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A refugee holds a photograph
of German Chancellor
Angela Merkel at Munich’s
main railway station in
September 2015.
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How can we blunt prejudice
against immigrants?
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A

s summer turned to fall in 2015,
Ulrich Wagner was glued to the
news, watching decades of his social psychology research play out
on TV.
Images beamed from Munich,
Germany, more than 300 kilometers from Wagner’s home north
of Frankfurt, showed thousands
of refugees flooding the city’s train station.
Their arrival marked the hopeful end of a
journey begun in war-torn Syria and other
Middle Eastern hot spots. And Wagner was
impressed to see the welcome extended by
his fellow Germans. Outside the station, tankards of water with plastic cups lined the
sidewalk. Volunteers sorted through boxes of
cereal and diapers. One photo showed a German police officer crouched and smiling, eyeto-eye with a young refugee boy who wore
the officer’s forest green hat and a broad grin.
The scale of the migrant influx into Munich and elsewhere in Germany was hard to
fathom: one million people entering a country of 80 million. It was a test for Germany
as a nation. “If we do this well,” Germany’s
Chancellor Angela Merkel was quoted as saying, “we can only win.”
The influx also has morphed into a giant,
ill-controlled social experiment. How much
social support should the government provide? How can it find long-term housing for
everyone who needs it? Will newcomers embrace the social norms of their adopted country, and what happens if they don’t? These
are among the most pressing questions, but
in the background hovers another: How can
individuals, civic groups, and governments
manage prejudice against refugees?
Despite the encouraging scenes at the

train station, alarms soon went off for
Wagner, who teaches at the Philipps University of Marburg. The refugees were funneled into reception centers, where they
stayed for up to 8 months, he says. In his
town, which took in hundreds of people,
the refugees were first housed in enormous
tents and then in an expanse of prefabricated
houses, isolating them from life in the surrounding community. Separating newcomers from the home population, according
to Wagner’s studies and many others, “is
not really a good idea.” If there’s one factor
that fights prejudice, Wagner says, it’s contact: neighborly greetings, children mixing
in school, sports teams of refugees and native Germans passing the soccer ball back
and forth.
Wagner is 65 years old, with a closecropped graying beard and frameless
glasses. Until 2015, he had studied prejudice against Turkish guest workers in Germany. Then, he pivoted to the refugee crisis,
hoping that both findings drawn from past
work and innovative studies involving the
newcomers might point to policies to reduce the prejudice the refugees would probably encounter. “That,” he says, “was the
starting point” for a new career trajectory.
Wagner is one of many social scientists
riveted by events unfolding in Germany and
elsewhere. Prejudice has an ancient history
rooted in evolution and human behavior. But
recent events have upped the stakes: the war
in Syria and outflow of refugees, the election
of President Donald Trump in the United
States, Brexit in the United Kingdom, and the
rise of far-right parties in Europe, which many
attribute to hostility toward immigrants.
In the last 5 years, “there’s been a mam19 MAY 2017 • VOL 356 ISSUE 6339
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“HUMAN BEINGS have always been group be-

ings,” says Rupert Brown, a social psychologist at the University of Sussex in Brighton, U.K. Over millennia, our survival as a
species has hinged on small groups sticking
together, with members supporting one another. Today, each of us belongs to many such
“in groups,” as psychologists and anthropologists call them. Those groups might include our neighborhood, our ethnic identity, our religious community, a sports team,
or our political affiliation. “One or more of

in, and our definitions of who is part of the
national group gets narrower,” says Victoria
Esses, who studies immigration and prejudice at the University of Western Ontario in
London, Canada. “There’s more outsiders.”
To social psychologists, those ebbs and
flows can be encouraging. Even if prejudice
never disappears, attitudes are malleable.
People can be swung toward prejudice.
But with the right tactics, they can also be
swung away from it.
One of the first people to launch a rigorous,
real-world experiment to reduce intergroup
prejudice was a young psychologist named
Betsy Levy Paluck, now at Princeton University. In 2003, when Paluck was a graduate
student at Yale University, her mentor asked
for a favor: He was teaching a class on politi-

those groups that we belong to may influence our thinking, our emotions, and our
behavior,” Brown says.
Prejudice of course can be directed against
any group by any other. But immigrants, and
even more so refugees and asylum seekers,
may be especially vulnerable because of their
tenuous place in a larger society. “You don’t
really belong anywhere; by definition you’re
stateless, you’re fleeing some place of torture
or persecution,” Brown says. “And yet you’re
not a citizen of the country in which you’re
now living,” either.
Studies of ancient and modern peoples
indicate that prejudice flows largely from
a perception that such “out groups” pose
some threat: to one’s economic security,
one’s physical safety, one’s way of life, or
one’s national identity. And volatility, like
an economic meltdown or a terrorist attack,
can intensify those fears. “We tend to pull
688

cal intolerance and prejudice and needed to
update his syllabus with examples of successful interventions.
“I went to the literature,” Paluck says now.
“I couldn’t find them.” Although many laboratory studies had been conducted, often
with college-aged volunteers, to her surprise
she could find almost none in the real world.
So Paluck designed one. She focused on the
aftermath of the Rwandan genocide, when,
9 years earlier, members of the country’s
Hutu majority had slaughtered 800,000 minority Tutsis. Not surprisingly, suspicion and
negative stereotypes continued to fester.
Paluck wanted to test whether mass media could be a prejudice-busting tool, and
turned to a nonprofit called La Benevolencija
for help. The group was writing a soap opera, New Dawn, for Rwandan radio. Central
to the show were two hostile communities
that ultimately reconcile, along with a ro-

MEDIA MESSAGES EXERT POWER—for better

and worse—because they play on our emotions. But they can also influence attitudes
by communicating outsiders’ experiences to
the broader public. Such “indirect” contact is
easier to engineer than actual friendship between real people, and it is gaining attention.
Aware that Paluck pulled off a version of
indirect contact with the Rwandan radio
show, Brown in the United Kingdom has
teamed up with an Italian children’s book author named Laura Ferraresi to design books
for elementary schoolers. One book, Adventures and Mysteries at School: Tales Against
Prejudice Drawn by Children, describes children from Africa and China who move to Itsciencemag.org SCIENCE
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In Berlin, a volunteer tutor offers language instruction to two asylum seekers. Learning a home country’s
language, research has found, is one of the best ways for newcomers to forge connections with natives.

mance between a woman in one and a man
in another. The story did not refer to Hutus
and Tutsis directly. “It went over weeks,” says
Brown, whose own work on anti-immigrant
prejudice was influenced by what Paluck
found. “Would they, wouldn’t they, all the
usual stuff” of soap opera lovers.
Paluck recruited small groups all over the
country who gathered to listen. To create a
control group, she offered hundreds of other
volunteers a radio show on health and HIV
that said nothing about reconciliation—along
with financial incentives not to listen to the
La Benevolencija show for the time being.
The intervention lasted a year, and the show
was a huge hit.
The positive effects were striking. Soap
opera listeners were far more likely to say
their community supported intermarriage
between Hutus and Tutsis. They were also
more likely to agree that people should speak
up about their trauma. “You’re still left with
tons of questions,” Paluck says. How long do
those effects last? What types of propaganda
work against it? “It takes a lot of time to accumulate the evidence, and then you’re left with
evidence from one program in one context.”
Paluck was fortunate to find a show with
finely honed messages to which people actually wanted to listen. Still, her project underscored the ability of mass media to modulate
perspectives of community norms. In Canada, Esses and her then–graduate student,
Andrea Lawson, studied the reverse effect,
showing volunteers an editorial cartoon suggesting that immigrants spread infectious
disease. Esses, who published her results in
2013, says she couldn’t imagine that looking at one cartoon would influence what
she assumed were deeply held beliefs. “I was
surprised,” she says, that it did, with prejudice against immigrants increasing by 0.5 to
1.5 points on a five- or seven-point scale.
Such attitudes can have a real impact on immigrants, whose mental health can reflect
the degree of welcome they receive in a host
country (see p. 682).
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moth sweep of increased anti-immigration
prejudice,” says Winnifred Louis, a social
psychologist at the University of Queensland
in Brisbane, Australia. Figuring out what to
do about it is more pressing than ever.
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“We think of government as reflecting
the will of the people. But it tells us how
we define ourselves as a nation.”

SCIENCE sciencemag.org

19 MAY 2017 • VOL 356 ISSUE 6339

Published by AAAS

689

Downloaded from http://science.sciencemag.org/ on June 25, 2018

aly and enjoy life with new friends.
After 6 weeks of reading and discussing the book, children in Italy
were asked how much they would
want to engage with immigrant
children—for example, by playing
at school or inviting them to dinner. The improvement was modest
but real, about a half-point on a
five-point scale, although how long
the effect will last isn’t clear.
Brown and many others agree
that for reducing prejudice, nothing beats active engagement between newcomers and locals.
And such contact with refugees
doesn’t get much more direct than
it is in Canada these days. There,
groups of up to five citizens can
volunteer to sponsor a Syrian
family for a year, raising money
for living expenses and providing social support. In the last
18 months or so, Canadians have
sponsored thousands of refugees.
Researchers are already seeing
hints that the program is affecting
attitudes, not only between sponsors and refugees, but also in the
An 8-year-old Syrian refugee carries buckets for making maple syrup during a field trip outside of Toronto, Canada.
wider community.
“It leads to civic activity, which actuexperimenting with a study-buddy program
psychologist at the University of California,
ally changes the climate,” says Christopher
that pairs international students with native
Santa Cruz, and, at 86 years old, a pioneer
Kyriakides, a sociologist at York University
Germans. Stürmer is examining what motiin the field. Those changes can be something
in Toronto, Canada. “Neighbors who were
vates local students to assist international
as simple as government-funded language
once potentially against [sponsorship] have
ones. “We try to match them with buddies
classes because a shared language is one of
come around.” In one of the first studies on
who have a potential to fulfill those motivathe best ways to guarantee contact.
private sponsorship of Syrian refugees, he
tions,” such as empathy for a foreign student
Political leadership also matters. Antiand his colleagues interviewed 105 sponor curiosity about a part of the world.
immigrant language by U.S. and various
sors and sponsored refugees. Among the
The emotions of the home students are
European politicians may reflect the views
findings: It helps when sponsors view refucomplicated, Stürmer has found. “There is
of some of their constituents—but psychogees as “persons who have rescued theman empathic impulse, and that might be
logists believe that the rhetoric can also
selves” rather than “objects to be rescued.”
a strong impulse, but there are also other
fuel prejudice. And the reverse is true: In
Canada’s private sponsorship
December 2015, Canadian Prime
system and its tight control over
Minister Justin Trudeau was
who enters the country is vastly
filmed at Toronto’s Pearson Interdifferent from what has happened
national Airport, warmly greetin Germany, which experienced an
ing the country’s first Syrian
exponentially greater influx over
refugees. Danielle Gaucher, a social
which it had less control. Not surpsychologist at the University of
prisingly, the German situation is
Winnipeg in Canada, along with
Victoria Esses, University of Western Ontario
far more complex and efforts to
Esses and others, have been surnurture contact have faced more hurdles.
emotions,” he says, such as “insecurity,
veying groups of more than 300 Canadians
Wagner, as part of his new focus on refugees,
intergroup anxiety, concerns about behaving
about their attitudes toward refugees over
is trying to encourage mixing where possible.
correctly, offering [the] appropriate kind of
time. Since Trudeau was elected in late 2015,
He works with schools to set up classroom
help.” Psychologists who have studied ethnicthose attitudes have improved notably.
projects in which refugee and German chilbased prejudice in the United States have
In Canada, “it became part of our national
dren collaborate, and he acts as an adviser
found something similar: Because white peodialogue that we’re welcoming,” Esses says.
to the German government, promoting even
ple fear their own missteps, they often hesiSome drivers of prejudice, such as economic
distribution of refugees in different regions
tate to interact with black people. Instead,
instability or an uncontrolled influx of refuto avoid refugee “ghettos.”
whites stay away, avoiding even eye contact.
gees, can be hard for even the most seasoned
At the University of Hagen in Germany,
However promising some current interpoliticians to manage. Still, Esses believes,
social psychologist Stefan Stürmer is not
ventions are, scattered efforts on the ground
“We think of the government as reflecting
only ensuring that contact happens, but also
can do only so much. “You need structural
the will of the people … but it tells us how we
studying what makes it most successful. He is
changes,” too, says Thomas Pettigrew, a social
define ourselves as a nation.” j
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