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Introduction

During the COVID-19 pandemic, Italians warbled the song ‘Azzuro’ from their balco-
nies in solidarity with the healthcare workers devoted to saving patients from the COVID-
19 virus (Horowitz, 2020). Other countries followed suit. Libal and Kashwan (2020) 
argue that the COVID-19 crisis has created opportunities for local support. In extraordi-
nary times such as these, individuals might have a stronger belief in common welfare, as 
the pandemic has adverse effects on all. Repeatedly, it was emphasized that we are all in 
this together (Nolan, 2021). Solidarity is produced by a common culture that fosters a 
sense of belonging (Calhoun, 2003). While the coordinated action of singing indeed 
demonstrated a sign of unity, the crucial question is ‘would this solidarity also extend to 
neighbours in daily life, particularly if they are of a different ethno-religious origin?’.

This article aims to answer this question by drawing on a novel data set collected in 
five European countries: England, Ireland, Germany, Sweden, and Serbia. We conducted 
a survey experiment with 7000 respondents living in those countries during the pan-
demic. In the survey experiment, respondents were presented the case of a fictitious older 
male neighbour who needed help with the collection of groceries due to cocooning. 
Overall, three characteristics were varied: (1) the ethno-religious origin signalled by the 
Muslim name Mohammed and the native name Alexander, (2) the duration of stay in the 
country of residence, and (3) the groceries that needed to be picked up. Other survey 
experiments have mostly been conducted in single countries (e.g., Yemane et al., 2023) 
and did not focus on local helping behaviour (e.g. Haderup Larsen and Schaeffer, 2021; 
Schaeffer and Haderup Larsen, 2023), which we believe is a crucial aspect of solidarity. 
Existing research oftentimes excludes Eastern European and non-European Union (EU) 
member states in Europe. Our data including Serbia are therefore novel and will help us 
to assess to what extent we can generalize findings across countries.

While the context of the pandemic is new, the question about the emergence of soli-
darity in societies and pro-social behaviour are long-standing questions in the social 
sciences (Lindenberg et al., 2006). By pro-social attitudes we mean attitudes towards 
voluntary helping behaviour to improve someone else’s well-being (e.g. Dovidio et al., 
2017: 22, 25). The article includes a range of explanations from socio-demography to 
empathy as correlates of informal help, but focuses on religion due to its paradoxical role 
in prejudice (Allport, 1979: 413). On the one hand, we can expect that pious people abide 
to the creeds of brotherhood and underwent religious socialization, fostering helping 
behaviour towards others (Dovidio et al., 2017: 11ff.). On the other hand, we know from 
various studies (e.g. Creighton and Jamal, 2015; Strabac and Listhaug, 2008) that hostil-
ity towards other religions, in particular, Islam is high. The salience of group boundaries 
across religion is a very timely topic. Currently, boundaries between Christians and 
Muslims are perceived as salient (e.g. Torrekens and Jacobs, 2016).

In our analyses, we find pro-sociality chauvinism, meaning respondents are less sup-
portive of those who would need the support – recent immigrants. Moreover, we find 
cross-national differences with respondents in Germany clearly displaying a signifi-
cantly lower willingness to help a Muslim- versus non-Muslim-named neighbour. In 
other countries such as Serbia and Sweden, a lower willingness to help a Muslim-named 
neighbour only occurs in combination with a shorter duration of stay and the type of 
groceries that have been ordered.
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Theoretical framework

This article starts from the premise that the willingness to help comes at one’s expense to 
benefit the welfare of another (Dawkins, 1989: 4). Helping behaviour is a subcategory of 
pro-sociality and denotes behaviour that is valued by a society (Dovidio, 1984: 364). It 
fosters solidarity during the pandemic (Prainsack, 2020) and ensures social order more 
generally (Gellner, 1964). Based on Ibn Khaldun’s work, Malešević (2015) argues that 
in modernity, forms of micro-solidarity between individuals continue to exist but in a 
different shape – through emotional attachment. Durkheim, on the other hand, sees 
mechanical solidarity to be entirely transformed into organic solidarity in industrialized 
societies, where the high levels of specialization in economy create interdependence 
between people rather than shared values and lifestyles. Gellner (1989: 92ff.) expands on 
this idea by proposing that highly industrialized societies find specific forms of organic 
solidarity and develop new rituals such as the celebration of national identity. Chains of 
interaction rituals generate emotions and a sense of belonging building the fundament for 
solidarity. Yet, these interactions rituals have been disrupted by the COVID-19 pandemic 
and are therefore expected to affect solidarity (Collins, 2020).

Applied to the pandemic, we hypothesize that people who have been in a similar situ-
ation as the neighbour in our fictitious scenario – meaning having had to isolate and 
experiencing the severity of the virus oneself or in the personal network – will be more 
likely to empathize and help (e.g. Aithal et al., 2021). The ‘empathy-altruism model’ sug-
gests that individuals who are able to feel empathy in form of compassion and sympathy 
are also more likely to help others (Batson et al., 1981). Empathy (e.g. Stocks et al., 
2009) and the perception of others being less privileged predict helping those in need 
(e.g. Sabato and Kogut, 2018; Schlosser and Levy, 2016). Voicu et al. (2021) found 
indeed higher levels of solidarity among Spanish and Romanian respondents who knew 
an infected person in Spain and Romania, and Hungarian respondents who had to isolate. 
Therefore, individuals who had COVID-19 themselves or know of someone who had it 
might have more empathy and hence express a greater willingness to collect the grocer-
ies for their neighbour. This empathy should be reduced if the neighbour’s behaviour is 
perceived as morally wrong, that is, ordering alcohol, which goes beyond the basic 
necessities and its consumption is discouraged due to detrimental effects on one’s health 
(e.g. Holt et al., 2014). Moreover, a related study investigated the solidarity during the 
pandemic and found that people who did not follow a doctor’s recommendation 
(Gandenberger et al., 2023), exhibited unhealthy lifestyles, and did not comply with 
COVID-19-related measures (Reeskens et al., 2021; Schaeffer and Haderup Larsen, 
2023) were seen as less deserving of help. To sum up, the willingness to help should be 
lower if alcohol is ordered, as altruistic behaviour aims at increasing someone else’s 
welfare. Therefore, we hypothesize that the likelihood that individuals are willing to col-
lect their neighbour’s groceries decreases if a six pack of beer is ordered (H1).

This brings us to the next hypothesis that the costs of one’s action are weighed against 
the other person’s welfare. Pro-sociality and empathy should be higher if it does not 
directly affect oneself (e.g. Turkoglu et al., 2022). One might argue that individuals are 
less willing to help if it is in conflict with their personal interests and obligations with 
respect to time and ability, for instance, if one belongs to a risk group, has childcare 
responsibilities, or works full-time. According to the cost-reward model, the reward for 
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helping an in-group compared to an out-group member is higher as it can strengthen feel-
ings of closeness and be rewarded (Dovidio, 1984; Levine et al., 2005). During the pan-
demic, in-group and out-group boundaries were salient when it came to pro-social 
intentions (Aithal et al., 2021; Zagefka, 2021). A perceived national threat during the 
pandemic was associated with less pro-social intentions (Zagefka, 2021), and seeing a 
request for help signed with a Chinese or Turkish name resulted in a lower willingness 
compared to a German name (Aithal et al., 2021). While these studies focused on national 
belonging, it suggests that other group boundaries signalling a different origin – such as 
religion – might also matter for pro-social intentions during the pandemic.

The eligibility for help and being perceived as in-group member may furthermore 
vary depending on the duration of stay, official status, and social security payments one 
has made in the country of residence. Welfare chauvinism and deservingness theory 
describe the idea that only individuals who have contributed to the welfare state are also 
eligible to be supported in times of need to prevent free riding (Andersen and Bjørklund, 
1990; Van Oorschot, 2000). We extend this idea to informal help and hypothesize that 
there will be pro-sociality chauvinism with individuals’ willingness to collect the grocer-
ies for their neighbour to be decreasing with a shorter length of residence in a country 
(H2). In case of a neighbour who has spent more time in the country of residence, resi-
dents might be more willing to engage in costly action to increase their neighbour’s well-
being, as this neighbour is more likely to have contributed to host society in terms of 
taxes and be well integrated. (Neo-)Assimilation theory predicts that integration in terms 
of social networks, socio-economic status, values, and other dimensions is more likely to 
occur with a longer duration of stay, and should be highest for those who have spent their 
entire life in the country of residence, and belong to subsequent generations (Carol, 
2016; Alba and Nee, 1997).

Recent research has revealed healthcare chauvinism during the pandemic with foreign 
citizens in Germany being seen as less deserving of intensive care (Gandenberger et al., 
2023; Helbling et al., 2022) and individuals having resided in Denmark only shortly 
being seen as less eligible for hospitalization (Haderup Larsen and Schaeffer, 2021) and 
vaccination (Schaeffer and Haderup Larsen, 2023).

In addition to the length of residence, we know from previous research that there are 
ethno-religious hierarchies. While research on discrimination during the pandemic 
focused oftentimes on persons of Asian descent, it also extended to other groups (Lu 
et al., 2021). Overall, the prejudice towards Muslims is higher than for other immigrants 
(Strabac and Listhaug, 2008). Accordingly, the willingness to collect the groceries for a 
native-named neighbour is higher compared to a Muslim-named neighbour (H3), as they 
constitute the religious out-group for natives.

We argue that levels of religiosity might explain individuals’ willingness to help. 
Religion survived and adopted to societal transformations and remains a salient social 
identity in some regards (e.g. Gorski and Altınordu, 2008; Ysseldyk et al., 2010). 
Religions define moral behaviour and what is considered to be right and wrong (Broom, 
2003: 1) and threaten their members with consequences in the afterlife when social 
norms are violated (Hirschi and Stark, 1969). Moral behaviour can concern helping 
behaviour, dietary requirements (e.g. alcohol, food), sexuality, fairness, and many more 
areas (Broom, 2003: 185; McKay and Whitehouse, 2015). Previous research has 
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repeatedly pointed out that religions stress the creeds of brotherhood and encourage 
pro-social behaviour within their communities (see Norenzayan and Shariff, 2008 for a 
review). Saroglou et al. (2004) empirically observed a positive relationship between 
religiosity and benevolence across countries. Similarly, Henrich et al. (2010) showed 
that religious followers treat others with more fairness. This suggests that if individuals 
are more religious, they are generally more willing to collect the groceries for their 
neighbour and act in line with religious principles if they perceive this to be the morally 
right choice.

But is pro-sociality chauvinism universal to all groups or moderated by religion? 
Religion can operate as a cultural marker that reinforces group boundaries (Dahinden 
and Zittoun, 2013; Pals, 1996). In this context, the religious doctrine can be deployed to 
establish sharp social hierarchies between groups. The hardening of social boundaries 
across the religious lines is likely to foster different ethical prescriptions: in-group 
favouritism can trump pro-sociality.

Why do go religions distinguish between in-group and out-group members? 
Evolutionary approaches have pointed out that religious communities need to solve the 
free-riding problem and make religion sufficiently costly to avoid it (Stark, 1996; Wilson, 
2002). The risk of free riding is arguably higher with outsiders who do not adhere to the 
norms of the religious community. Also the survey (-experimental) evidence on rising 
anti-immigrant attitudes (Ben-Nun Bloom et al., 2015) and Islamophobic attitudes sug-
gests that individuals distinguish between members of their religious groups and others. 
Islamophobic sentiment is lowest in Sweden and higher in Germany, Ireland, and Great 
Britain (Ribberink et al., 2017). In addition, the dividing lines can run along religious 
versus non-religious identities. Previous research has identified non-religious as holding 
more resentments towards Muslims in more secular societies (Carol et al., 2015; 
Ribberink et al., 2017). This is oftentimes traced back to a perceived clash of liberal 
values (e.g. Helbling and Traunmüller, 2020). Combining these insights with social iden-
tity theory and the assumption that individuals’ action is influenced by their identifica-
tion with their groups, we would expect that the willingness to collect groceries is 
moderated by religiosity, resulting in a more negative effect of religiosity on the willing-
ness to help a Muslim compared to a non-Muslim neighbour (H4).

The five countries of study: England, Ireland, Germany, 
Serbia, and Sweden

We selected countries that vary in their stringency measures during COVID, welfare 
state arrangements, accommodation of minorities, religiosity but all host Muslim minori-
ties. In most of the countries we studied, Muslims arrived as immigrants primarily during 
the last and this century. In Sweden, migration history of Muslim minorities has been 
shaped by labour migration from Turkey and the former Yugoslavia. In addition, Sweden 
has hosted a number of asylum seekers from Turkey, the Middle East, and the former 
Yugoslavia (Swedish Institute, 2021). While many Muslims in Germany also came 
through guest worker programmes from Turkey and North Africa, the population became 
more diverse around 2015 with refugees, for instance, from Syria and Afghanistan 
(Pfündel et al., 2021: 42f.). In Britain, a significant amount of Muslims stem from former 
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colonies such as Bangladesh, India, and Pakistan (Lunn, 2007). Ireland only started to 
experience the vast amount of immigration during the ‘Celtic Tiger’ economy in the 
early 2000s (Fahey et al., 2019; McGinnity and Kingston, 2017). Muslims constitute a 
minority among minorities. Most Muslims in Ireland stem from South Asia and Africa, 
especially Nigeria (Fanning, 2011: 62f.). The inclusion of Serbia fills a research gap, as 
it has rarely been covered in previous studies. Muslims are of immigrant and native ori-
gin since the Ottoman conquest. Most of them are Bosniaks from the Sandžak region, or 
Albanians from the south of Serbia (Alibašić, 2009). Serbia is a country shaken by the 
historical legacies of war, where tensions between ethnic groups were often framed 
through religious differences (Malešević, 2006). Moreover, the country is torn between 
East and West, struggling to overcome semi-authoritarian practices (Bieber, 2020). 
However, Serbia experienced as the other European countries in our sample an influx of 
refugees more recently (Galijaš, 2019).

Sweden is the most secularized country, while Ireland and Serbia rank among the 
more religious countries in this sample with Germany and England being located in 
between (Gallup International Association, 2012; Halman and Draulans, 2006; Ribberink 
et al., 2017). Among the five countries, Sweden appears to be most supportive of multi-
cultural policies, followed by Ireland, Germany, and England with Serbia showing the 
lowest support.1 When it comes to Islam, the United Kingdom and Sweden are most 
accommodating followed by Germany (Michalowski and Burchardt, 2015).

When we look at the strength of the welfare states and social expenditures, Sweden 
spends the most2 and Serbia the least (Pejin Stokić and Bajec, 2019). Even though there 
are subtle differences, Germany is oftentimes classified as conservative welfare state, 
England and Ireland as liberal, and Sweden as social-democratic (Bertin et al., 2021). 
While the willingness to help is generally higher in stronger welfare states, there is also 
the opposite hypothesis (Gelissen et al., 2012). Recent research has connected this to 
migration and showed that individuals are more reluctant to help new immigrants, as 
these new immigrants might have not contributed to the welfare state yet (e.g. Haderup 
Larsen and Schaeffer, 2021).

During the field time of our survey experiment May–June 2021, some restrictions 
were still in place, most of them restricting the number of guests at indoor venues 
(Britain, Serbia, Sweden) and/or travel (Britain, Ireland, Germany). Ireland was still 
completely closed off at this time with regard to venues and restaurants. Germany started 
to introduce privileges for the vaccinated (A3M Global Monitoring, 2022). The officially 
recorded cases (7-day rolling average) were highest in Sweden and lowest in the United 
Kingdom, with Germany, Serbia, and Ireland in between. The number of deaths was 
highest in Serbia and lowest in Ireland, with Germany, Sweden, and the United Kingdom 
being in between (Johns Hopkins University, 2022).

Data, operationalization, and method

Data

Respondents were recruited through Ipsos online access panels in England, Ireland, 
Germany, Serbia, and Sweden after receiving ethical clearance and translation of the 
questionnaire by the project team and Ipsos. As this was a quota sample, we aimed for 
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a representative distribution of the general population in terms of age, gender, region, 
and education for the respective countries. The minimum age of participants was 
18 years. A pretest was conducted. After the completion of the questionnaire, respond-
ents received an incentive. Overall, 7000 valid cases are analysed (2000 each in Britain 
and Germany, 1000 each in Ireland, Serbia, and Sweden).3 The field time took place 
between 19 May and 8 June 2021. Table 1 lists the specific dates for the fieldwork per 
country. The survey experiment was preregistered on OSF under the title ‘World prob-
lems, national solutions’.

Operationalization

We pursue a between-subject vignette survey experiment with a 3 × 2 × 2 factorial 
design. We randomly vary the name, the length of stay, and the groceries in the following 
scenario:4

The outbreak of COVID-19 has placed an immense burden on societies and individuals who 
have become more isolated. In the following you are asked to take a stand on the case of the 
60-year old neighbour [VARIABLE 1: Alexander (Germany, England, Sweden, Ireland), 
Aleksandar (Serbia)/Mohammed] who has lived in [country of residence] for [VARIABLE 2: 
less than a year/the past ten years/all his life]. Unfortunately, this neighbour lives alone, does 
not know many people nearby and has been told to cocoon due to the risks COVID-19 poses 
for his health. Your neighbour is struggling with getting his [VARIABLE 3: groceries / groceries 
and a six-pack of beer], as the supermarkets lack possibilities for deliveries.

Based on the above scenario, to what degree would you be willing to collect the pre-ordered 
and pre-paid groceries for your neighbour from the nearby supermarket during a newly imposed 
two-week lockdown and leave them at his doorstep (0 ‘completely unwilling’–4 ‘completely 
willing’)?

The name of the neighbour (0 = ‘Alexander/Aleksandar’, 1 = ‘Mohammed’),5 the 
duration of stay (0 = ‘less than a year’, 1 = ‘the past 10 years’, 2 = ‘all his life’), and gro-
ceries (0 = ‘groceries’, 1 = ‘groceries and a six-pack of beer’) constitute the treatment 
variables. Our main independent variable religiosity is measured on an 11-point scale 
ranging between 0 = ‘not religious’ and 10 = ‘very religious’.

Based on existing research, we include a range of control variables to account for 
alternative explanations. Empathy is approximated with the questions ‘Have you been 
tested positive for COVID-19?’ and ‘Do you personally know of anyone who died of 

Table 1. Fieldwork.

Fieldwork

England 19 May–3 June 2021
Ireland 19 May–8 June 2021
Germany 19 May–8 June 2021
Sweden 19 May–2 June 2021
Serbia 25 May–8 June 2021
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COVID-19?’ (0 = ‘no’, 1 = ‘yes’). Having children (0 = ‘no’, 1 = ‘yes’),6 employment sta-
tus (0 = ‘unemployed (incl. inactive)’, 1 = ‘employed’), and ‘Do you count as an at-risk 
group for COVID-19-complications?’ (0 = ‘no’, 1 = ‘yes’) are used to estimate the costs 
of helping behaviour. For parents and employed individuals are expected to have less 
time to help, which makes it more costly for them. The remaining control variables are 
country, gender (0 = ‘female’, 1 = ‘male’), education (International Standard Classification 
of Education (ISCED) - 97 classification), age, place of residence (0 = ‘rural’, 1 = ‘urban’), 
and minority status (0 = ‘no’, 1 = ‘yes’).

Method

We estimate ordinary least squares regressions with robust standard errors and 20 
multiple imputations using Markov Chain Monte Carlo to replace missing values.7 To 
achieve greater representativeness, the data are weighted8 by gender, age, region, and 
education based on the Random Iterative Method (RIM). RIM weighting puts selected 
non-interlocking and grouped interlocking variables (quota defined by more than one 
characteristic) through an iterative sequence. The sequence repeats itself as many 
times as it is required in order to obtain a convergence, in which the sum of the 
weighted rims matches the target population estimates or is as close as it is possible 
to achieve. The procedure was performed using a specially designed software by 
Ipsos for RIM weighting.

Results

Descriptive analysis

Figure 1 ranks the average willingness to help by profile from a model excluding control 
variables.

Respondents who saw the profile of a neighbour named Alexander/Aleksandar (in the 
following abbreviated as Alex) who lived in the country of residence his entire life and 
ordered groceries indicated the highest level of willingness to collect groceries for this 
neighbour. The willingness to help this neighbour did not differ significantly from all 
other profiles containing the name Alex, except the one for Alex who lived in the country 
of residence less than a year and ordered beer on top of the groceries. A neighbour with 
this profile was, in turn, not treated significantly different from a neighbour called 
Mohammed who lived less than a year in the country of residence. This figure generates 
three interesting findings: First, not all variations of a neighbour called Alex are equally 
popular, and second, there is no clear clustering with all profiles containing the name 
Alex located at the one end, and all profiles containing the name Mohammed at the other 
end. Instead, profiles that included beer were rated lower when it came to the willingness 
to help, and those with groceries were rated higher. Yet, and third, respondents did not 
respond equally well to a Mohammed who has lived in the country for less than a year 
and ordered groceries as compared to his counterpart (Alex who has lived in the country 
for less than a year and ordered groceries), meaning there is ethno-religious discrimina-
tion in attitudes.
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Treatment effects

Further analyses confirm in line with the first hypothesis that beer decreases respond-
ents’ willingness to help (Figure 2).

Figure 2 displays the estimates excluding control variables. Estimates to the left 
of the red line indicate a lower willingness to help and estimates to the right of the 
red line indicate a higher willingness to help. If confidence intervals (degree of 
uncertainty) overlap with the red line, findings are not significantly different from 
zero. If an immigrant has spent less than a year in a country, the respondents’ willing-
ness to help decreases, which is partly in line with our second hypothesis. However, 
there is no benefit of having lived in the country the entire life compared to those 
who have spent 10 years in the country. Overall, the size of the coefficient for dura-
tion of stay is slightly but significantly higher than for the name. Having lived in a 
country the entire life increases respondents’ willingness to help by 13 percentage 
points (Table 2, Model 1). Finally, the figure clearly shows that in line with our third 
hypothesis, respondents indicated to be less willing to help a neighbour called 
Mohammed compared to a neighbour called Alex. These findings resonate with stud-
ies on actual discrimination of Muslim minorities (e.g. Carol et al., 2023; Di Stasio 
et al., 2019; Koopmans et al., 2019) and a recent survey experiment on the perceived 
eligibility of medical treatment for foreigners during the pandemic (Haderup Larsen 
and Schaeffer, 2021). To conclude, how willing people are to help depends on the 
ethno-religious origin of a neighbour, the duration of stay, and the type of groceries 
that are ordered (Figure 2).

Cross-national differences

Given the cross-national design of the data set, Figure 3 uncovers effect heterogeneity 
across countries and re-estimates Figure 2 by country.

Figure 1. Pro-social attitudes by profile of neighbour.
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We find that the results of the treatment variables are driven by the German sample 
where people are significantly less willing to help Mohammed. Moreover, there is a sig-
nificantly higher willingness to help an immigrant who has resided in the country for 
10 years. This suggests that an immigrant is less accepted in the short and long term. This 
resonates with Germany’s guest worker programme, which initially saw immigration as 
a temporary phenomenon and failed to integrate its immigrants in the beginning (Bade 
and Oltmer, 2011). For other countries, we do not see any significant differences across 
treatment variables.

However, this analysis does not inform us about differences between the different 
profiles that participants saw. We therefore conducted another analysis that compares the 
profile of Alex who has spent his entire life in the country and ordered groceries (no 
reference to beer) to all other profiles. The red line constitutes the reference category in 
Figure 4.

As already indicated in Figure 3, there is an absence of substantial discriminatory 
attitudes in England and Ireland. The finding for Ireland is in line with our expectations. 
The absence of significant differences matches previous findings by Strabac and Listhaug 
(2008) revealing that no significant distinction is made between Muslims and other 
immigrants.

Again, in Germany, but this time unexpectedly also Serbia, ethno-religious differ-
ences are more prominent. In those two countries, respondents were significantly less 
willing to help Alex who lived less than a year and ordered beer compared to Alex who 
lived his entire life there and ordered groceries (reference category). They were equally 
unwilling to help a neighbour called Mohammed who has lived there less than year. In 
Germany, this was irrespective of whether beer was ordered or not. In Serbia, all of the 
profiles of a Mohammed received lower scores except for Mohammed who has lived 
there 10 years and ordered groceries. It is somewhat puzzling that the latter profile was 
not significantly different from Alex who lived his entire life there and ordered groceries 

Figure 2. Treatment variables.



Carol et al. 11

Table 2. Regression willingness to help.

(1) (2)

Mohammed (ref. Alexander) −0.081***
(0.024)

−0.099**
(0.036)

Groceries and beer (ref. groceries) −0.066**
(0.024)

−0.066**
(0.024)

Less than a year (ref.)
The past 10 years vs <1 0.117***

(0.030)
0.118***

(0.030)
Entire life vs <1 0.125***

(0.030)
0.125***

(0.030)
Germany (ref.)
Ireland −0.003

(0.041)
−0.004
(0.041)

Serbia 0.264***
(0.038)

0.265***
(0.038)

Sweden −0.212***
(0.045)

−0.212***
(0.045)

England −0.045
(0.034)

−0.045
(0.034)

Education (ISCED) 0.045***
(0.012)

0.045***
(0.012)

Employed (ref. unemployed) 0.022
(0.026)

0.022
(0.026)

Female (ref. male) −0.188***
(0.024)

−0.189***
(0.024)

Age 0.008***
(0.001)

0.008***
(0.001)

Urban (ref. rural) −0.052+

(0.029)
−0.052+

(0.029)
Tested positive (ref. not) −0.128**

(0.041)
−0.128**
(0.041)

COVID-related death in network (ref. no) 0.012
(0.028)

0.012
(0.029)

At risk (ref. not) −0.148***
(0.031)

−0.148***
(0.031)

Ethnic minority (ref. not) −0.157**
(0.057)

−0.157**
(0.057)

Children (ref. no) 0.032
(0.029)

0.032
(0.029)

Religiosity −0.015***
(0.004)

−0.017**
(0.005)

Mohammed # Religiosity 0.005
(0.008)

Constant 3.012***
(0.075)

3.020***
(0.076)

Observations 7000 7000

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
+p < 0.10; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
ISCED: International Standard Classification of Education; AIC: Akaike Information Criterion.
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Figure 3. Cross-national differences in treatment variables.

in Germany and Serbia alike. Mohammed who lived in the country less than a year or his 
entire life were both significantly different, particularly in Germany.

Sweden is somewhere in between those more extreme cases. Compared to Figure 3, 
one significant difference to the most positively rated profile (Alex/life/groceries) con-
cerns Mohammed who lived there less than a year and ordered beer. This was the profile 
where respondents indicated the lowest willingness to help. This did not apply to a neigh-
bour called Alex with the same profile, meaning there is some discrimination by ethno-
religious origin in Sweden as well.

Pro-social attitudes and religiosity

The following analyses delve deeper into the moderating role of religion. Table 2 con-
tains two models: Model 1 includes religiosity on top of the socio-demographic control 
variables (including country-fixed effects) and Model 2 an interaction between religios-
ity and the name. We found two surprising findings (Table 2).

First, in contrast to the landmark of literature that associates more pro-social behav-
iour with more religious individuals, we found a significant negative but small relation-
ship (.02) with a constant of 3.012 (Table 2, Model 1), meaning religious individuals 
actually showed a lower willingness to help their neighbour. Second, religiosity did not 
play a significantly different role when evaluating the profile of the neighbour Mohammed 
compared to Alex (Table 2, Model 3), which leads us to falsify the fourth hypothesis. 
However, there was cross-national variation in the role of religiosity.

In order to visualize effect heterogeneity across countries and profiles, Figure 5 plots 
the relationships between religiosity and willingness to help by group (Alexander and 
Mohammed) and country.

We find that the coefficient for religiosity varies by ethno-religious origin of the 
neighbour and national context. Running separate models for the two profiles revealed 
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that religious individuals in Serbia are more likely to indicate higher levels of willing-
ness to help a neighbour called Alex compared to religious individuals in Sweden  
(Figure 5) and marginally more compared to residents in Ireland and England. Religious 
individuals in Serbia are also marginally more supportive of a neighbour called 
Mohammed than religious individuals in Ireland. This means, in Serbia, the classic rela-
tionship between in-group favouritism and out-group rejection does not hold. Serbian 
respondents were, on average, more willing to help than elsewhere. Religious individu-
als in Sweden, on the contrary, had a significantly lower likelihood to be willing to help 
a neighbour named Mohammed compared to England, Germany, and Serbia. Similarly, 
religious individuals in Ireland were less willing to help compared to those in Germany. 
This speaks to cross-sectional analysis of the Irish European Social Survey by Fahey 
et al. (2019). Hence, contrary to our fourth hypothesis, we conclude that there is not a 
uniformly positive or negative coefficient of religiosity on pro-social attitudes. Instead, 
it depends on the ethno-religious out-group and the context individuals reside in. The 
main takeaway is that the negative relationship with religiosity does not extend to all 
countries. This is in line with previous research that found cross-national variation in the 
effects of religiosity on anti-immigrant sentiments (e.g. Bohman and Hjerm, 2013).

Robustness checks and control variables

Our analyses were held constant for a range of control variables. In the beginning of the 
theoretical framework, we discussed the explanations of pro-social behaviour more gen-
erally. One explanation relates back to the empathy-altruism model, according to which 
one could expect that individuals who had COVID-19 themselves or know of someone 
who had it might develop more empathy and hence express a greater willingness to col-
lect the groceries for their neighbour. Yet, the opposite is the case. In our study, we found 
a lower willingness to help if individuals are at risk or had previously tested positive.  

Figure 5. Relationship between religiosity and willingness to help (by country).



Carol et al. 15

In the latter case, the associated costs would be lower of coming into contact with some-
one outside the household. COVID-related deaths within the network played no role. 
However, other costs might arise. If individuals have childcare responsibilities or work 
full-time, they should be less willing to collect the groceries for their neighbour. Yet, 
none of these variables mattered in a multi-variate model (Table 2, Models 1 and 2).

Solidarity more generally but also solidarity with out-group members can be closely 
related to trust and political orientation, as both can spur anti-immigrant sentiment (e.g. 
Ekici and Yucel, 2015; Kiehne and Ayon, 2016). Especially, a lack of trust towards sci-
ence has been characteristic for the pandemic (e.g. Qian et al., 2022). Less trust and a 
right-wing orientation might result in less support of a neighbour with a name associ-
ated with an out-group. These two variables did indeed matter but did not alter the coef-
ficients for other variables in the model substantially.9 Individuals with higher levels of 
trust towards public institutions and scientists were generally more willing to support 
the neighbour, whereas those who indicated a political orientation towards the right 
spectrum showed a significantly lower willingness to help (holding the treatment vari-
ables constant) (Table 3 in Appendix 1).

Conclusion

This article studied pro-social attitudes towards ethno-religious in-group and out-group 
members in the midst of the pandemic employing a novel large-scale data set collected 
online in England, Ireland, Germany, Serbia, and Sweden. The data set is particularly 
suitable to the study of attitudes towards in-groups and out-groups, as online surveys are 
less prone to social desirability in answers compared to face-to-face interviews (e.g. 
Heerwegh, 2009). The survey experimental design allowed us to assess average causal 
effects. While this design has been exploited in a few studies addressing ethno-religious 
divides, these studies are rare, have been conducted in one country only, centred on 
North and Central Europe (e.g. Haderup Larsen and Schaeffer, 2021), or included a dif-
ferent set of countries and key variables (Helbling et al., 2022). Moreover, Serbia adds a 
novel and truly interesting case to the landscape, as it is characterized by comparably 
lower rates of vaccinations against COVID-19 (Our World in Data, 2022), relatively 
lower generalized trust compared to our other countries of study (World Values Survey, 
own calculation), and hosts a native religious minority – Muslims.

Acknowledging omitted variable bias (effects observed for religiosity actually being 
caused by variables not included in the model), the cross-national design enables us to 
understand the role of religiosity better and helps us to contribute to the current state of the 
art on the paradoxical role of religion for out-group attitudes more generally and pro-
social attitudes more specifically. Our research underlines that we have to be careful in 
generalizing the role of religion in pro-social attitudes towards out-groups based on sin-
gle-country analysis. We reveal that there is no uniform relationship across countries. 
While there is a small negative coefficient across all countries, suggesting that religiosity 
goes along with less pro-social attitudes towards out-group members, this varies by pro-
file and country. Religious individuals in Serbia were significantly more willing to help a 
neighbour named Alexander than in other countries, while in Sweden religious individu-
als were significantly less likely to help a neighbour called Mohammed. Noticeably, the 
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support of a neighbour with a native name does not go along with the rejection of help 
towards a neighbour who belongs to a different ethno-religious out-group, as religious 
individuals in Serbia would not be significantly less willing to help a neighbour called 
Mohammed compared to religious individuals in other countries. This blurs the often-
times assumed linear relationship between in-group favouritism and out-group rejection.

We see pro-sociality chauvinism with only those seen as eligible for informal help 
who have spent several years in these five countries. While this has been documented for 
welfare policies, a cross-national study on pro-social attitudes during the pandemic has 
been lacking so far. This finding is truly problematic from a societal perspective and 
bears relevance for the current refugee stream bringing individuals from Ukraine with 
similar names to the countries of study. If a profile included a recent immigrant and beer 
was ordered, respondents were also less willing to help a neighbour named Alex. This 
suggests that we need to dedicate more attention to other characteristics than names in 
future studies on discrimination.

One example that could be studied with survey experiments in the future is the role of 
assimilation cues. Previous research on the discrimination of people with Arabic names 
revealed that they were not treated differently from people with native names if secular-
ity was mentioned (Carol et al., 2023). Similarly, the consumption of beer could have 
been interpreted as signal of assimilation in those five countries, particularly for the 
neighbour with a Muslim name as the consumption of alcohol is less common among 
Muslim minorities (e.g. Tillie et al., 2013). Alternatively, individuals might have been 
reluctant due to costs that arise with carrying a six-pack, or beer signalling a less healthy 
lifestyle, which respondents might have perceived as wrong due to the possibility of 
detrimental effects on one’s health or its non-essential nature. In addition, addressing the 
heterogeneity and division of Muslim minorities within countries would help us to fur-
ther understand animosity (e.g. between Bosniaks from the Sandzak region and Albanians 
from the south of Serbia, or two politicized Islamic community organizations in Serbia) 
(see also Galijaš and Kostić, 2021).

To sum up, we have learned that pro-sociality and out-group attitudes during the pan-
demic have to be interpreted within their national contexts. Societal differences in the 
role of religion constitute a relevant explanation that should not be neglected when inves-
tigating social cohesion in European societies. It would also be desirable to repeat this 
experiment in a post-COVID period for different gender, names, and also see whether the 
role of religiosity in pro-social attitudes has been more important during a crisis. It is 
possible that findings would have been different at the outset of the pandemic with dif-
ferent restrictions being in place. A longitudinal perspective would have allowed us to 
capture waves of solidarity. Emphasizing group boundaries during the pandemic can 
decrease empathy with out-groups as Van Bavel et al. (2020) argue, and empathy, in turn, 
has knock-on effects on pro-sociality (Politi et al., 2023). Recent research revealed that 
an emphasis on global solidarity resulted in pro-sociality towards in-group and out-group 
members (Zagefka, 2022), whereas the blame of a third party for the COVID-19 crises 
resulted in less helping behaviour towards out-group members (Zagefka, 2021). However, 
given that in some countries no pandemic effect was observed for xenophobia and dis-
crimination (Auer et al., 2023; e.g. Drouhot et al., 2021; Helbling et al., 2022), we do not 
expect differences in the pro-sociality towards Mohammed and Alexander across time. 
Nevertheless, changes in religiosity are plausible. After all, ongoing research indicates 
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an increase of religiosity/spirituality during the pandemic (Bentzen, 2021) in some coun-
tries more than in others (Sahgal and Connaughton, 2021). Religion is therefore likely to 
continue shaping European societies’ future.
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Notes

1. www.mipex.eu (accessed 20 April 2022), 18:10h.
2. https://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm (accessed 20 April 2022), 18:14h.
3. Data are available on request from (email sarah.carol@ucd.ie).
4. We use the profile of an older male, as older people and males have been seen as significantly 

less deserving of help (Helbling et al., 2022).
5. We chose the name Mohammed as one of the most common Muslim names (Wallwork, 

2015), and Alexander, as it is common in all of the countries studied. In Serbia, the spelling of 
the name Alexander is different and replaced by Aleksandar. While a range of names would 
have been desirable, the emphasis lies on comparability across countries due the study design.

6. Please note that this variable deviates from the pre-registration (marital status), as we con-
sidered this to be closer to the mechanism of care responsibilities and the survey institute 
implemented it only after pre-registration.

7. Missing values were low. For most variables, the share of missings is <10%, only the vari-
able on political orientation slightly exceeded it with 11% missings.
With imputed data, the confidence intervals displayed in the figures can be incorrect. 
However, additional analyses (available on request) revealed that the difference is close to 0 
(differences are in the fifth decimal place or later), as it is oftentimes the case for large sample 
sizes and not visually visible (Klein, 2022; https://www.statalist.org/forums/forum/general-
stata-discussion/general/1481264-mimrgns-and-marginsplot (accessed 2 July 2022), 10:01h). 
Moreover, the models based on listwise deletion lead to comparable results.

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5403-8931
www.mipex.eu
https://www.oecd.org/social/expenditure.htm
mailto:sarah.carol@ucd.ie
https://www.statalist.org/forums/forum/general-stata-discussion/general/1481264-mimrgns-and-marginsplot
https://www.statalist.org/forums/forum/general-stata-discussion/general/1481264-mimrgns-and-marginsplot
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8. Results remain stable in unweighted models.
9. We measured trust with the question ‘How much do you trust the following persons and 

institutions in dealing with COVID-19?’ Respondents rated their trust into scientists, local 
administration, government, health ministry, and the World Health Organization (WHO) on a 
scale from 1 = ‘Completely distrust’, 2 = ‘Distrust’, 3 = ‘Neither distrust nor trust’, 4 = ‘Trust’, 
5 = ‘Completely trust’. The factor scores retrieved from a confirmatory factor analysis were 
stored and used in the analysis. All factor loadings were >.6 and higher. Political orientation 
is captured with the question ‘In politics people sometimes talk of ‘left’ and ‘right’. Where 
would you place yourself on this scale, where 0 means the left and 10 means the right?’
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Résumé
Dans quelle mesure les individus étaient-ils prêts à aider les autres pendant la pandémie? Cet article 
examine les comportements prosociaux de 7000 personnes vivant en Angleterre, en Irlande, en 
Allemagne, en Serbie et en Suède, en présentant le scénario fictif d’un voisin âgé qui a besoin 
qu’on aille lui chercher ses courses dans un supermarché des environs. L’enquête en ligne suit un 
plan factoriel 3x2x2 variant l’origine ethno-religieuse du voisin signalée par le nom (Alexander par 
rapport à Mohammed), la durée de sa résidence dans le pays (< 1 an, 10 ans, toute la vie) et si les 
courses à aller chercher incluent ou non de la bière. Nous constatons que les personnes issues 
d’une minorité et celles qui vivent depuis moins d’un an dans le pays sont désavantagées. Dans 
l’ensemble, la religiosité est associée à une plus faible volonté d’aider son voisin.

Mots-clés 
Covid-19, Europe, minorités, prosocialité, religion, solidarité

Resumen
¿Hasta qué punto estaban dispuestos los individuos a ayudar a los demás durante la pandemia? 
Este trabajo examina las actitudes prosociales de 7.000 individuos residentes en Inglaterra, Irlanda, 
Alemania, Serbia y Suecia exponiéndoles la situación ficticia de un vecino mayor que necesita que 
le recojan la compra en un supermercado cercano. El experimento de encuesta online sigue un 
diseño factorial 3x2x2 que varía el origen étnico-religioso del vecino indicado por el nombre 
(Alexander frente a Mohammed), la duración de su residencia (< 1 año, 10 años, toda la vida) 
y si hay que recoger la compra, o la compra y cerveza. Se ha hallado que quienes tienen origen 
minoritario y quienes llevan menos de un año en un país se encuentran en situación de desventaja. 
En general, la religiosidad se asocia a una menor disposición a ayudar al prójimo.

Palabras clave
COVID-19, Europa, minorías, prosocialidad, religión, solidaridad



24 International Sociology 00(0)

Table 3. Regression willingness to help.

(1)

Mohammed (ref. Alexander) –0.082***
(0.024)

Groceries and beer (ref. groceries) –0.066**
(0.024)

Less than a year (ref.)
The past 10 years vs <1 0.130***

(0.030)
Entire life vs <1 0.133***

(0.029)
Germany (ref.)
Ireland –0.022

(0.040)
Serbia 0.326***

(0.040)
Sweden –0.206***

(0.044)
England –0.040

(0.034)
Education (ISCED) 0.036**

(0.012)
Employed (ref. unemployed) 0.047+

(0.026)
Female (ref. male) –0.161***

(0.024)
Age 0.009***

(0.001)
Urban (ref. rural) –0.056+

(0.029)
Tested positive (ref. not) –0.113**

(0.041)
COVID-related death in network (ref. no) –0.006

(0.028)
At risk (ref. not) –0.151***

(0.030)
Ethnic minority (ref. not) –0.143*

(0.056)
Children (ref. no) 0.049+

(0.028)
Religiosity –0.010*

(0.004)

Appendix 1

(Continued)
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(1)

Right-wing –0.053***
(0.006)

Trust 0.264***
(0.028)

Constant 3.233***
(0.076)

Observations 7000

Robust standard errors in parentheses.
+p < 0.10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
ISCED: International Standard Classification of Education.

Table 3. (Continued)
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