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Abstract
This study addresses the heated academic and public debate on the compatibility and com-
parability of refugees’ and host societies’ democratic values. Comparative values research 
has long capitalized on global similarities and differences in support for Western demo-
cratic values. We argue that such cross-cultural comparisons of culturally diverse groups 
are challenged by (1) different conceptions of democracy determined by different experi-
ences with democratic systems and (2) bias introduced by linguistic differences and trans-
lation processes. In order to analyze whether the conception of democracy is comparable 
between different nationalities and languages, we test data from the German IAB-BAMF-
SOEP Survey of Refugees and the world values survey (WVS) for measurement invariance 
using multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA). Applying strict and conserva-
tive criteria for measurement invariance and fit indices, our results suggest that the applied 
democracy scales are problematic for comparing conceptions of democracy between refu-
gees and Germans and across languages. However if more lenient criteria regarding partial 
invariance and fit indices are considered acceptable, mean comparisons could be carried 
out between language groups and between groups of refugees.

Keywords Democracy · Measurement invariance · Migration · Refugee · Integration · 
Values

1 Introduction

With the unprecedented influx of refugees to Europe between 2015 and 2018, an intense 
public debate arose in Germany over how to accommodate and integrate the new arriv-
als. One crucial aspect of this debate was the fear that the newcomers do not share 
fundamental values of the host society (Banulescu-Bogdan and Benton 2017). Studies 
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began to address the question of how to convey German values to the newly arriving 
refugees and how to measure their agreement with these values (Banulescu-Bogdan and 
Benton 2017; Müller-Hilmer and Gagné 2018; SVR 2019). From a political and socio-
logical perspective, this question is important for various reasons. Value consensus—a 
group’s collective agreement with certain fundamental ethics and ideals (Parsons 1968; 
Wan et  al. 2007)—is said to enhance social cohesion by promoting cooperation and 
simultaneously preventing conflict (Partridge 1971). Following this line of argumenta-
tion, it should be possible to predict conflict or cooperation between immigrants and the 
receiving society by assessing whether the two groups share the same values.

In the public and political debate in Germany and Europe, liberal democratic val-
ues are often conflated with European or national values and have been studied exten-
sively. In this research, they are described as the foundation of stable liberal democra-
cies because they mirror the aspiration to support and be actively involved in political 
processes, the central arena of societal participation (Diamond and Linz 1989; Shin 
2007). The use of inferential statistics in analyzing and comparing democratic values 
has long been a focus of interest in comparative values studies producing a vast body of 
literature comparing democratic values between countries or cultural entities: the results 
served as proxies for the democratic condition of a state and the chances that a coun-
try will become (or remain) democratic (Diamond and Plattner 2015; Linz and Stepan 
1996). Outside academia, results from such general population surveys tend to be used 
to fuel those concerns pertaining to refugees and immigrants as threats to European 
or “Western” values. Such assumptions are rash for several reasons: First, comparisons 
from general population surveys, cannot be extrapolated to highly selective samples of 
migrants and refugees and are thus unfit to draw conclusions on wether or not refu-
gees challenge European democratic values. Second and more importantly, more recent 
research strongly warrants a more cautious approach to comparing complex concepts 
like values and attitudes, indicating that especially attitudes toward democracy in par-
ticular are at risk of not being comparable across political cultures (e.g., Ariely and 
Davidov 2011). If values, democratic or else, are not comparable between cultures, it 
would be almost impossible to analyze whether people share the same values and thus 
also whether immigrants threaten certain values of the host society. Numerous recent 
studies critisize comparative values research for often ignoring or failing to establish 
necessary levels of measurement equivalence (Davidov et al. 2014), a precondition for 
any study involving cross-cultural comparison of democratic values (Canache 2012).

Focussing on the influx of refugees into Germany as a case study this article expands the 
current academic debate on measurement equivalence, demonstrating that even in a study 
that is conducted in the same cultural and historical context (Germany) careful assessment 
of whether conceptions of democracy are comparable amongst refugee respondents from 
diverse backgrounds is mandatory. In a number of publications on this topic, such tests 
are lacking (e.g., Brücker et  al. 2016 use a German panel study on refugees and pool it 
with the WVS; Buber-Ennser et al. 2016 do the same in Austria), rendering the empirical 
and statistical comparisons of conceptions of democracy between respondents of differ-
ent origins and their conclusions about their democratic values flawed. We thus contribute 
to and advance the current research in two aspects: First, because migrants and refugees 
self-select nonrandomly to the receiving country, we assess whether cross-cultural and 
cross-national value consensus is actually challenged within the receiving country. Second, 
we pose and discuss this important question in light of the heated public debate on value 
compatibility in many refugee receiving countries since 2015. Many voices in Germany 
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explicitely claim that refugees do not share the fundamental values of western societies, 
however, reliable and valid empirical evidence on this matter is still missing to date.

We develop the theoretical argument that even in surveys that are conducted in a sin-
gle national context, two main factors may pose a challenge to comparability. The first of 
these is experience with democratic systems. Different countries of origin are here consid-
ered indicators for people’s past experience with democratic systems. Because there is no 
clear benchmark definition of democracy, different conceptions of democracy may exist 
in different populations. The definition of what constitutes a democracy is therefore likely 
to vary among asylum seekers from diverse and often quite undemocratic backgrounds (a 
similar argument is made by Ariely and Davidov 2011). Second, from the standpoint of 
survey methodology, the respondent’s language poses additional challenges to comparabil-
ity (Zavala-Rojas and Saris 2017). This is due both to the fact that words and semantics 
often do not translate directly from one language to another (Bratton and Mattes 2001), 
and to the bias introduced by translation itself (Behr et al. 2018; Comanaru and d’Ardenne 
2018; Goerman et al. 2018).

We explore both of the aforementioned challenges by analyzing data from the German 
IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees a unique sample of refugees in Germany and later 
pooling it with the German world value survey (WVS). We start with an overview of previ-
ous comparative research on democratic conceptions and values, illustrating that much of 
the interpretation to date has been biased by insufficient assessment of measurement invari-
ance. In a second step, we revisit the ongoing academic debate on measurement equiva-
lence and bring forward two theoretical arguments for why we consider measurement 
invariance imperative when studying a sample of nationally and culturally diverse refu-
gees. In the empirical section, by testing measurement invariance (for an example of the 
method see Saris et al. 2018), we indicate that democracy remains an ambivalent concept 
amongst individuals from different political cultures and with different mother tongues and 
that cross-cultural and cross-linguistic comparisons are likely to be problematic. Hence, in 
the sensitive context of refugee and migration research a comparison of democratic values 
between different political cultures using quantitative methods has to be supported by care-
ful considerations of measurement invariance.

2  Lessons Learned from Comparative Values Research

Cultural values are among the most prominent areas of sociological research, not least for 
measuring possible cultural diversification in the wake of transnational migration. Values 
are known to assume the role of mediators between individual conceptions of the desirable 
and undesirable, on the one hand (Marini 2000; see also Kluckhohn 1951), and societal 
demands, on the other hand (Grube et al. 1994). They thus govern societal cooperation by 
defining ideal modes of interaction and coexistence as well as determining the conditions 
for conflict settlement. Agreement to values that foster cooperation and prevent conflict in 
particular is described as the foundation of liberal civil democracies (Inglehart and Welzel 
2005). Democratic values here are of specific prominence as expressions of an individual’s 
satisfaction with society and at the same time, as determinants of the stability of demo-
cratic institutions and systems (Inglehart 2000). Empirical research on cross-cultural agree-
ment to democratic and societal values has produced diverse and in part conflicting results 
to date (for an overview see also Gabriel 2020).
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In times of high transnational migration, studies on global differences in values, par-
ticularly those providing comparisons between “Western” and “Non-Western” societies, 
are prominent: Many studies map the globally changing support for the democratic val-
ues items in the world value survey (WVS) from a historical perspective (e.g. Welzel 
2013). The main argument is that democratic enhancements can be causally explained 
by socio-economic development and increasing prosperity (Inglehart and Baker 2000; 
Inglehart and Welzel 2005, 2009). While this narrative seemingly works on an over-
all scale, it accounts primarily for developments in Western countries. Looking closer, 
its explanatory power seems limited in explaining the strongly diverging effect sizes of 
economic development on democratic or equality values between “Western” and “Non-
Western” societies.

A competing body of studies, though similar in authorship, thus capitalizes on the 
cross-cultural differences in democratization, secularism, and gender equality (Ingle-
hart and Welzel 2009; Norris and Inglehart 2012). These studies argue that there is in 
fact no globally increasing support for democracy and instead accentuate differences in 
democratic support between what they categorize as liberal, secular Western countries, 
and clerical, patriarchal non-Western societies, i.e. between refugee sending and receiv-
ing societies (Alexander and Welzel 2011; Tausch and Heshmati 2003; Welzel 2013). 
Inglehart and Norris (2003), for example, concluded that “Muslims and their Western 
counterparts” desire democracy equally, but at the same time, that Muslims do not share 
Western egalitarian and equality values. Instead of investigating how values surveys 
find simultaneously that Muslim and Western societies differ little in their desire for 
democracy but differ strongly in their conceptions thereof, they translated these find-
ings into a generally pessimist outlook for democracy in Muslim countries. In the same 
vein, Alexander and Welzel (2011) argued that Muslim support for patriarchal values 
is robust across time as well as geographic space, irrespective of democratic advance-
ments, vaguely blaming religious and cultural factors but not empirical approaches to 
democracy research.

These already inconclusive findings, however, have often been more or less directly 
conferred onto migrants from Non-Western countries, refugees in particular, to fore-
see cultural clashes and value conflicts (Tausch 2016). Such conclusions are hasty for 
numerous reasons: First, migrants and refugees are usually a highly selective group 
compared to those who stay behind and should not be considered representative for their 
countries of origin (Belot and Hatton 2012; Docquier et al. 2018; Wimmer and Soehl 
2014). Second, comparative values studies on a global scale tend to overestimate value 
homogeneity within countries (Schwartz and Sagie 2000). Within-country variations 
in democratic values are in fact often stronger than the aggregate differences between 
countries (Silver and Dowley 2000; Fischer and Schwartz 2011). Finally and most far-
reaching, democratic values and conceptions of democracy in refugee countries of ori-
gin are likely to differ from those in Western Europe. Using the Arab Barometer, Kos-
tenko et al. (2016) for example demonstrated that democratic values in Arab countries 
are not linked to gender equality (Kostenko et al. 2016; Rizzo et al. 2007). Meanwhile, 
Vlas and Gherghina (2012), contest claims about Muslim patriarchy by showing that 
democratic and equality values are not linked to religion but rather to living in a patriar-
chal society.

Comparative values studies—despite longstanding and extensive research—in some 
regards produced controversial and in parts inconclusive results. We argue that compara-
tive values studies have often suffered from an empirical bias and lack of rigor assess-
ments of comparability of value conceptions. This can be particularly harmful where this 
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engendered hasty conclusions concerning potentially salient areas, such as refugee accom-
modation. In recent years, however, a growing body of research addressing this issue 
emerged. The following section discusses these recent developments.

2.1  Testing Perceptions and Attitudes Towards Democracy for Comparability: 
Recent Findings

From the perspective of empirical and survey-based social science research, before com-
paring conceptions of democracy or democratic values it is crucial to ask whether the 
underlying concept of democracy is comparable, meaning that people actually think about 
the same concept when hearing the term democracy. Only if this is the case comparisons 
are unbiased. Yet, two seemingly opposing camps are involved in an ongoing academic 
debate as to how measurement invariance should be assessed—strict proponents of test-
ing constructs’ internal measurement invariance on the one hand (e.g. Ariely and Davidov 
2011) and those championing constructs’ external and aggregate validity (e.g. Welzel and 
Inglehart 2016).

The majority of studies assessing the measurement invariance of democratic values 
comes to the conclusion that there are major differences, both cross-culturally and cross-
nationally. Using the Arab Barometer, Tessler et al. (2012) used a novel approach to esti-
mate differences in perceptions of democracy. They asked respondents from Algeria, Jor-
dan, Lebanon, Palestine, Yemen, Egypt, and Tunisia for their understanding of democracy. 
The response options were “free elections”, “freedom of speech”, “low economic inequal-
ity”, and “basic necessities for all”. Their results reveal that none of the potential outcomes 
are mentioned by more than thirty percent of respondents, which gives a strong indica-
tion that these populations hold diverse understandings of democracy. Likewise, Ariely and 
Davidov (2011), using WVS data and confirmatory factor analysis, question that concepts 
such as “democracy-autocracy preference” (DAP) and “democratic-performance evalu-
ation” (DPE) are comparable cross-nationally. For the DAP they find that although the 
understanding of the items might be similar, comparing means is problematic. At the same 
time they find that the DPE means are comparable across a large set of countries. Mean-
while, Behr et al. (2014) assessed ISSP data to demonstrate that the “civil disobedience” 
item as part of the “rights in a democracy” is understood different in the United States and 
Canada in contrast to European countries Denmark, Germany, Hungary, and Spain. Using 
the Latin Barometer and survey data from Romania, Canache et al. (2001) showed that the 
measurement of the well-known satisfaction with democracy (SWD) concept is not reliable 
cross-nationally (Canache et al. 2001; Linde and Ekman 2003).

Opposed to this more strict and technical approach, a counter movement led by Welzel 
and Inglehart (2016) argues that measurement invariance tests have fetishized a construct’s 
internal vildity without regards to potential external validation. Welzel and Inglehart 
(2016) indicate that amid careful theoretical considerations democratic values might nev-
ertheless be comparable cross-culturally. And indeed, Ariely and Davidov in a later study 
(2012) reported that the “attitudes towards government intervention” scale of the ISSP is 
comparable between the United States, Britain, West Germany, and Sweden. Other stud-
ies tried to find methodological solutions to the challenge of measurement equivalence in 
democracy research. Schedler and Sarsfield (Schedler and Sarsfield 2007) proposed the use 
of cluster analysis to study different conceptions of democracy. Using the Mexican 2003 
National Survey on Political Culture, they showed that although there is general support 
for democracy, people can be divided in different groups reflecting deeper understandings 
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of democracy. In a recent study, Ulbricht (2018), while showing that the understanding 
of democracy indeed varies around the world and that support for representative democ-
racy has been substantially overestimated in previous research, maps out an innovative 
analytical hierarchy process that allowed him to assess different conceptions of democracy 
(Ulbricht 2018).

In light of the inconclusive ongoing debate and the contradictory findings concerning 
democratic values’ comparability, we argue that for research on delicate topics, such as ref-
ugee’s value conceptions, testing for measurement invariance needs to be a precondition. 
Otherwise, the debate on the contestation of Germany’s social cohesion and democratic 
condition as a receiving country is prone to be misguided by faulty data. Based on previous 
research on value conceptions, we identify two aspects that are likely to hamper compara-
bility: political culture and language.

2.2  Democracy: A Cross‑Culturally Ambiguous Concept

Bueno (2012) as well as Ariely and Davidov (2011) argue that the absence of comparabil-
ity between different countries is the result of different political cultures (Ariely and Davi-
dov 2011; Bueno 2012). If people have different experiences with democracy from one 
country to another, their perceptions of democracy must be diverse as well. Understanding 
that conceptions of democracy are strongly shaped by the cultural and historical context 
points to the “paradox of democracy” (Alvarez and Welzel 2014), the idea that support 
for democracy in a given country does not reflect the actual democratic state of that coun-
try. Support for democracy is argued to be linked primarily to the cognitive understanding 
of democracy and knowledge of institutional functioning (Miller et  al. 1997). The rela-
tion between people’s awareness of and support for democracy is, however, not linear but 
instead mediated and influenced by individual biographical experiences with democracy 
(Cho 2014). These experiences, and in turn also the understanding of democracy, are deter-
mined first and foremost by the cultural context and civic educational system in the country 
of origin (Finkel and Smith 2011). This gives rise to our first hypothesis:

Hypothesis 1 Conceptions of democracy are not comparable between refugees from dif-
ferent countries and the local German population.

2.3  Linguistic Challenges in Cross‑Cultural Democracy Research

Linguistic and cross-cultural research shows that concepts which are referred to by the 
same name can still vary between languages, cultures, and states (Behr et al. 2018). Thus, 
in addition to the aforementioned difficulties in comparing perceptions of democracy 
between countries, there is a second dimension challenging comparability. As most of the 
articles cited above use multi-lingual survey data, the aspect of questionnaire language 
becomes a crucial one. Translating questionnaires entails a serious risk of bias: conveying 
a specific meaning from one language to another is not always straightforward (Finkel and 
Smith 2011) and can trigger a change in attitudes (Zavala-Rojas 2018). Some languages, 
for instance, have various words for a given concept, whereas others have only one. Words 
for democracy have entered some languages (e.g., in Africa) only very recently (Bratton 
and Mattes 2001). Furthermore, a given language can have different dialects, and people 
who speak the same language often use different expressions in their various dialects. A 
prominent example is Arabic. Although standard Arabic exists as a language, most people 
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speak regional dialects. Thus, the formal or official language does not necessarily represent 
a respondent’s mother tongue (Comanaru and d’Ardenne 2018). If this causes respond-
ents to understand questions differently, the measurement would no longer be comparable. 
Some concepts or terms also have different meanings in a given language, or in some cases 
translations do not exist and a term can only be described instead of being translated. The 
language itself incorporates the meaning of a term. Thus, this meaning can vary between 
languages and impede comparability (Davidov and Beuckelaer 2010). This leads to our 
second hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2 Percepetions of democracy are not comparable across languages.

In sum, we built the theoretical argument that different political culture and language 
hamper the comparability of perceptions of democracy across culturally distinct samples. 
We therefore assume that respondents’ experience with democracy and respondents’ lan-
guage pose a challenge to measurement invariance. These challenges are especially impor-
tant when analyzing and comparing refugees, who, rather than constituting a homogenous 
group, are characterized by immense cultural and linguistic diversity and a variety of back-
grounds (Dustmann et al. 2017).

3  Methods

In order to test whether the conceptions of democracy are comparable between different 
nationalities and languages, we test for measurement invariance and conduct multi-group 
confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA) with a bottom-up stepwise procedure. This is a 
commonly accepted method (Medina et al. 2009; Saris et al., 2018; Vandenberg and Lance 
2000). Measurement invariance assures that mean differences in latent variables between 
groups are not due to different factor loadings or intercepts and thus meaningful compari-
sons can be carried out.

Generally speaking, the relationship between democratic values ( �) and the manifest 
variables of conceptions of democracy as responses (y) can be described as a function of:

In this case the intercepts τ and slopes λ are assumed to be equal across people with e.g. 
different nationalities. In order to test whether the concept of democracy (DEM) is actually 
comparable, the equation needs to be estimated separately for each manifest variable that 
measures democratic values (G = {1,2,…,k}) by means of:

Further, we assume that:

(1)y = � + �� + �

(2)y1 = �1 + �11DEM + �1

(3)y2 = �2 + �21DEM + �2

(4)yk = �k + �k1DEM + �k

(5)Covariance
(

DEM, �i
)

= 0, for all i
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We handle missing data by employing full information maximum likelihood estimation 
(Schafer and Graham 2002).

In a first step, we assess whether the latent construct exists in all sub-groups separately 
but with similar configuration (configural invariance). In order to do so, the factor loadings 
need to be adequate in all groups. Additionally, the fit indices should not indicate a bad 
model fit (CFA ≥ 0.95; RMSEA ≤ 0.05).1 In the next two steps, we restrict the confirma-
tory model increasingly and test for metric and scalar invariance. At first, we restrict the 
factor loadings to be equal across groups (metric invariance), and second, we also restrict 
the intercepts to be equal across groups (scalar invariance). Between those two steps, the 
fit indices need to be assessed. The restrictions are commonly confirmed as adequate using 
the comparative fit index (CFI). However, if the comparative fit index (CFI) is substan-
tially lower than 0.95 or drops by more than 0.01, the procedure needs to be stopped (Chen 
2007; Cheung and Rensvold 2002).2 In this case, the literature proposes testing the initial 
step again, but instead of restricting all parameters for all variables, estimating parame-
ters for one factor freely (the variable should be determined by considering modification 
indices, not displayed as tables). If the assumption then holds, we might speak of partial 
measurement invariance. How many parameters can be estimated freely is the subject of 
an intense debate in the literature dealing with measurement invariance. Steenkamp and 
Baumgartner (1998) summarize the debate and argue that due to the nature of a confirma-
tory model, estimating parameters freely should be treated with caution in order to avoid 
applying excessive researcher’s degrees of freedom. However, they also indicate that under 
some circumstances, restricting parameters for two variables only can be sufficient. If mod-
els rely on only few groups with quite different sample sizes and an overall only medium 
total sample—like in our case (compared to other studies applying CFA, e.g., Ariely and 
Davidov 2011; Alemán and Woods 2016)—literature warrants a more cautious approach 
(McNeish et al. 2017). Moreover, Chen (2007) indicates that smaller samples have a higher 
chance of producing acceptable confirmatory models. This should be kept in mind when 
examining the fit indices. We therefore choose a conservative strategy and argue that at 
least half of the parameters should be fixed in order to make sure that the latent constructs 
are robust to differences in slopes and intercepts between groups, while also discussing 
how more liberal cut-off criteria would influence the results in our limitations section.

The models for the different manifest variables (1,2,…,k) are tested with the same 
restrictions simultaneously for all groups using the lavaan package implemented in R 
(Jöreskog 1971; Muthen and Satorra, 1995; Rosseel, 2019).

(6)Covariance
(

�i, �j
)

= 0, for all i ≠ j

1 There is not a commonly defined cut-off criterion. We assume that a factor loading is inadequate when, 
compared to other items, its variance is explained to a lesser degree by the latent variable. We additionally 
rely on the fit indices in the event that some factor loadings appeared to be substantially smaller than others.
2 In regard to the stepwise procedure there is no clear cut-off criterion defined in the literature. Most stud-
ies however use a CFI between 0.90 and 0.95 (Hu and Bentler 1999; Marsh 2004). Therefore, in order to 
determine invariance, the deterioration and the absolute CFI have to be taken into account, equally. Moreo-
ver, simulation studies suggest, that models based on medium sized factor loadings should be treated more 
strictly (McNeish et al. 2017). As we will present further down, many of our factor loadings are around 0.5, 
0.6 and some even around 0.4, suggesting the application of strict and conservative thresholds.
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3.1  Data

In order to have a dataset consisting of a sufficient number of Germans and recent immi-
grants, we pool two datasets that both employed a set of the same variables regarding con-
ceptions of democracy: the 2016 wave of the IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees and 
the 2014 wave of the World Value Survey. The IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees is 
a random sample of refugees and asylum seekers who arrived in Germany between 2013 
and 2016 (Kühne et al. 2019). The world value survey (WVS) is a global survey on public 
opinions and covers around 80 percent of the world population. Separate random samples 
are drawn for each participating country (Inglehart et al. 2014). Both surveys employ the 
same four questions asking about conceptions of democracy (see Table 1). The only dif-
ference is that the WVS relies on a ten-point scale (from 1 “should definitely not happen 
in a democracy” to 10 “should definitely happen in a democracy”) and the SOEP on an 
11-point scale (0–10). In order to harmonize the scales, we split the middle category of 
the IAB-BAMF-SOEP scale randomly between the neighboring steps. However, as differ-
ent response scales (even if harmonized) mitigate the power of measurement invariance 
tests, the assessment of fit indices should be more lenient when comparing refugees (IAB-
BAMF-SOEP Survey) and Germans (WVS) (see also limitations section for a discussion). 
Measurement invariance tests between refugees only and between language groups are not 
affected by this, as for this part of the analysis we rely on the IAB-BAMF-SOEP data only.

In order to test whether conceptions of democracy are comparable between refugees and 
the German population, we use the four largest national groups in the IAB-BAMF-SOEP 
Survey of Refugees. Excluding all other countries from the refugee sample is necessary 
because they are not represented by a sufficient number of respondents. German respond-
ents are identified in the WVS and integrated to the refugee survey (see Table 2).

Table 1  Documentation of manifest variables

Manifest variable Dataset

Do you think that the following things are what should happen in a democracy or not?
The government taxes the rich and supports the poor IAB-BAMF-SOEP/WVS
Religious leaders ultimately determine the interpretation of laws IAB-BAMF-SOEP
The people choose their government in free elections IAB-BAMF-SOEP/WVS
Civil rights protect the people from government oppression IAB-BAMF-SOEP/WVS
Minorities are protected IAB-BAMF-SOEP
Women have the same rights as men IAB-BAMF-SOEP/WVS

Table 2  Country of origin, 
number of respondents and 
source dataset

Country of origin Source dataset Observation (%)

Syria IAB-BAMF-SOEP 2229 (38.8)
Afghanistan IAB-BAMF-SOEP 573 (10.0)
Iraq IAB-BAMF-SOEP 594 (10.3)
Eritrea IAB-BAMF-SOEP 302 (5.3)
Germany WVS 2046 (35.6)
Total 5744 (100)



678 J. Jacobsen, L. M. Fuchs 

1 3

We test for measurement invariance twice: Once for refugees only, and once for refu-
gees and Germans.

To estimate whether perceptions of democracy are comparable across languages, we rely 
solely on the refugee data because the WVS has only small in-country variance in languages. 
In the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees, the target population is, first, multi-linguistic 
and, second, respondents are offered translated field instruments. For a first model, we group 
respondents by reported mother tongue (excluding languages used by very small numbers 
of respondents). In a second model, we use groups defined according to the language cho-
sen by respondents to complete the questionnaire (see Table 3). Respondents could choose 
between German, English, Farsi/Dari, Pashto, Urdu, Arabic, and Kurmanji (Jacobsen 2018). 
Due to low usage as a survey language, Pashto and Urdu are omitted from all estimations. 
Table 3 displays the distribution of mother tongues and the choice of survey language.

4  Results

We started by testing for cross-national measurement invariance within the refugee popula-
tion. In order to show that the latent construct actually exists in the data, we first conduct 
a non-grouped confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Table 4 displays the factor loadings of 

Table 3  Mother tongue, survey language, number of respondents

Mother tongue Observation (%) Survey language (%) Observation

Albanian 121 (3.2) English 728 (16.5)
Arabic 2062 (53.8) Arabic 2952 (67.0)
Dari/Farsi 533 (13.9) Farsi/Dari 571 (13.0)
Kurmanji 779 (20.3) Kurmanji 152 (3.5)
Pashto 70 (1.8)
Somali 54 (1.4)
Tigrinya 217 (5.7)
Total 3836 (100) 4403 (100)

Table 4  Confirmatory factor analyses without groups—refugees only

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Variable Loading (SE)
The government taxes the rich and supports the poor 0.40 (0.02) 0.41 (0.02) –
Religious leaders ultimately determine the interpreta-

tion of laws
0.21 (0.02) – –

The people choose their government in free elections 0.63 (0.02) 0.63 (0.02) 0.63 (0.02)
Civil rights protect the people from government oppres-

sion
0.70 (0.02) 0.71 (0.02) 0.70 (0.02)

Minorities are protected 0.80 (0.02) 0.79 (0.02) 0.80 (0.02)
Women have the same rights as men 0.64 (0.02) 0.64 (0.02) 0.63 (0.02)
Fit indices CFI = 0.95

RMSEA = 0.08
CFI = 0.96
RMSEA = 0.09

CFI = 0.96
RMSEA = 0.14
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a CFA within the IAB-BAMF-SOEP Survey of Refugees. As indicated by their low load-
ings, for two manifest variables, it is at least questionable whether they are explained by 
the latent construct: “The government taxes the rich and supports the poor” and “religious 
leaders ultimately determine the interpretation of laws”. Both factor loadings are substan-
tially lower than the others.

Therefore, in a second and third model, both variables are excluded stepwise. The fit 
indices indicate that model 2 has the best model fit. Therefore, the remaining five variables 
of the second model will be the basis for further tests of measurement invariance.

Table 5 displays the fit indices for the stepwise procedure. They indicate that configural 
invariance (CFI = 0.96) is given, whereas metric and scalar invariance are not because the 
CFI drops substantially (by more than 0.01). This conclusion is supported by the size of 
RMSEA. Individual factor loadings for each group are displayed in Table 10 in the appen-
dix. Looking at the factor loadings for all countries of origin separately reveals that for the 
Afghan and Syrian population, the item “the government taxes the rich and supports the 
poor” has a substantially lower factor loading than for other countries, indicating that these 
populations have a different understanding of this aspect of what constitutes a democracy.

Testing for partial metric and partial scalar invariance by setting parameters for one vari-
able free (determined by the modification indcies and the expected parameter change; “civil 
rights protect the people from government oppression”) did not improve the model. When 
setting additional parameters for one more item free (“the people elect the government in 
free elections”), the fit indices show improved model fit and less deterioration of the CFI. 
This might point to the conclusion that means across groups could be compared meaning-
fully if setting parameters for all but three items free is considered adequate. However, as 
we observe an absence of strict measurement invariance, we conclude that between-group 
comparisons regarding country of origin of refugees is likely to be problematic.

Additionally, we test whether conceptions of democracy are comparable between refu-
gees and the German population. As displayed in Table 1 we rely on slightly different vari-
ables, because not all variables are measured in both data sources. Again, in a first step we 
test whether the latent construct actually exists in the data. As Table 6 indicates, the fit 

Table 5  Fit indices for each step 
of measurement invariance for 
country of origin—refugees only

Full invariance Partial invariance 1 Partial invariance 2
Comparative fit index/root mean squared error of 
approximation

Configural 0.96/0.09 0.96/0.09 0.96/0.09
Metric 0.94/0.09 0.94/0.10 0.96/0.09
Scalar 0.92/0.09 0.92/0.09 0.95/0.07

Table 6  Confirmatory factor analyses without groups – refugees and germans

(1) (2)

Variable Loading (SE)
The government taxes the rich and supports the poor 0.42 (0.02) –
The people choose their government in free elections 0.69 (0.02) 0.73 (0.02)
Civil rights protect the people from government oppression 0.57 (0.02) 0.53 (0.02)
Women have the same rights as men 0.56 (0.02) 0.55 (0.02)
Fit Indices CFI = 0.98

RMSEA = 0.07
CFI = /
RMSEA = /
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indices reflect reasonable model fit. Excluding the variable with the lowest factor loading 
as a robustness check would lead to a just identified model, thus fit indices are not estima-
ble. We therefore decide to proceed with model 1.

The use of multi-group confirmatory factor analysis (MGCFA) reveals that for some 
countries, the factor loadings are quite small, indicating that configural invariance might 
be difficult to achieve (see Table 11 in the appendix). However, the fit indices indicate good 
model fit. Therefore, we proceed with the measurement invariance test. Table 7 indicates 
that configural as well as metric invariance are achieved (even though the CFI drops by 
more than 0.01 it is still relatively high in absolute terms)—but not scalar invariance. In 
order to test for partial scalar invariance, we do not restrict the parameters for “the govern-
ment taxes the rich and supports the poor”. Nevertheless, the CFI does not improve substan-
tially, and the deterioration of the CFI remains the same. Setting an additional parameter 
free (“the people choose their government in free elections”) does not change these results 
and the CFI remains substantially below any recommend size discussed in the data section. 
Additionally, the RMSEA supports the conclusion that mean comparisons are problematic.

Both findings together—that within national groups of refugees only partial measure-
ment invariance is achieved, and between national groups of refugees and Germans only 
metric invariance—leads us to the following conclusion: Conceptions of democracy are 
most likely not comparable between refugees from different countries or between refugees 
and the German population. Thus, we can consider Hypothesis 1 to be confirmed.

4.1  Cross‑Linguistic Comparisons of Conceptions of Democracy

In a second step, we replicate the previous analyses. However, instead of grouping over 
country of origin, we use language groups. As a robustness check, we use two different 
strategies. First, we test for measurement invariance between mother tongues, and second, 
we group by the language used in the survey.

Testing the second hypothesis regarding comparability between different languages 
reveals a similar picture. Again, in a first step, we estimate whether the latent construct 
exists in all groups separately. Again, for some groups, single factor loadings are somewhat 
too small (see Table 12 in the appendix). However, the CFI for the mother tongue indicates 
that the latent construct exists in all groups.

When testing for metric invariance, however, we find neither full nor partial metric invar-
iance between different mother tongues, as shown in Table 8 (for partial invariance 1, we set 
parameters free for the item “minorities are protected”). The same can be seen in Table 9 for 
the survey language (for partial invariance 1, we set parameters free for the item “women 
have the same rights as men”; factor loadings within groups are displayed in Table 13 in the 
appendix). Thus, all models for languages (mother tongue and survey language) indicate 
that strict measurement invariance is not given. Setting additional parameters free (“civil 

Table 7  Fit indices for each step of measurement invariance for country of origin—refugees and germans

Full invariance Partial invariance 1 Partial invariance 2
Comparative fit index/root mean squared error of approximation

Configural Invariance 0.99/0.05 0.99/0.05 0.99/0.05
Metric Invariance 0.96/0.07 0.97/0.06 0.99/0.05
Scalar Invariance 0.80/0.12 0.80/0.13 0.81/0.13
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rights protect the people from government oppression” for mother tongue; “minorities 
are protected” for survey language) in each model does not change the conclusion for the 
mother tongue, although the CFIs slightly improve—the model regarding survey language 
in Table 9 indicates that mean comparisons based on partial measurement invariance could 
be valid if setting almost half of all parameters free is satisfactory. However, the overall 
picture regarding language does not indicate robustness regarding group mean comparisons 
as strict invariance is not given and the deterioration of the CFI for partial scalar invariance 
based on the mother tongue is too large. Thus, we accept Hypothesis 2, which states that 
perceptions of democracy are most likely not comparable across languages.

5  Discussion

5.1  Can We Compare Perceptions of Democracy in Cross‑Linguistic 
and Cross‑National Research?

In this paper, we examine whether conceptions of democracy are comparable cross-cul-
turally and cross-linguistically in a nationally and culturally diverse sample of refugees 
and asylum seekers in Germany. Adding to previous research based primarily on between-
country comparisons, we show that conceptions of democracy are also problematic to 
compare cross-culturally or cross-linguistically within the same societal context and within 
the same survey. The instruments at hand do not allow for strictly reliable conclusions con-
cerning respondents’ democratic values or their underlying conceptions of democracy.

Our results support previous research showing that the democracy scales in the WVS are 
not adequate to compare conceptions of democracy in cross-national and cross-cultural sam-
ples (e.g. Alemán and Woods 2016). Furthermore, we provide new insights showing that such 
conceptions can also be problematic across mother tongues or survey languages. As previ-
ous research suggests, the main reason for the incomparability between different countries of 
origin are the different political cultures in which respondents are brought up and socialized, 
which engender different concepts of democracy. Thus, the very reason why the comparison 

Table 8  Fit indices for each step 
of measurement invariance for 
mother tongue—refugees only

Full invariance Partial 
invariance 1

Partial 
invariance 2

Comparative fit index/root mean squared 
error of approximation

Configural Invariance 0.96/0.09 0.96/0.09 0.96/0.09
Metric Invariance 0.93/0.10 0.93/0.10 0.94/0.10
Scalar Invariance 0.91/0.09 0.92/0.09 0.92/0.09

Table 9  Fit indices for each step 
of measurement invariance for 
survey language—refugees only

Full invariance Partial 
invariance 1

Partial 
invariance 2

Comparative fit index/root mean squared 
error of approximation

Configural Invariance 0.96/0.09 0.96/0.09 0.96/0.09
Metric Invariance 0.94/0.09 0.94/0.10 0.95/0.09
Scalar Invariance 0.92/0.09 0.93/0.09 0.95/0.08
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of conceptions of democracy draws so much attention is the same reason why such compari-
sons should be treated with caution. Caution is warranted particularly when studies fail to test 
for measurement invariance and assume that perceptions of democracy are in fact comparable 
across groups of interest. If there is no uniform conception of democracy, as is the case among 
refugees and Germans, it is equally misguided to treat democratic values as universally valid 
constructs. Our research suggests that the longstanding measure of democratic values in the 
WVS is not suited to measuring these values. Hence, one reason for the notorious problems 
comparative values studies have faced in explaining the divergent effects of economic develop-
ment on the liberalization of values between Western and non-Western countries could lie in the 
fact that the WVS items measure only the Western liberal understanding of democracy, treating 
it as the only possible option.

Regarding the likely non-comparability of conceptions of democracy across differ-
ent languages, we argue that languages evolve historically and that translations therefore 
sometimes incorporate different meanings. Additionally, language is embedded within a 
cultural frame, which is connected with different images and connotations for the same 
concept. Therefore, it is likely that questions are interpreted differently across languages 
(Bond and Yang 1982; Davidov and Beuckelaer 2010; Luna et al. 2008). This conclusion is 
further supported by the finding that mean comparisons are especially problematic between 
mother tongues and to a lesser degree between survey languages—as some respondents 
have to rely on their second language to answer the questionnaire.

However, we would not argue that conceptions of democracy are not comparable per se. 
First, we see that although almost all of the tests suggest an absence of strict measurement invari-
ance, the CFI in many cases is just below the threshold or even partial measurement invariance 
is achieved. This is a hint that the items might only be mildly problematic. We assume that the 
non-comparability in our data is due to the fact that the questions used in the WVS survey (which 
have served as a model for many other studies such as the employed refugee study in this paper) 
seem to reflect a Western understanding of liberal democracy. Therefore, we wonder whether our 
findings would hold when replicating this study with another, broader, definition of democracy 
(see e.g. Gabriel 2020 who presents a different approach to estimate the understanding of democ-
racy using WVS data). Moreover, as demonstrated by previous international research, support for 
democracy does not necessarily reflect the democratic state of a country. Thus, support for some 
items may be driven by a desire for an abstract idea of democracy rather than a critical under-
standing of the concept of democracy, a relationship that has not been sufficiently researched.

5.2  Outlook: Invalid Comparisons Have Political Implications

Following our findings, we conclude that many of the concerns that were raised during 
the ongoing heated and emotional public debate over the comparability of cultural values 
between refugees and Germans were hasty. Wrong or premature conclusions on refugees 
and migrants in turn have real political implications. Following this, we find a number of 
important implications for future research amongst refugees and migrants and for compara-
tive values studies. As scholars before us have already emphasized, when comparing differ-
ent latent constructs, these constructs need to be tested for measurement invariance in order 
to show that a comparison is valid. Depending on the research question at hand, invariance 
should be estimated for different groups.

Regarding survey quality, we would argue that tests of measurement invariance may be 
a useful tool when conducting pretests for surveys. Our example shows that the manifest 
variables from the WVS do not represent the same latent construct in the refugee data. 



683Can We Compare Conceptions of Democracy in Cross-Linguistic…

1 3

Thorough pretests can avoid such misspecifications and might lead to the development of 
new and more appropriate items for comparative values research.

Additionally, papers addressing political values as a marker of integration should ensure 
that they base their analyses on a latent construct that actually reflects the intended subject 
equally in all groups under investigation. Thus, besides the implications of our study for the 
quality of such analyses, there is also a political dimension: If the latent constructs are not 
comparable and scholars find substantial differences in value conceptions (e.g., some for-
eign nationals show lower support for democratic values), this can create a negative narrative 
based on flawed analyses. Existing democratic attitude items should therefore not be used as 
a sole basis for conclusions about whether the consensus over democratic values in Germany 
is in jeopardy. Caution is imperative when talking about value consensus, national values, or 
presumed disruptions in these values due to migration when considering that previous studies 
found that value consensus is no defining feature of democracies per se (Schwartz and Sagie 
2000). Due to the strong political and societal implications, we propose that measurement 
invariance tests dealing with such delicate topics should be strict and upfront in their evalua-
tion criteria in order to impede a normatively biased interpretation of the models.

5.3  Limitations

Some limitations of this study should be noted. First, it is unfortunate that we had to rely on 
two datasets to compare refugees and the German population. This might introduce some 
error resulting from different modes of data collection, the different institutes conducting 
the fieldwork, and different incentive strategies. Additionally, fieldwork for the WVS took 
place two years prior to the IAB-BAMF-SOEP survey of refugees. However, we assume 
that this does not bias our analyses because it is unlikely that such an important concept as 
democratic values changes substantially within three years. Furthermore, the cross-country 
comparison between refugees and Germans relies on a harmonization of scales. While the 
harmonization procedure was straightforward (randomly splitting the middle category in 
the refugee survey), it still would have been better if the answers had been collected using 
the same scale in the first place. The results of the cross-country comparisons should be 
viewed in light of this harmonization of scales. Differences in slopes or intercepts could 
also be due to the different scales, respondents use to express their opinion. When scales 
are not strictly equal, differences in slopes and intercepts can be an expression of this rather 
than expressing differences in the latent construct. Applying more lenient criteria could 
therefore be justified. However, the CFI for scalar invariance is substantially lower than 
0.90, indicating not acceptable model fit (CFI = 0.80).

Finally, some tests for (partial) scalar invariance were just below the threshold of the 
CFI (0.95). From a critical stance one might argue that conceptions of democracy are 
therefore, in contrary to our conclusion, indeed comparable. However, in order to minimize 
the researcher’s degree of freedom, we refrain from altering the way of interpretation apos-
terioi. Additionally, beyond being below our cut-off criterion, the deterioration of the CFI 
in those cases is beyond the recommended criteria as well. Moreover, as our results are in 
line with previous research on this matter (e.g. Alemán and Woods, 2016) and in line with 
other studies who used the same cut-off criterion (e.g. Hu and Bentler, 1999; Chen, 2007), 
we are confident that the used threshold does not pose a problem. Yet, we should note that 
freeing parameters for all variables but two (in spite of the recommendations in the litera-
ture) for the refugee only models would lead to partial measurement invariance for between 
country and between language comparisons (not displayed as a table).



684 J. Jacobsen, L. M. Fuchs 

1 3

Therefore, we conclude that different interpretations of partial measurement invariance or 
the use of more liberal cut off criteria may engender other conclusions regarding the compara-
bility of conception of democracy in immigration societies, however, only if such more lenient 
interpretations are accompanied by very careful theoretical and contextual arguments. On a 
different note, we suppose that conceptions of democracy might align over time and what was 
determined incomparable in this article might be comparable in the future when refugees have 
lived in Germany longer and their German language proficiency has improved.

Although our study faced some obstacles, it clearly provides new insights for compara-
tive value research. We strongly suggest that future cross-cultural, cross-country, and cross-
linguistic comparative research on values be carried out with caution, and that it be backed 
up by an assessment of measurement invariance—even when the target population lives in 
the same country.
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Table 10  Grouped confirmatory factor analysis by country of origin—refugees only

Variable Loading (SE)

Syria Iraq Afghanistan Eritrea

The government taxes the rich and supports the poor 0.28 (0.03) 0.52 (0.04) 0.51 (0.05) 0.39 (0.08)
The people choose their government in free elections 0.74 (0.02) 0.74 (0.04) 0.43 (0.05) 0.66 (0.08)
Civil rights protect the people from government 

oppression
0.66 (0.02) 0.80 (0.04) 0.62 (0.06) 0.47 (0.08)

Minorities are protected 0.75 (0.02) 0.87 (0.04) 0.77 (0.06) 0.51 (0.08)
Women have the same rights as men 0.52 (0.02) 0.74 (0.04) 0.71 (0.05) 0.76 (0.08)
Fit Indices CFI = 0.96

RMSEA = 0.09
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