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Abstract

How do immigrants come to feel they belong in their new country? This paper ex-
amines how everyday social interactions, bothwith people from their own ethnic com-
munity and with people from different backgrounds, are associated with immigrant
belonging. Using original survey data from 1,795 first-generation immigrants across
29 localities in Quebec, we show that the same kinds of interaction are associated with
different forms of belonging depending on political context. We compare two contexts
that the same immigrant population lives under: Canada’s multicultural framework,
which treats keeping one’s ethnic identity as compatible with being Canadian, and
Quebec’s interculturalist framework, which expects immigrants to converge around
a shared French-language public culture. Under Canada’s framework, both kinds of
interaction are associated with belonging in different ways: cross-ethnic friendship is
associated with feeling accepted, and co-ethnic friendship is associated with feeling
attached. Under Quebec’s framework, only cross-ethnic interaction is associated with
belonging; co-ethnic interactions are politically invisible. We also find that the costs of
discrimination are largest in Quebec, where the demand to integrate is highest. The
political context in which cross-ethnic recognition appears most consequential is also
where exclusion is most costly.
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1 Introduction

Immigrants build relationships in many different ways. Some rely primarily on family
members and people from their own ethnic community. Others develop relationships
beyond their co-ethnic community through friendships and everyday interactions with
people from different backgrounds. How do immigrants develop a sense of belonging
through relationships within and beyond their co-ethnic communities? Belonging refers
to how individuals see themselves in relation to others in the same community (Amit
& Bar-Lev, 2015), and it encompasses both feelings of acceptance and feelings of attach-
ment (Bilodeau et al., 2020). It is also central to immigrant integration, the mutual ad-
aptation of immigrants and host communities (Bilodeau et al., 2020; Fuchs et al., 2021;
Jiménez, 2011), and has important consequences for political incorporation, including
political trust, democratic engagement, and identificationwith the host society (Schildkraut,
2005; Simonsen, 2021).

Existing research traces immigrant belonging to structural and institutional drivers
(Hainmueller et al., 2015, 2017; Simonsen, 2017) and to features of the host-society con-
text (Mayorga, 2021; Simonsen, 2019, 2021). Much less is known about how immigrants’
everyday interactions, both within and beyond their co-ethnic communities, relate to their
feelings of acceptance and attachment. Yet these interactions are among the most imme-
diate ways in which immigrants encounter, navigate, and make sense of the societies in
which they live. We argue that immigrants do not develop a sense of belonging through
everyday interactions in the same way across political communities. Whether relation-
ships within and beyond immigrants’ co-ethnic communities are connected to feelings of
acceptance and attachment depends on how immigrant integration is understood. We
describe these contrasting approaches as plus-sum and zero-sum frameworks of integra-
tion. Under a plus-sum framework, relationships both within and beyond immigrants’
co-ethnic communities can be associated with belonging, although they are connected to
different dimensions of belonging. Under a zero-sum framework, by contrast, belonging
is understood primarily through participation in a common public culture, making rela-
tionships beyond immigrants’ co-ethnic communitiesmore closely connected to belonging
than relationships within them.

Canada andQuebec provide a unique setting to examine this argument. First-generation
immigrants in Quebec live simultaneously under Canada’s federal multicultural frame-
work and Quebec’s provincial intercultural framework, allowing us to examine how the
relationship between everyday interactions and belonging varies across two approaches
to immigrant integration while holding constant the immigrant population, immigration
histories, and survey conditions. To do so, we draw on original survey data from 1,795
first-generation immigrants across 29 localities in Quebec. We distinguish between two
forms of interaction within both bridging and bonding: self-selected friendship (strong
ties) and opportunity-driven shared activities such as sports and cultural events (weak
ties). We examine belonging at three levels: the neighborhood, an apolitical baseline
shaped by proximity and routine; Quebec, the intercultural provincial community; and
Canada, the multicultural national community. To capture the multidimensional struc-
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ture of belonging, we analyze feelings of attachment (internal identification) and feelings
of acceptance (perceived recognition) separately.

Immigrants with cross-ethnic friendships report stronger feelings of acceptance at the
neighborhood, Quebec, and Canada levels, making this the most consistent finding in the
paper. By contrast, immigrants with stronger co-ethnic friendships report stronger feel-
ings of attachment to Canada, but not to Quebec. Immigrants who participate in cross-
ethnic activities also report stronger feelings of acceptance in Quebec, but not in Canada.
Finally, immigrants who perceive greater discrimination report the weakest sense of be-
longing in Quebec. The political context where cross-ethnic recognition matters most is
also where exclusion is most costly. Together, these findings suggest that the relationship
between everyday interactions and belonging differs not only across forms of interaction,
but also across dimensions of belonging and political communities.

The paper makes three contributions. First, it advances research on immigrant integ-
ration by explaining why the relationship between everyday interactions and belonging
differs across political contexts. Rather than reflecting measurement noise alone, conflict-
ing findings on the consequences of co-ethnic and cross-ethnic interactionsmay also reflect
meaningful differences in how political communities understand immigrant integration.
Second, the paper brings subnational political contexts into the study of immigrant integ-
ration by showing that minority-nation frameworks, which remain understudied in the
comparative political behavior literature, can produce different patterns of belonging than
national frameworks. Third, it shows that the opportunities and constraints of integration
are unevenly distributed across political communities. Where integration places greater
emphasis on participation in a common public culture, immigrants benefit more from
cross-ethnic interactions, while experiences of discrimination carry greater consequences
for belonging. The 2019 fieldwork, conducted during Quebec’s passage of Bill 21 restrict-
ing religious symbols in public service, provides a particularly valuable setting for ex-
amining the political stakes of belonging under a convergence-oriented framework.

2 Theory

Understanding how immigrants come to feel they belong in their host society requires
three analytical moves. First, it requires distinguishing what belonging is, recognizing it
as amultidimensional construct rather than a single feeling. Second, it requires specifying
how different forms of everyday social interaction map onto these dimensions: whether a
tie is bridging or bonding, and whether it is a self-selected friendship or an opportunity-
driven shared activity, shapeswhich dimension of belonging it can reach. Third, it requires
recognizing that belonging is structured by the political context in which immigrants find
themselves, and that what counts as integrative behavior and what discrimination costs
varies across those contexts.
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2.1 The Multi-Dimensional Nature of Belonging

Belonging is the affective foundation of immigrants’ incorporation into the host society’s
political community. Whether immigrants feel attached to that community, and whether
they feel accepted by it, predicts the political trust, democratic satisfaction, and identi-
fication on which incorporation rests (Schildkraut, 2005; Simonsen, 2021). Belonging is
also a multidimensional concept that can be conceived as encompassing both feelings of
attachment (“the person experiences a fit or congruence with other people, groups, ob-
jects, organizations”) and feelings of acceptance (“the person experiences being valued,
needed, or important to other people, groups, and organizations”) (Banting & Soroka,
2012; Hagerty et al., 1992). Bilodeau et al. (2020) further demonstrate that these two di-
mensions are independent yet complementary, each playing a distinct role in shaping im-
migrants’ sense of belonging. While attachment captures how individuals engage with
and perceive the host society, acceptance captures the individual’s perception of how
the community is reaching out to them (Bilodeau et al., 2020). The distinction matters
politically: attachment and acceptance plausibly map onto different political outcomes,
with attachment more closely tied to identification-based behaviors and acceptance to
recognition- and trust-based ones.

Belonging is always anchored in place, and the places immigrants inhabit are politic-
ally layered. Immigrants live simultaneously in local, sub-national, and national political
communities, each of which makes different demands and offers different forms of recog-
nition (Bilodeau et al., 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2019b). As Yuval-Davis (2006) notes, it
is a feeling directed toward a specific location, shaped by shared experiences, practices,
and relationships with others who are seen as part of the same place. Belonging is also a
layered experience (Toikko & Pehkonen, 2018). Thus, belonging is a multilevel relational
process through which immigrants develop attachment and feel accepted in various lay-
ers of the host society. While daily routines and immediate interactions often occur at
the local level (Wu et al., 2011), which is apolitical, they also encounter the sub-national
level, which may introduce distinct cultural, linguistic, or political frameworks. Finally,
they relate to the national level, which encompasses institutional policies, legal rights,
and symbolic narratives of belonging. This national level may be viewed as their ultimate
destination in terms of long-term integration and identification. These distinctions matter
because the drivers of belonging are not uniform.

This combination of two dimensions at multiple levels has direct implications for how
we should study immigrant belonging. The drivers of belonging are unlikely to be uni-
form across either axis. A given social interaction may generate feelings of acceptance
without producing attachment, or vice versa. A given form of integration may matter at
the national level but not the provincial level, or operate differently at the local level where
political-institutional frameworks matter less than everyday proximity. The remainder of
this section develops the central argument of the paper: that the political context struc-
tures which forms of social interaction are associatedwith which dimensions of belonging
at which levels.
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2.2 Belonging Through Social Interaction

How social interactions are associated with belonging depends on what kind of interac-
tion and what kind of belonging is at stake. In this section, we develop two claims that
together specify the mapping. The first claim is that bridging ties primarily carry signals
of recognition from the host society, while bonding ties primarily carry emotional anchor-
ing within the immigrant community. The second claim is that not all ties are equally
deep. Friendship is sustained and personal, so it can reach both dimensions of belong-
ing. Activities are structured, public, and intermittent, so they can reach acceptance but
not the internal identification that attachment requires. Taken together, the two claims
predict which form of social interaction can explain which dimension of belonging.

A central channel through which belonging develops is social interaction, which is
the everyday interactions immigrants build with others. Classic contact theory (Allport,
1979) posits that under certain conditions—(1) equal status contact betweenmajority and
minority groups, (2) the pursuit of common goals, (3) supported by institutional struc-
tures, and (4) a shared perception of common interests and humanity — intergroup con-
tact can reduce prejudice and promote mutual understanding. Empirical evidence from a
wide range of contexts has confirmed these predictions: meta-analyses show that contact
generally reduces prejudice even when Allport’s optimal conditions are only partially met
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Through repeated encounters, individuals gain more accur-
ate information about outgroups, and replace stereotypes with personal experiences and
recognize shared humanity (Alrababa’h et al., 2019; Skipworth et al., 2010).

However, much of the contact literature has focused on majority-group outcomes, ex-
amining howcontact shapes natives’ prejudice toward immigrants (Choi et al., 2022; Hangart-
ner et al., 2019). Far less is known about what contact means for immigrants themselves.
Unlike themajority population,minorities feel in a differentway from thedominant groups
because they are more attuned to their subordination (Oskooii, 2020; Pérez & Vicuña,
2023). Their experiences are less often characterized by the “equal status” condition en-
visioned by Allport. Even naturalized citizens may continue to face symbolic exclusion,
as their visible minority status or migration background marks them as outsiders. Yet for
immigrants, intergroup contact carries asymmetrical meanings: it represents both an op-
portunity for inclusion and a test of recognitionwithin a host-society hierarchy (Prati et al.,
2022; Simonsen, 2019). These asymmetries have direct political-behavior consequences:
discrimination, exclusion, and the perception of beingunwelcome shape immigrants’ polit-
ical trust, identification, and engagement in ways that majority-side contact research can-
not capture (Lajevardi et al., 2020; Schildkraut, 2005; Simonsen, 2021).

Social capital theory extends this perspective by specifying that not all ties are alike.
While the bonding/bridgingdistinction has beenused to study economic outcomes (Lancee,
2010), a growing body of work also shows that social ties are associated with immigrants’
and minorities’ political-psychological outcomes more broadly (Roman et al., 2022; Su-
maktoyo, 2021). Putnam et al. (2000) distinguishes between two forms of social capital:
bonding and bridging. Bonding social capital refers to connections among similar indi-
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viduals — those who share ethnic, racial, or cultural backgrounds — while bridging so-
cial capital links individuals to others who are socially different (Hannuksela & Tiihonen,
2024; Putnam et al., 2000). The two forms capture distinct but complementary dimensions
of social life: bonding provides cohesion and emotional support within groups, whereas
bridging fosters information flow, trust, and reciprocity across group boundaries (Panago-
poulos et al., 2022). Early scholars often contrasted these two forms normatively. Bonding
ties, although promoting solidarity and mutual assistance, have been criticized for rein-
forcing exclusivity and social divisions (Mc Kenzie, 2008; Putnam et al., 1993). Bridging
ties, in contrast, are celebrated for their inclusivity and for connecting diverse individuals
across lines of race, class, and ideology.

However, the consequences of bonding are more complex than the early scholars have
suggested. In marginalized or minority communities, bonding social capital can be a crit-
ical resource for resilience, identity continuity, and political empowerment (Mc Kenzie,
2008). Mc Kenzie (2008) shows that bonding ties within African-American civic associ-
ations do not pull members away from broader civic and political life but instead con-
nect them to it, and Sumaktoyo (2021) similarly demonstrates in the partisan context that
bonding and bridging are independent constructs with distinct consequences rather than
opposite ends of a single continuum. The relevance of this distinction is particularly evid-
ent in the case of immigrants. For immigrants, bridging social capital (interactions with
natives or out-group members) represents a crucial form of host-society specific capital
that facilitates adaptation, language acquisition, and social mobility (Lancee, 2010). It
can signal recognition by the broader society and affirm immigrants as legitimate mem-
bers of the community. The bonding/bridging distinction has been productive but un-
derspecified in one important respect. Both forms of capital have typically been treated
as having context-invariant effects: bonding is always inward-facing, bridging is always
integrative. This treatment obscures the possibility that the meaning of each form of tie
for immigrant belonging may depend on the political and institutional context in which
the tie is formed. Before we turn to that argument, we introduce one further distinction
within both bridging and bonding: the difference between self-selected friendship and
opportunity-driven shared activities.

Friendship and participation in shared activities — such as sports teams, cultural or-
ganizations, or community events — are different kinds of social interaction even when
they involve the same other people. This distinction draws on the classical sociological
framework of strong and weak ties (M. S. Granovetter, 1973). Strong ties, such as friend-
ships, are characterized by emotional intimacy, personal disclosure, a sense of uniqueness,
and a highdegree of voluntary investment (M. S. Granovetter, 1973; Sprecher, 2022). Weak
ties, such as interactions with acquaintances or fellow participants in collective activities,
involve less intimacy, fewer obligations, and more formal or role-based interaction (Fin-
german, 2009; M. S. Granovetter, 1973; Sprecher, 2022).

This distinction brings important theoretical implications for the study of immigrant
integration. Friendship is self-selected in that people actively choose their friends, which
means that cross-ethnic friendship in particular reflects a deliberate openness to building
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bonds across ethnic boundaries. Because of this, friendship-based contact may be subject
to reverse causality; immigrants who already feel a greater sense of belonging or open-
ness toward the host society may be more likely to form cross-ethnic friendship in the
first place, rather than the other way around. Participation in shared activities, by con-
trast, is shaped more by availability than by individual preferences. Who else shows up
to a community sports league or cultural event is largely outside any individual parti-
cipant’s control (Jørgensen, 2026). This makes activity-based contact less dependent on
pre-existing attitudes toward other groups and therefore a more exogenous form of inter-
group exposure. While M. Granovetter (1983) himself argued that weak ties are vital for
social integration precisely because they connect individuals to circles beyond their imme-
diate networks, recent work has shown that activity-based contact and friendship-based
contact do not always produce the same effects: participation in mixed leisure organiz-
ations can generate cross-ethnic contact within the organization without translating into
broader cross-ethnic friendship (Jørgensen, 2026).

For immigrants, the two forms of interaction likely are associatedwith belonging through
different psychological channels. Friendship reflects deeper interpersonal recognition.
Activities, by contrast, foster belonging through routine participation in shared spaces
and practices, even when individual ties remain relatively weak. We return to this distinc-
tion in our hypotheses, wherewe predict that friendship and activities operate on different
dimensions of belonging. The implication is direct. If cross-ethnic interactions signal that
the host society recognizes immigrants as members, while co-ethnic interactions provide
emotional anchoring and community continuity, then the two forms of social interaction
should map onto different dimensions of belonging. Cross-ethnic interactions, by signal-
ing personal recognition from members of the host society and connecting immigrants to
its institutions, should operate primarily on the acceptance dimension— the perception of
being valued by the host community. Co-ethnic interactions, by providing fit, congruence,
and emotional embeddedness within an immigrant community, should operate primarily
on the attachment dimension — the felt sense of belonging to a place and a people.

2.3 When Do Bonding and Bridging Ties Generate Belonging?

The bonding/bridging distinction and the friendship/activities distinction both describe
forms of social interaction, but neither tells us when each form should be related to be-
longing at the level of the political community. To answer that question, we have to bring
the host society back in. The political context in which immigrants form social ties shapes
what those ties mean (Bilodeau et al., 2022; Schildkraut et al., 2019a; Simonsen, 2021;
Wright, 2011). Specifically, the dominant integration framework of the host society helps
explain whether bonding and bridging ties operate as substitutes or complements in gen-
erating belonging at the level of the political community.

We characterize this contextual variation using a plus-sum/zero-sum distinction. A
plus-sum dynamic holdswhen both bonding and bridging ties can simultaneously support
belonging at the level of the political community. This occurs in integration frameworks

6



that legitimize the maintenance of ethnic identity alongside participation in the broader
society. Multiculturalism is the canonical example: by treating ethnic-community ties as
compatible with — indeed constitutive of — national identity, multicultural frameworks
make co-ethnic and cross-ethnic interactions additive rather than competing sources of
belonging (Banting & Soroka, 2012; Citrin et al., 2012, 2014; Kymlicka, 1995; Taylor et al.,
1994). A zero-sumdynamic, by contrast, holdswhen the integration framework creates ten-
sion between bonding and bridging. In contexts where integration is framed around con-
vergence toward a shared linguistic and cultural identity (Bilodeau et al., 2022; Bouchard,
2011; Scott et al., 2024), bridging ties are the primary route to political belonging, while
bonding ties remain orthogonal — neither helpful nor explicitly harmful, but politically
illegible as evidence of integration into the host society. The zero-sum label is deliberately
stronger than what we expect to observe; we use it to mark the theoretical contrast, not to
predict that bonding ties damage belonging in such contexts.

This framework reframes the long-standing debate about whether bonding ties impede
or support integration. The inconsistent findings produced by that debate may reflect
real variation in the political contexts in which studies have been conducted, rather than
measurement noise. Where the host society’s integration framework legitimizes ethnic-
community ties, bonding capital is integrative (McKenzie, 2008; Sumaktoyo, 2021). Where
the framework demands convergence, bonding capital is politically inert at the level where
convergence is demanded, even if it remains valuable for emotional anchoring and com-
munity continuity. The framework also explains why bridging capital appears to have
more uniform positive effects in the literature: bridging ties signal participation in the
host society regardless of which integration framework operates, because they connect
immigrants to majority-group members and broader institutions in ways that are politic-
ally legible across contexts.

Quebec and Canada provide an ideal paired comparison for testing this argument.
Canada operationalizes multiculturalism at the federal level, formally legitimizing cul-
tural plurality and treating the maintenance of ethnic identity as compatible with Cana-
dian national identity (Banting&Soroka, 2012; Citrin et al., 2012; Kymlicka, 1995; Reeskens
&Wright, 2013). Quebec operationalizes interculturalism at the provincial level. Intercul-
turalism shares some featureswithmulticulturalism in that it recognizes cultural diversity
and protects minority rights, but it differs fundamentally in centering integration around
a common public culture, organized around the French language and Québécois cultural
norms (Bilodeau et al., 2022; Bouchard, 2011; Bouchard & Taylor, 2008; Scott et al., 2024).
The result is a single immigrant population, drawn from a single survey, living simultan-
eously under two distinct integration frameworks. Immigrants in Quebec are Canadian
citizens subject to federal multicultural policy, but they are also residents of a province
whose integration regime is structured by linguistic and cultural convergence. This nes-
ted structure allows us to compare the meaning of social interactions across two integra-
tion frameworkswhile holding individual-level characteristics, immigration histories, and
survey conditions constant.

The plus-sum/zero-sum framework also predicts the asymmetric costs of discrimina-
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tion across political levels. A well-documented finding in the immigration literature com-
plicates the recognition story: themore immigrants engagewith the host society, themore
discrimination they tend to report (Geurts et al., 2020; Lajevardi et al., 2020; Verkuyten,
2016). As immigrants become more educated, economically integrated, and socially con-
nected, they also develop higher expectations of fair treatment and become more attuned
to instances of exclusion (Oskooii, 2020; Schildkraut, 2005). The integration paradox sug-
gests that discrimination is not simply a background condition independent of integration;
it is partly a consequence of integration itself, particularly through cross-ethnic contact in
majority-group spaces. The plus-sum/zero-sum framework specifies where these costs
should be most acute. Under multiculturalism, where plurality is legitimized, differential
treatment registers as a relatively smaller violation because pluralitywas never abandoned
in the first place. Under interculturalism, where the framework demands convergence to-
ward a common public culture, the gap between what integration demands and what
immigrants actually experience in everyday interaction with majority members is larger,
and discrimination registers as amore direct violation of the integration bargain. The 2019
passage of Bill 21, Quebec’s law restricting religious symbols in public service, generated
intense public debate about the place of visible religiousminorities in the province, and re-
cent work has documented elevated patterns of exclusion amongMuslim immigrants and
visible minorities in Quebec specifically (Bilodeau et al., 2022; Djogbenou et al., 2025). We
therefore expect the negative association between perceived discrimination and belonging
to be most pronounced at the Quebec level.

A third level is neighborhood, which provides an apolitical baseline against which
the politically structured Quebec and Canada effects can be evaluated. Locality belong-
ing operates primarily through proximity, daily encounters, and the routines of everyday
life, rather than through institutionalized integration frameworks (Wu et al., 2011; Yuval-
Davis, 2006). While localities do have political institutions, they are not the primary sites
where interculturalism ormulticulturalism are operationalized as integration ideology. At
the same time, neighborhoods are not neutral: substantial recent work shows that initial
neighborhoods causally shape immigrants’ political integration through local networks
and exposure (Andersson et al., 2022; Bratsberg et al., 2021). Comparing locality results
to Quebec and Canada results lets us isolate which effects are driven by the political struc-
ture of integration and which simply reflect the everyday social texture of immigrant lives
(Schildkraut et al., 2019a). The locality level is not a competing case but a reference point:
it shows what belonging looks like when political-institutional context is held to a min-
imum.

2.4 Hypotheses

Combining the dimensional structure of belonging with the plus-sum/zero-sum distinc-
tion and the friendship/activities distinction, we derive predictions about how each form
of social interaction translates into each dimension of belonging at theQuebec andCanada
levels. The predictions follow from three linked claims developed above. First, cross-
ethnic interactions primarily generate acceptance because they signal recognition bymem-
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bers of the host society, while co-ethnic interactions primarily generate attachment be-
cause they provide emotional anchoring and cultural continuity within an immigrant
community. Second, friendship reaches both dimensions because it involves sustained
personal connection, while activities reach acceptance but not attachment because they
are structured, public, and intermittent rather than personally intimate. Third, which
level rewards which form of tie depends on the integration framework: Canadian mul-
ticulturalism legitimizes both bridging and bonding ties as routes to national belonging,
while Quebec interculturalism makes only bridging ties politically legible as evidence of
integration into the provincial community.

At the neighborhood level, which operates through everyday proximity rather than
through an integration framework, we expect cross-ethnic friendship to operate similarly
through personal recognition and familiarity, but make no framework-based predictions
about co-ethnic interactions or activities. The neighborhood level serves as a baseline
against which the politically structured Quebec and Canada effects can be evaluated.

2.4.1 Cross-Ethnic Interactions: Recognition as the Primary Channel

Cross-ethnic friendship signals personal recognition from members of the host society.
This recognition signal is legible regardless of which integration framework operates, so
we expect cross-ethnic friendship to be positively associated with acceptance at both the
Quebec and Canada levels. On the contrary, whether cross-ethnic friendship also reaches
attachment depends on the integration framework. In Quebec’s interculturalist frame-
work, where convergence toward a common public culture is the central integration de-
mand, forming friendships across ethnic lines is itself part of what integration into the
provincial community is taken to mean; cross-ethnic friendship should therefore also be
positively associated with attachment to Quebec. In Canada’s multicultural framework,
where both bridging and bonding ties are legitimized as routes to national belonging,
cross-ethnic friendship contributes to attachment alongside co-ethnic interactions rather
than in competition with them; cross-ethnic friendship should therefore also be positively
associated with attachment to Canada.

Cross-ethnic activities are a weaker, more structured form of contact, since they gen-
erate visibility within shared host-society spaces but lack the personal intimacy that pro-
duces internal identification. We therefore expect cross-ethnic activities to be positively as-
sociated with acceptance only where the integration framework explicitly rewards shared
participation in a common public culture, which is Quebec.

Cross-Ethnic Friendship-Based Interaction

• H1a: Immigrants who spend more time with cross-ethnic friends report higher at-
tachment at both the Quebec and Canada levels.
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• H1b: Immigrants who spend more time with cross-ethnic friends report higher ac-
ceptance at both the Quebec and Canada levels.

Cross-Ethnic Activity-Based Interaction

• H2a: Immigrants who participate more in cross-ethnic sports and cultural activities
will report no significant differences in emotional attachment at either the Quebec
or Canada level.

• H2b: Immigrants who participate more in cross-ethnic sports and cultural activities
report higher acceptance at the Quebec level, but not at the Canada level.

2.4.2 Co-Ethnic Interactions: Anchoring Where the Framework Allows

Co-ethnic friendship provides cultural continuity and emotional anchoringwithin the im-
migrant community. Whether this anchoring translates into attachment to the political
community depends on the integration framework. Under Canadian multiculturalism,
which explicitly legitimizes ethnic-community interactions as compatible with national
identification, co-ethnic friendship should support attachment to Canada. Under Que-
bec’s interculturalism, which centers belonging on convergence toward a common pub-
lic culture, co-ethnic friendship remains politically orthogonal to provincial belonging,
neither helpful nor harmful, but not legible as evidence of integration into the Quebec
community. We predict no meaningful relationship between co-ethnic friendship and
attachment to Quebec, rather than a negative one. Co-ethnic friendship would not be
meaningfully related to acceptance at either level, because bonding ties provide internal
anchoring rather than external recognition by the broader community.

Co-ethnic activities are the weakest form of bonding contact. They lack both the per-
sonal intimacy of friendship and the cross-group recognition of bridging ties. We there-
fore expect co-ethnic activities to have no meaningful relationship with either dimension
of belonging at either political level.

Co-Ethnic Friendship-Based Interaction

• H3a: Immigrants with more co-ethnic friendships will report no significant differ-
ences in perceived acceptance at either the Quebec or Canada level.

• H3b: Immigrants with more co-ethnic friendships will report higher levels of emo-
tional attachment at the Canada level, but no significant difference at the Quebec
level.
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Co-Ethnic Activity-Based Interaction

• H4: Immigrants who participate more in co-ethnic sports and cultural activities do
not report meaningfully different attachment or acceptance at either the Quebec or
Canada level.

2.4.3 Discrimination and the Asymmetric Costs of Engagement

The plus-sum/zero-sum framework also predicts the structure of discrimination’s costs.
Where the integration framework demands convergence, the gap between integration ex-
pectations and the actual experience of recognition is largest, and discrimination registers
as a more direct violation of the integration bargain. We therefore expect discrimination’s
negative association with belonging to be most pronounced at the Quebec level, where
Quebec’s interculturalist framework places more demanding expectations on immigrants
than Canada’s multicultural framework. The neighborhood level, which operates through
everydayproximity rather than through an integration framework, should fall between the
two: discrimination is costly at any level because it directly contradicts the perception of
being valued, but its costs should be most concentrated where the political framework’s
demands are highest.

• H5: The negative association between perceived discrimination and belonging is
strongest at the Quebec level, compared to belonging at the Canada and neighbor-
hood levels.

3 Research Design

3.1 Data

This paper draws on original survey data collected as part of a research project on immig-
rant participation in Quebec, directed by the second author and funded by the Fonds de
recherche du Québec–Société et culture (FRQSC) and the Quebec Ministry of Immigra-
tion, Francization, and Integration (MIFI).1 The survey was administered between April
and July 2019. The full project surveyed 2,065 first-generation immigrants and a compar-
ison sample of 3,041 majority-group respondents across 29 Quebec localities. Of the 2,065
first-generation immigrants, 1,795 have complete data on all variables used in the analysis.
To keep coefficients comparable across outcomes and specifications, we estimate all mod-
els on this common analytic sample rather than letting N vary by model. This paper uses
the immigrant sample, which was stratified by locality. The 29 localities were selected to

1Project 2018-PM-211357, “La participation des personnes immigrantes au Québec: Mieux comprendre
l’effet structurant du contexte dans 29 localités.”
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capture the full range of residential contexts in which immigrants live in Quebec. Because
the immigrant population is heavily concentrated in the Greater Montreal area, the local-
ity sample is anchored in Montreal: nineteen are boroughs (arrondissements) of the City
of Montreal, two are West Island municipalities, six are South Shore, Laval, or off-island
municipalities in the Montreal region, and four are localities outside the Montreal region
(Gatineau, Sherbrooke, Terrebonne, and Quebec City). This design captures variation in
immigrant residential context, including density of co-ethnic community, neighborhood-
level diversity, and the openness of themajority population, while concentrating sampling
where immigrants actually live.

The survey was administered in mixed mode (web and telephone) to maximize reach
across age, socioeconomic status, and digital access. The 2019 fieldwork also coincides
with the passage of Bill 21, Quebec’s law restricting religious symbols in public service,
which was a political moment that makes the data particularly well-suited to examining
how immigrant belonging is shaped by Quebec’s distinctive integration framework.

3.2 Variables

3.2.1 Explanatory Variables: Social Interactions2

1. Cross-Ethnic Interaction (0–1): We use two indicators of interaction with individu-
als from different backgrounds.

• Cross-ethnic friendships: spending time with friends in Quebec who are of a dif-
ferent ethnic, cultural, or national origin. This indicator capturesmore personal
and self-selected social relationships characterized by trust and repeated inter-
action.

• Cross-ethnic sports and cultural activities: participation in sports or cultural activ-
ities inQuebecwith individuals fromdifferent ethnic, cultural, or national back-
grounds. This indicator reflectsmore structured and cooperative forms of inter-
action that are often shaped by opportunity and involve less individual control
over the composition of participants.

2. Co-Ethnic Interaction (0–1): We use two indicators of interaction with individuals
from the same backgrounds.

• Co-ethnic friendships: spending time with friends in Quebec who share the re-
spondent’s ethnic, cultural, or national origin.

2The survey includes items on political activities with co-ethnic and cross-ethnic contacts, but these items
are not included in the interaction measures used in our study. Political participation differs conceptually
from everyday social interaction, as it is more organized, selective, and often contingent on prior political
inclusion and legal status. Because the focus of this paper is on routine, informal social interaction, the inter-
actionmeasures are constructed using non-political activities— sports, cultural activities, and friendship—
that capture naturalistic contact in everyday life. In addition, there is a possibility of endogeneity between
political activities and belonging, which gave us additional reason not to include the indicator.
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• Co-ethnic sports and cultural activities: participation in sports or cultural activities
in Quebec with individuals of the same ethnic, cultural, or national origin.

3.2.2 Outcome Variables: Sense of Belonging

We used two indicators to measure a sense of belonging: feelings of attachment and feel-
ings of acceptance.

1. Feelings of attachment: emotional attachment to Neighborhood/Quebec/Canada

• 0 (completely disagree) – 1 (completely agree)

2. Feelings of acceptance: feelings of acceptance by Neighborhood/Quebec/Canada

• 0 (completely disagree) – 1 (completely agree)

3.2.3 Confounding Variables

1. English proficiency (0–1): On a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 means you have perfect
command of the language and 0 means you do not master the language at all, please
rate your level of proficiency in English.

2. French proficiency (0–1): On a scale from 0 to 10, where 10 means you have perfect
command of the language and 0 means you do not master the language at all, please
rate your level of proficiency in French.

3. Age

4. Gender (0 = Female, 1 = Male)

5. Education: recoded as a binary variable (0 = below university, 1 = university de-
gree or higher), reflecting the positive selection of immigrants into higher education
observed in our sample, where 60.5% hold a university degree or higher.

6. Recent immigration: whether they immigrated to Canada in the last 10 years (recent
= 1; otherwise recent = 0).

7. Muslim (0 = non-Muslim, 1 = Muslim)

8. Racialized minorities (0 = White, 1 = non-White)

9. Perceived discrimination (0 = never, 3 = frequent)

13



3.3 Methods

We estimate within-locality fixed-effects regressionmodels to assess how cross-ethnic and
co-ethnic social interactions are associatedwith immigrants’ sense of belonging. Thefixed-
effects specification accounts for all time-invariant features of localities, including their
socioeconomic composition, the density of immigrant communities, and the political-
institutional environment in which respondents live. This approach allows us to estimate
within-locality associations while accounting for shared contextual factors. Standard er-
rors are clustered at the locality level to account for potential correlation in unobserved
factors among respondents living in the same locality. The baseline specification is as fol-
lows:

Yij = β1CrossEthnicij + β2CoEthnicij +Xijγ + αj + εij (1)

whereYij denotes the belonging outcomeof individual i living in locality j. CrossEthnicij
and CoEthnicij measure cross-ethnic and co-ethnic social interaction, respectively. Xij is
a vector of individual-level confounders. αj represents locality fixed effects for the 29 loc-
alities, and εij is an error term.

We estimate this specification separately for each of the three belonging outcomes: loc-
ality, Quebec, andCanada. Modeling these outcomes separately rather than stacking them
lets us compare coefficients across political levels, which is central to the plus-sum/zero-
sum framework developed in our theory. For each outcome, we report three nested spe-
cifications. The basicmodel includes only the four social interaction indicators. The demo-
graphicmodel adds individual-level controls (age, gender, education, recent immigration,
racialized minority status, Muslim identity, and survey mode). The full model further
adds French and English proficiency and perceived discrimination. The nested structure
allows us to assess whether the effects of social interaction persist net of demographic
composition and theoretically relevant covariates, and to evaluate the attenuation of coef-
ficients after adding discrimination on the cross-ethnic interaction coefficients.

To test the moderating role of settlement stage, we estimate interaction models that
include all four social interaction measures, a recent immigrant indicator, and the interac-
tions between them, retaining the full set of controls and locality fixed effects. We report
predicted belonging at low and high levels of cross-ethnic friendship separately for recent
and established immigrants.

We conducted standard diagnostics for our specification. Variance inflation factors for
all predictors are below 2, indicating no multicollinearity concerns among the social in-
teraction indicators, religious identity variables, racialized minority status, and perceived
discrimination. Pairwise correlations among the religious, racial, and discrimination vari-
ables range from 0.11 to 0.32, confirming that they capture distinct constructs. As an em-
pirical extension, we further decompose belonging into its two underlying dimensions,
feelings of attachment and feelings of acceptance, and re-estimate the main models with
each dimension as a separate outcome. This decomposition provides additional insight
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into the mechanism through which social interaction operates and how perceived dis-
crimination relates to different facets of belonging.

4 Empirical Results

4.1 Descriptive Statistics

Table 1 reports descriptive statistics for the 1,795 first-generation immigrants in our ana-
lytic sample. The sample is diverse along key demographic dimensions: 57% are racialized
minorities, 19% are Muslim, 19% arrived in the past ten years, and 61% hold a university
degree or higher. Belonging is generally high across all three political levels, with mean
values between 0.78 and 0.84 on a 0–1 scale. Belonging to Canada is on average the highest
and least dispersed (mean 0.84, SD 0.16), while belonging to Quebec shows the greatest
variation (mean 0.78, SD 0.20). This pattern suggests that belonging to Quebec is more
conditional on individual characteristics and experiences than belonging to Canada, fore-
shadowing the differential role that political-institutional context plays in our analysis.
Cross-ethnic and co-ethnic friendships occur at broadly comparable frequencies (means
0.65 and 0.64), while activity-based interactions are less frequent andmore skewed toward
cross-ethnic than co-ethnic settings (means 0.47 and 0.38). Nearly half of respondents
(48%) report having experienced discrimination, a baseline that will be relevant when we
examine the integration paradox in later analyses.

Cell entries in Table 1 are means with standard deviations in parentheses for con-
tinuous variables and percentages for binary variables. Belonging measures are rescaled
to 0–1. Social interaction variables are frequencies of contact through friendship and
sports/cultural activities, measured on a four-point scale (never, a few times a year, a few
times a month, weekly) and rescaled to 0–1. Perceived discrimination is dichotomized in
this table (1 if respondent reports any discrimination, 0 if never); in the regression ana-
lyses it is included as a four-category measure (0 = never, 1 = rarely, 2 = occasionally, 3 =
frequently).

To provide an initial overview of the distribution of belonging, Figure 1 presents dens-
ity plots of immigrants’ reported feelings of acceptance and attachment at three levels:
the local community, the provincial context (Quebec), and the national level (Canada).
Across all six indicators, responses are heavily skewed toward higher values, indicating
that most respondents report strong feelings of both acceptance and attachment. Three
patterns stand out. First, acceptance and attachment to Canada are concentrated at the
top end of the scale, indicating a consistently high sense of national belonging that likely
reflects Canada’s inclusive, multicultural framework. Second, feelings of belonging to
Quebec are more varied and distributed across the mid-to-upper range, suggesting a less
uniform andmore conditional sense of provincial belonging. Third, belonging at the local
level is also high, particularly for perceived acceptance, which shows a sharp peak near
the top of the scale. This last pattern supports the idea that local communities serve as
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for the Analysis Sample

Variable Mean (SD) or %
Sample size
N 1,795
Belonging outcomes (0–1 scale)
Belonging (Locality) 0.79 (0.18)
Attachment (Locality) 0.75 (0.23)
Acceptance (Locality) 0.84 (0.19)

Belonging (Quebec) 0.78 (0.20)
Attachment (Quebec) 0.80 (0.22)
Acceptance (Quebec) 0.76 (0.23)

Belonging (Canada) 0.84 (0.16)
Attachment (Canada) 0.84 (0.18)
Acceptance (Canada) 0.84 (0.18)

Social interaction (0–1 scale)
Cross-ethnic friendship 0.65 (0.31)
Co-ethnic friendship 0.64 (0.32)
Cross-ethnic activities 0.47 (0.35)
Co-ethnic activities 0.38 (0.34)
Language proficiency (0–1 scale)
French proficiency 0.85 (0.22)
English proficiency 0.69 (0.27)
Demographics
Age (years) 51.8 (16.4)
Male (%) 42.9
University degree or higher (%) 60.6
Recent immigrant: arrived ≤ 10 years ago (%) 18.8
Identity and experience
Racialized minority (%) 56.7
Muslim (%) 18.9
Reported any discrimination (%) 47.6
Survey mode
Web (%) 45.0

relational spaces where immigrants form meaningful connections relatively independent
of political or institutional frameworks.
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Figure 1: Density Plots for Multi-Level Feelings of Acceptance and Attachment

Figure 2: Friendship-Based Interactions on Attachment Across Three Levels (90% CI)
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4.2 Main Analysis

4.2.1 Feelings of Attachment

Table 2 presents fixed-effects estimates for attachment at the neighborhood, Quebec, and
Canada levels, across threemodel specifications: a basicmodelwith the four social-interaction
measures, a demographic model adding individual-level covariates, and a full model fur-
ther including French and English proficiency and perceived discrimination.

Friendship-Based Interactions and Attachment The results in Figure 2 and Table 2 re-
veal two patterns. First, immigrants who spend more time with cross-ethnic friends tend
to feel more attached to Quebec, though this effect reaches only marginal significance in
the full specification (β = 0.034, p < 0.1). The coefficient is positive and stable across all
three model specifications for Quebec, while the Canada coefficient is positive in the basic
and demographic models but drops to non-significant once we control for discrimination
and language proficiency. This partially supports H1a, which predicted positive associ-
ations at both levels. The pattern is consistent with the theoretical role of cross-ethnic
friendship in Quebec’s intercultural framework, which emphasizes convergence around a
shared linguistic and civic project: in this context, bridging ties function as a form of incor-
poration into the Quebec community itself, with immigrants who form friendships across
ethnic lines not just being sociable but participating in the provincial identity project.

Second, immigrants who spend more time with co-ethnic friends tend to feel more at-
tached to Canada (β = 0.041, p < 0.01), but this pattern does not appear at the neighbor-
hood or Quebec levels. This supports H3b. Co-ethnic friendship is positively associated
with attachment to Canada in a way that is consistent with Canadian multiculturalism,
which legitimizes themaintenance of ethnic-community ties as compatible with, and sup-
portive of, national identification (Banting & Soroka, 2012; Bilodeau et al., 2020). Under a
framework that does not require cultural convergence, bonding ties provide the cultural
continuity and emotional anchor that complement, rather than compete with, attachment
to the nation.

Activity-Based Interaction and Attachment In contrast to friendship, participation in
sports and cultural activities can hardly explain attachment at any level. Immigrants who
engage in more cross-ethnic activities do not report meaningfully different attachment at
the neighborhood, Quebec, or Canada level, supportingH2a. The same holds for co-ethnic
activities, consistent with the attachment portion of H4. The implication is that activity-
based contact, which ismore structured, public, and intermittent than friendship, can shift
perceptions of recognition (which we examine in the next section) without reaching the
deeper internal identification that attachment captures. Internal identification appears to
require sustained, personal forms of connection rather than episodic shared participation.
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4.2.2 Feelings of Acceptance

Figure 3: Friendship-Based Interactions on Acceptance Across Three Levels (90% CI)

We now turn to acceptance, the dimension of belonging that captures immigrants’ per-
ception of being recognized as part of the community. Where attachment is internal iden-
tification, acceptance is the sense that one is seen and valued by others. Table 3 presents
fixed-effects estimates for acceptance at the neighborhood, Quebec, and Canada levels,
using the same three model specifications as before. The pattern that emerges is broader
than for attachment: everyday social interactions are associated with acceptance across
multiple levels, and the integration frameworks of Quebec and Canada show their dis-
tinctive signatures more clearly here.

Friendship-Based Interaction and Acceptance Immigrants who spend more time with
cross-ethnic friends feel more accepted at all three levels (Neighborhood β = 0.037, p <
0.05; Quebec β = 0.042, p < 0.05; Canada β = 0.043, p < 0.01). This is the most consist-
ent finding in the paper and fully supports H1b. Cross-ethnic friendship raises perceived
acceptance whether immigrants are reporting on their neighborhood, the province, or the
country, and the effect holds net of language proficiency, demographic characteristics, and
perceived discrimination. Co-ethnic friendship, by contrast, shows no meaningful asso-
ciation with acceptance at any level once controls are introduced, supporting H3a. Im-
migrants with more bonding ties show no systematic difference in their sense of being
accepted by the broader community, which is consistent with the theoretical expectation
that bonding ties provide internal anchoring rather than external recognition.

Activity-Based Interaction andAcceptance Immigrantswho engage inmore cross-ethnic
activities feel more accepted at the Quebec level (β = 0.039, p < 0.05), but not at the neigh-
borhood or Canada levels. This supports H2b. Co-ethnic activities show no meaningful
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association with acceptance at any level once covariates are introduced, consistent with
the acceptance portion of H4.

TheQuebec-specific pattern for cross-ethnic activities is theoretically informative. Activ-
ities are a more structured and public form of contact than friendship, and they are closer
to the kind of cooperative participation that Quebec’s intercultural framework explicitly
calls for as evidence of integration. Cross-ethnic activities map onto exactly this demand,
while the absence of an analogous effect at the Canadian level reinforces the interpreta-
tion: multicultural Canada welcomes both bridging and bonding ties without specifically
conditioning acceptance on shared cooperative activity.

4.2.3 Confounders

Several confounding variables also show theoretically consistent patterns. French profi-
ciency is positively associated with both attachment and acceptance at the Quebec and
Canada levels, reflecting the central role of linguistic competence in facilitating social
integration. English proficiency, by contrast, is positively associated with belonging to
Canada but negatively associated with belonging to Quebec. This divergence parallels
the cross-ethnic and co-ethnic patterns we documented for social interaction. While Eng-
lish alignswith participation in Canada’s broadermulticultural and civic space, it does not
have the samemeaning inQuebec’s linguistically bounded context. French proficiency op-
erates as a plus-sum resource that supports belonging at both levels, while English profi-
ciency operates as a zero-sum resource that supports national belonging but not provincial
belonging.

The pattern for recent immigrants is also theoretically informative. Recent immig-
rants, those who arrived in Canada within the past ten years, report lower attachment
(β = −0.039, p < 0.01) and lower acceptance (β = −0.044, p < 0.01) at the neighbor-
hood level, but show nomeaningful difference at the Quebec or Canada levels. This level-
specific penalty makes sense: neighborhood belonging is built through repeated local in-
teractions, repeated routines, and accumulated familiarity, none of which recent arrivals
have had time to develop. Belonging at the Quebec and Canada levels, by contrast, is
shaped by political messaging, institutional narratives, and symbolic frameworks of inclu-
sion that do not require time-accumulated local experience. The political levels announce
who belongs; the neighborhood level requires immigrants to learn it.

4.2.4 Comparing Attachment and Acceptance

When we compare the results across the two dimensions, three patterns are worth flag-
ging. First, immigrants who report more discrimination show lower acceptance much
more than they show lower attachment. The magnitude of the discrimination coefficient
is consistently larger for acceptance than for attachment at every level we examine. We
return to the level-specific gradient of discrimination’s costs in Section 4.3. Second, activ-
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ities are associated with acceptance but not attachment. Cross-ethnic activities raise ac-
ceptance at the Quebec level but do not move attachment at any level. Friendship, by
contrast, moves both dimensions, though with different level-specific patterns. Third, the
level-specific patterns form a clean test of the plus-sum/zero-sum framework. At the Ca-
nadian national level, cross-ethnic friendship raises acceptance while co-ethnic friendship
raises attachment: both types of tie contribute to belonging, each through a distinct di-
mension. At the Quebec provincial level, only cross-ethnic interactions produce meaning-
ful associations — cross-ethnic friendship raises acceptance and marginally attachment,
cross-ethnic activities raise acceptance — while co-ethnic interactions remain inert across
both dimensions. At the neighborhood level, only cross-ethnic friendship matters.

4.3 The Asymmetric Costs of Discrimination

The findings in the previous section establish that integration frameworks structurewhich
interactions are associated with which dimensions of belonging at which levels. We now
turn to the costs side of the same political-context argument. H5 predicts that the neg-
ative association between perceived discrimination and belonging is most pronounced at
the Quebec level, where the convergence-oriented integration framework places more de-
manding expectations on immigrants than Canada’s multicultural framework.

The evidence supports H5 across both dimensions of belonging. For acceptance, the
discrimination coefficient is −0.156 at the Quebec level (Table 3), compared to −0.085 at
the neighborhood level and −0.085 at the Canada level. For attachment, the correspond-
ing coefficients are−0.083 at Quebec (Table 2),−0.051 at the neighborhood, and−0.031 at
Canada. The Quebec coefficient is roughly twice the magnitude of the Canada coefficient
for both dimensions, though we note that the comparison is across separately estimated
models rather than a formal interaction test. The gradient is consistent with H5: discrim-
ination is associated with the largest reduction in belonging precisely where integration
expectations are most demanding.

A related pattern appears for Muslim identity. Muslim immigrants report higher ac-
ceptance and attachment at the Canada level (acceptance β = 0.041, p < 0.01; attachment
β = 0.061, p < 0.01) and at the neighborhood level, but markedly lower acceptance at the
Quebec level (β = −0.075, p < 0.01). The contrast is consistent with the plus-sum/zero-
sum framework: where the host society’s framework legitimizes religious and cultural di-
versity, as in Canada’s multicultural model, Muslim identity is associated with higher be-
longing. Where the framework centers on convergence toward a common public culture,
as in Quebec’s interculturalist model, visible religious identity is associated with lower
belonging. The broader political debates around Bill 21, Quebec’s law restricting religious
symbols in public service passed in the same year as our survey, illustrate the contested
place of visible religiousminorities in the province (Bilodeau et al., 2022; Djogbenou et al.,
2025).

The discrimination findings tie back directly to the recognition findings of the previous
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section. Cross-ethnic friendship raises acceptance most clearly at the Quebec level, where
the intercultural framework rewards visible participation in a common public culture —
but the same Quebec context produces the largest discrimination-related deficits when
that recognition is denied. This is the political-behavior signature of the plus-sum/zero-
sum framework: where the integration framework asks more of immigrants, both the re-
turns to engagement and the costs of exclusion are correspondingly larger.

5 Conclusion

In this paper, we examined how different forms of social interactions are associated with
immigrant belonging across political contexts. Drawing on original survey data from im-
migrants in Quebec, we showed that the meaning of social interactions depends on the
integration framework of the host society. We find that (1) cross-ethnic friendship raises
feelings of acceptance at all three levels — neighborhood, Quebec, and Canada — as the
most consistent finding in the paper; (2) co-ethnic friendship raises feelings of attachment
to Canada but not to Quebec, consistent with Canada’s multicultural framework andQue-
bec’s interculturalist framework; (3) cross-ethnic activities raise acceptance at the Quebec
level but not at the Canada level, consistent with Quebec’s interculturalist demand for
shared cooperative participation in a common public culture; and (4) the negative associ-
ation between perceived discrimination and belonging is most pronounced at the Quebec
level. These patterns are consistent with the broader argument that engagement with the
host society produces both larger returns and larger costs where integration expectations
are most demanding.

This paper has three contributions. The first concerns the long-running debate over
whether bonding and bridging ties operate as complements or competitors in shaping
immigrant integration. We argue that the plus-sum/zero-sum framework offers a way to
organize this variation: where the integration framework legitimizes ethnic-community
ties, as in Canadian multiculturalism, bonding capital is integrative. Where the frame-
work demands convergence, as in Quebec interculturalism, bonding capital is politically
orthogonal to belonging at the level where convergence is demanded. The same form of
tie can therefore have different consequences in different political contexts.

The second contribution concerns the role of subnational political contexts in shap-
ing immigrant integration. Most existing research treats the nation-state as the relevant
integration unit. Yet many immigrants live in subnational communities with their own
integration regimes, particularly in minority-nation contexts. Our case design exploits
this layered political reality: the same immigrant population is simultaneously subject to
Canada’s multicultural framework and Quebec’s interculturalist framework. The findings
demonstrate that these two frameworks produce different consequences for the same so-
cial interactions, suggesting that minority-nation contexts deserve more attention in the
comparative study of immigrant integration.
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The third contribution concerns the costs that accompany the integrative benefits of
cross-ethnic engagement. Engagement with the host society is not uniformly beneficial.
Our findings show that the contexts where cross-ethnic friendship is most consequential
for belonging are also the contexts where discrimination is most costly. Immigrants in
Quebec experience the largest discrimination-associated reduction in belonging, and the
convergence-oriented integration framework that makes recognition through engagement
most consequential is also the framework where exclusion is most costly. These asymmet-
ric consequences are consistent with a broader concern in the integration literature: that
the rewards and burdens of integration are unevenly distributed across immigrants and
political contexts.
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A Comparing the City of Montreal and Outside

We checked the distribution and descriptive statistics of immigrants living in the city of
Montreal and those who live outside (Table A1 and Figure A1). There were 1,307 immig-
rants living in the city of Montreal.

Figure A1: Co-Ethnic vs. Cross-Ethnic Engagement by Locality

Using the strate variable, we divided the samples into immigrants who live in the city
of Montreal and those who live outside. Table A1 compares key demographic and attitu-
dinal variables between immigrants residing in Montreal and those elsewhere in Quebec.
Immigrants in Montreal are younger (50 vs. 55 years), more likely to be recent arrivals,
and report higher co-ethnic interactions. In contrast, cross-ethnic interaction does not dif-
fer significantly between the two groups. Respondents outsideMontreal showmarginally
stronger feelings of attachment and acceptance toward their community and Quebec. No
significant differences appear for language proficiency or gender composition.
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Table A1: T-tests Comparing Montreal vs. Outside-Montreal Immigrants

Variable Rest of Quebec Montreal t df p

Number of Respondents 758 1,307 – – –
Co-ethnic Interaction 4.800 5.170 -4.679 1472.9 0.000
Cross-ethnic Interaction 5.320 5.333 -0.163 1459.5 0.870
Ratio 12.660 11.756 2.861 1302.2 0.004
Cross-Ethnic Friends 2.900 2.944 -1.008 1488.7 0.313
Co-Ethnic Friends 2.772 2.972 -4.422 1453.7 0.000
Age 54.902 50.421 6.081 1703.5 0.000
Male 0.419 0.435 -0.734 1584.8 0.463
Education 6.144 6.075 0.805 1546.7 0.421
Recent Arrivals 0.128 0.233 -6.173 1870.1 0.000
Racial Minority 0.528 0.592 -2.794 1542.1 0.005
Acceptance —Montreal 0.846 0.823 2.615 1650.2 0.009
Acceptance — Quebec 0.783 0.748 3.314 1669.9 0.001
Acceptance — Canada 0.849 0.836 1.556 1666.3 0.120
Attachment —Montreal 0.765 0.738 2.499 1577.4 0.013
Attachment — Quebec 0.810 0.791 1.968 1663.3 0.049
Attachment — Canada 0.849 0.830 2.323 1702.3 0.020
French Proficiency 8.447 8.547 -0.982 1568.5 0.326
English Proficiency 6.738 6.870 -1.026 1512.8 0.305

B Descriptive Analyses

B.1 Social Interaction Among Immigrants

The figure illustrates the distribution of interaction with both co-ethnic and cross-ethnic
individuals in sports, cultural activities, and socializing with friends. On average, immig-
rants report slightly more frequent interaction with cross-ethnic friends (mean = 0.65)
than with co-ethnic friends (mean = 0.64), but almost the same. Participation in sports
and cultural activities is less frequent overall, particularly with co-ethnic contacts (mean
= 0.38) compared to cross-ethnic activities (mean = 0.47). Overall, friendship-based in-
teractions are more common than activity-based interaction.

C Regression Specification: Education as Continuous

Table A2 reports the main regression models with education entered as the original 8-
point continuous variable rather than as a binary university indicator. Results are sub-
stantively unchanged.
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Figure A2: Distribution of Interaction with Co-Ethnics and cross-Ethnics

D Main Analyses

As a robustness check, we re-estimate the main models on a combined belonging index
that averages the attachment and acceptance items at each level. This collapses the two
dimensions analyzed separately in the main text and shows that the level-specific pattern
is not an artifact of the decomposition.

Figure A3 and A4 display coefficient estimates for friendship-based and activity-based
interactions from these full models, with 95% confidence intervals.

D.0.1 Friendship-Based Interactions and Belonging

FigureA3 shows the coefficients for cross-ethnic and co-ethnic friendships across the three
levels of belonging. Cross-ethnic friendship is positively associated with belonging at all
three levels: at Quebec (β = 0.039, p < 0.05), at Canada (β = 0.032, p < 0.05), and at the
locality (β = 0.032, p < 0.05). The Quebec coefficient is slightly larger than the Canada
coefficient, but the difference ismodest. The substantive picture is that cross-ethnic friend-
ship operates across both political levels of integration and at the apolitical local baseline,
consistent with the friendship results in the main text. Friendship-based contact with
members of the host society signals personal recognition that translates into belonging re-
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Figure A3: Coefficient Estimates of Friendship-Based Interactions on Belonging Across
Three Levels

gardless of whether the host society’s integration framework legitimizes multiple ethnic
identities (Canada) or demands convergence toward a common public culture (Quebec).

Co-ethnic friendship shows a different pattern. It is positively associated with belong-
ing to Canada (β = 0.024, p < 0.1) but not with belonging to Quebec (β = 0.008, p > 0.1)
or to the locality (β = 0.002, p > 0.1). Thismirrors the co-ethnic pattern reported above. In
Canada’s multicultural framework, where the maintenance of ethnic-community interac-
tions is explicitly compatible with national identification, co-ethnic friendships register as
belonging-supporting. In Quebec’s interculturalist framework, the same friendships are
not associated with provincial belonging, consistent with the framework’s prediction that
bonding ties are politically orthogonal where integration is framed around convergence
rather than plurality.

The contrast between cross-ethnic and co-ethnic friendship is the clearest expression
of the plus-sum/zero-sum logic in the data. Cross-ethnic friendship matters everywhere.
Co-ethnic friendshipmatters only where the host society’s integration framework legitim-
izes ethnic-community ties.

D.0.2 Activity-Based Interactions and Belonging

Figure A4 shows the coefficients for participation in sports and cultural activities. The
pattern is more limited than for friendship and more context-dependent. Cross-ethnic
activities are positively associated with belonging to Quebec (β = 0.029, p < 0.1) but not
with belonging to Canada (β = −0.008, p > 0.1) or to the locality (β = 0.010, p > 0.1).
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Figure A4: Coefficient Estimates of Activity-Based Interactions on BelongingAcross Three
Levels

Activity-based contact in shared cultural and athletic spaces is politically legible in Que-
bec’s interculturalist framework, which centers integration on participation in a common
public culture. The same form of contact is not similarly legible at the Canadian national
level, where multiculturalism does not require participation in shared cultural spaces to
signal integration. Co-ethnic activities are not significantly associated with belonging at
any of the three levels. The coefficients are small and statistically indistinguishable from
zero at Quebec (β = −0.010), Canada (β = −0.002), and the locality (β = 0.024, p < 0.1
but marginally so). Co-ethnic activities, the weakest form of bonding contact, do not gen-
erate belonging at any political level.

These findings together suggest that not all forms of social interaction carry the same
weight. Friendship-based contact has more consistent effects than activity-based con-
tact, both because friendship is a more intensive form of contact and because cross-ethnic
friendship signals personal recognition that is legible regardless of the host society’s in-
tegration framework. Activity-based contact, by contrast, generates politically meaning-
ful effects only where the integration framework explicitly values shared participation in
common cultural spaces, which in our data is Quebec.
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E Settlement Stage and Social Interactions

E.1 Variation Across Settlement Stages

Because immigrants’ opportunities for social interaction and political incorporation evolve
over time, the relationship between social interaction and belonging may differ across
stages of settlement. We, therefore, explore whether recent or established immigrants dif-
fer in how each form of social interaction is associated with belonging. For this analysis,
we categorize immigrants as recent (arrivedwithin the last 10 years) and established (10+
years in Canada).

We motivate this extension with a formative-experiences argument. Research on im-
migrant political integration consistently shows that the timing of integration-relevant ex-
periences matters for long-term outcomes (Hainmueller et al., 2015, 2017; Humphries et
al., 2013; Lee & Kim-Leffingwell, 2025). Bratsberg et al. (2021) show that immigrants’
initial neighborhoods shape later political integration, while Ferwerda et al. (2020) find
similar long-term effects of early access to voting rights. We extend this logic to everyday
social interaction. Because attachment and acceptance capture different aspects of belong-
ing, they may also evolve differently over the settlement process. Feelings of acceptance
reflect whether immigrants feel recognized by others and may respond similarly to social
interactions regardless of how long they have lived in Canada. Attachment, by contrast,
developsmore gradually as immigrants establish their lives in the host society. As a result,
social interactions may play a larger role in shaping attachment among recent immigrants
than among established immigrants, whose sense of attachment has had more time to
develop. We therefore expect differences across settlement stages to be more evident for
attachment than for acceptance.

To test this expectation, we estimate interaction models including all four social inter-
action measures, their interactions with a recent-immigrant indicator, the full set of cov-
ariates, and locality fixed effects. Full results for both attachment and acceptance across
all three levels are reported in Table A3 in Appendix E.1. Consistent with our expecta-
tion, none of the interaction terms are statistically significant for acceptance at any level,
although the coefficients for cross-ethnic friendship at the Quebec and Canada levels are
positive. By contrast, three interaction terms are statistically significant for attachment,
revealing a consistent pattern across levels.

Figure A5 presents predicted levels of attachment for recent and established immig-
rants at low and high levels of cross-ethnic friendship. The results differ across the three
political levels in ways that are consistent with our theoretical expectations.

At the Canada level, recent immigrants who formmore cross-ethnic friendships report
stronger attachment than established immigrants (β = 0.081, p < 0.10). Moving from
low to high levels of cross-ethnic friendship is associated with an increase of roughly 0.09
points in attachment among recent immigrants, compared with a much smaller increase
among established immigrants. This pattern suggests that cross-ethnic friendshipsmatter
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Figure A5: Predicted Attachment by Cross-Ethnic Friendship and Settlement Stage. Re-
cent immigrants show a substantially steeper positive slope at the Canada level than es-
tablished immigrants. Neighborhood and Quebec slopes are more comparable across set-
tlement stages.

most during the early years of settlement, when immigrants are still developing a sense of
belonging to Canada.

The Canada results also reveal an interesting difference between cross-ethnic and co-
ethnic friendships. Among recent immigrants, greater reliance on co-ethnic friendships
is associated with lower attachment to Canada (β = −0.084, p < 0.10), whereas co-ethnic
friendship is positively associatedwithCanadian attachment in the full sample (β = 0.051,
p < 0.01). One possible interpretation is that recent immigrants rely more heavily on
either bridging or bonding ties during the early stages of settlement, while these forms
of social connection become complementary over time. Because this interaction is only
marginally significant, we view this as a tentative pattern rather than a firm conclusion.

The third significant interaction appears at the neighborhood level. Recent immigrants
who participate more in cross-ethnic activities report stronger attachment to their neigh-
borhood (β = 0.129, p < 0.05). This finding is consistent with the idea that neighborhood
belonging develops through everyday interactions. For recent immigrants, participating
in shared activities may help build local familiarity more quickly than it does for immig-
rants who have already lived in the same communities for many years.

Taken together, these results provide partial support for H6a: cross-ethnic friendship is
more strongly associated with attachment among recent immigrants at the Canada level,
though not at the other levels. We find no support for H6b; none of the interaction terms
for acceptance reach significance. The moderation is concentrated on attachment, con-
sistent with our expectation that settlement stage matters more for attachment than for
acceptance.

Table A3 reports the full interactionmodels underlying the settlement-stage analysis in
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the main text, with all four social interaction measures, their interactions with the recent-
immigrant indicator, the full set of covariates, and locality fixed effects, estimated separ-
ately for attachment and acceptance at each level.

Table A3: Fixed-Effects Interaction Models: Social Interactions and Settlement Stage

Attachment Acceptance
Local QC CA Local QC CA

Cross-Ethnic Friends 0.025 0.021 0.007 0.043** 0.030 0.037**
(0.022) (0.020) (0.018) (0.018) (0.021) (0.017)

Co-Ethnic Friends 0.010 0.023 0.051*** -0.005 -0.013 0.003
(0.020) (0.019) (0.017) (0.017) (0.020) (0.016)

Cross-Ethnic Activities -0.007 0.024 -0.019 0.009 0.049*** 0.013
(0.020) (0.018) (0.016) (0.016) (0.019) (0.015)

Co-Ethnic Activities 0.031 -0.014 -0.004 0.018 -0.013 0.011
(0.020) (0.019) (0.017) (0.017) (0.019) (0.016)

Recent Immigrant -0.059 -0.047 0.019 -0.048 -0.044 0.008
(0.037) (0.035) (0.031) (0.031) (0.036) (0.029)

Cross-Ethnic Friends × Recent -0.002 0.070 0.081* -0.040 0.063 0.048
(0.052) (0.048) (0.043) (0.043) (0.050) (0.041)

Co-Ethnic Friends × Recent -0.035 0.001 -0.084* 0.011 0.040 0.023
(0.053) (0.050) (0.044) (0.044) (0.051) (0.042)

Cross-Ethnic Activities × Recent 0.129** -0.010 0.017 0.027 -0.075 -0.056
(0.050) (0.047) (0.042) (0.042) (0.049) (0.040)

Co-Ethnic Activities × Recent -0.040 0.007 -0.017 0.017 0.031 -0.053
(0.047) (0.044) (0.039) (0.039) (0.045) (0.037)

N 1795 1795 1795 1795 1795 1795
R2 0.155 0.173 0.095 0.165 0.246 0.131
Adj. R2 0.133 0.151 0.071 0.143 0.226 0.108

Note: Standard errors clustered at the locality level in parentheses. Local = Locality; QC = Quebec; CA
= Canada. All models include covariates for age, gender, education, racialized minority status, Muslim
identity, French and English proficiency, perceived discrimination, and survey mode. ∗ p < 0.1; ∗∗ p < 0.05;
∗∗∗ p < 0.01.

F Settlement Stage and the Returns to Cross-Ethnic Friend-
ship

Figure A6 shows that cross-ethnic friendship is more strongly associated with belonging
among recent immigrants. Moving from low to high levels of cross-ethnic friendship is
associated with an increase of approximately 0.11 points in belonging to Quebec among
recent immigrants, compared to 0.05 points among established immigrants. A similar
but smaller pattern appears at the Canada level: recent immigrants gain about 0.06 points
while established immigrants gain about 0.03 points. At the neighborhood level, the slopes
for the two groups are roughly parallel, with recent immigrants reporting lower baseline
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Figure A6: Predicted Belonging by Cross-Ethnic Friendship and Settlement Stage

belonging at low levels of cross-ethnic friendship but similar gains as their cross-ethnic
friendships increase.

This pattern is consistent with the formative-experiences account (Humphries et al.,
2013; Lee & Kim-Leffingwell, 2025). For newcomers who have not yet accumulated host-
society experiences, institutional familiarity, or established social networks, early cross-
ethnic friendshipsmay serve as a particularly salient signal of social recognition and inclu-
sion. Thedifferential return ismost pronounced at theQuebec level, where the convergence-
oriented integration frameworkplacesmore demanding expectations on immigrants, though
we acknowledge that other features of Quebec’s context, including language politics and
immigrant residential concentration, may also shape these patterns. As immigrants settle
over time, belonging is shaped by a wider accumulation of experiences, and any single
type of interaction is correspondingly less pivotal. This logic parallels findings in the
broader literature on immigrant political integration, where the integrative effects of early-
settlement contexts tend to dissipate over time as immigrants accumulate their own ex-
periences (Andersson et al., 2022).

We also examined whether cross-ethnic activities and co-ethnic interactions show ana-
logous moderation by settlement stage. The results, reported in Appendix E.1, do not
reveal systematic moderation patterns consistent with the formative-experiences argu-
ment. Cross-ethnic activities are associated with modest and similar gains across recent
and established immigrants. Co-ethnic friendship and co-ethnic activities show inconsist-
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ent moderation patterns across the three belonging levels. The settlement-stage moder-
ation is therefore specific to cross-ethnic friendship, which is consistent with friendship
being the most personally meaningful form of social interaction.

For completeness, we report moderation analyses for cross-ethnic activities and co-
ethnic interactions by settlement stage. None of these analyses reveal systematic modera-
tion patterns consistent with the formative-experiences argument. Figure A7 shows that
cross-ethnic activities lead to modest and similar gains across recent and established im-
migrants. Figures A8 and A9 show inconsistent moderation patterns for co-ethnic friend-
ship and co-ethnic activities, with no clear theoretical interpretation.

Figure A7: Predicted Belonging by Cross-Ethnic Activity and Settlement Stage
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Figure A8: Predicted Belonging by Co-Ethnic Friendship and Settlement Stage

Figure A9: Predicted Belonging by Co-Ethnic Activity and Settlement Stage
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