting Hypothesis 2a. While this finding aligns with the literature on opposition to inter-
national migration, it is somewhat unexpected in the Canadian context, where internal
migrants — for example, individuals moving from Toronto to Halifax — are often assumed
to share similar linguistic and cultural backgrounds with the local population. Strong
identification with a territorial identity remains the most powerful predictor of boundary-
restrictive attitudes. Yet, much of the existing scholarship has focused on national-level
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boundary constructions, overlooking subnational expressions of ethnocultural boundary
enforcement of the sort revealed here. This distinction is important given that local and
sub-national contexts shape who is perceived as part of the cultural outgroup and which
latent boundary markers are activated in the process (Weber et al. 2024:26). For these
reasons, more work is needed to disentangle what exactly makes an internal migrant
culturally distinct from, or similar to, the host population in context of shared citizenship
or even shared ethnicity.

A promising research avenue is to disentangle the two components of our regional iden-
tity index: the cultural considerations (e.g., speaking the majority language or following
local customs) and place-based elements related to roots (e.g., having been born or hav-
ing lived most of one’s life in a province). In a context where cultural differences are
relatively limited (with the notable exception of Quebec), claims to regional rootedness
may play a particularly important role. This insight resonates with the “political value of
time” discussed by Elizabeth Cohen’s (2018), which suggests that time invested in a par-
ticular place— through residence, social ties, and participation — generates claims to
belonging and priority over resources. From this perspective, individuals who have accu-
mulated more “place-based time” may perceive newcomers, even fellow citizens, as
lacking equivalent temporal investments and therefore as less entitled to access local
opportunities.

A smaller but positive correlation also exists between subnational attachment — defined
as stronger attachment to one’s town or province/territory than to Canada as a country —
and nativist attitudes. While this supports Hypothesis 2b, it also reinforces the importance
of place-based approaches to understanding nativism.

Perhaps the most surprising finding is the negative relationship between economic anxi-
ety and nativist attitudes, which contradicts Hypothesis 1. Respondents with lower levels
of economic anxiety tend to exhibit higher levels of nativism. One possible explanation is
that internal migrants may sometimes be perceived as addressing labor shortages rather
than exacerbating competition. For instance, interprovincial migrants to Newfoundland
and Labrador have helped fill critical gaps in sectors such as healthcare and the oil and
gas industry (Fang et al. 2020). In this context, lower economic anxiety may reduce the
perceived need for incoming labor, potentially fostering more protectionist attitudes.
Another explanation relates to local housing markets. Individuals with lower economic
anxiety may reside in regions with already high housing costs and may perceive internal
migration as further driving up demand and prices. The finding that residents of larger
communities may be more likely to exhibit nativist attitudes is consistent with this
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interpretation. Together, these results point to the need for further research on the inter-
action of egocentric and sociotropic economic concerns and nativist attitudes.

The Canadian case is particularly appropriate to test whether boundary-based concep-
tions of belonging operate across multiple territorial scales, given the strength of pro-
vincial identities, the presence of linguistic territoriality and the distinctive historical de-
velopment of regional political culture. That being said, we expect our findings to apply to
other federal states, such as Russia or India, with large regional economic disparities and
regionally concentrated ethnic populations. Additional comparative work would help sit-
uate these findings in a broader perspective. The literature on nativism in the Global South
has long recognized that both internal and international migrants can become targets of
exclusionary policies (e.g., Weiner, 1978). It also suggests that forced internal migrants —
such as those displaced by climate change or conflict —may be received more favorably
than those who relocate voluntarily within a country (Arias and Blair, 2021; Barter and
Coté, 2015). Whether similar hierarchies of internal migrants exist in the Global North
remains an open question. Indeed, Weber et al’s (2024: 36) meta-analysis highlights
important differences in host-community attitudes across developed and developing
countries, with sociotropic concerns playing a less prominent role in the latter. A more
integrated— and less siloed — approach to the study of human mobility would significantly
benefit the field of migration politics.

All in all, this article makes notable contributions to the literature on nativism and oppo-
sition to population movements. Conceptually, it extends the study of nativism beyond its
usual focus on international migration by demonstrating how exclusionary logics can also
operate within national borders. Methodologically, it develops original survey measures
to capture the previously underexamined phenomenon of opposition to internal mobility.
Empirically, it generates novel data on attitudes towards internal migration in Canada, a
high-immigration federal state often described as an ‘outlier’ for its low (international)
nativism (Young and Goidel, 2025). Theoretically, it underscores the portability of
boundary-based logics across territorial scales, suggesting that the mechanisms
structuring attitudes toward immigrants may also shape attitudes toward internal
migrants within federal or decentralized systems.
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