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Using two survey experiments, I reconsider the role that the racialized physical traits and level of assimilation
of salient immigrants play in shaping attitudes toward immigration. In the first experiment, a nationwide
sample of 767 White, non-Latino adults was exposed to a story about a family of undocumented immigrants
living in the Unites States who were at risk of deportation. Subjects were randomly assigned to view a version
of the story in which the immigrants were depicted with light skin and stereotypically Eurocentric features, or
dark skin and stereotypically Afrocentric features, and their level of assimilation to mainstream American
culture was suggested to be high or low. Similar to previous research, the study’s results show that
assimilation has a direct effect on attitudes toward immigration. Yet in contrast to previous studies, the
racialized physical traits proved to be a much more important factor in shaping attitudes toward immigration
than previously demonstrated. The role of an immigrant’s racialized physical traits was replicated in a second
survey experiment of 902 White, non-Latino adults. Overall, the findings shed new light on how media
depictions of immigrants are affecting immigration attitudes, as well as the nuanced ways that race continues
to shape public opinion in the United States today.
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Over the past 50 years, immigration has become an issue of particular salience in the United
States. The growing number of foreign-born residents is no longer neatly concentrated in select
regional pockets but permeates communities throughout the nation (Frey, 2006; Wilson & Svajlenka,
2014). Reactions to these immigration trends have been exceptionally inconsistent. While a majority
of Americans believe that most immigrants cause problems for the country and want to keep them
out, large and stable majorities also feel that immigrants are hard-working, honest, and that they
enrich the United States with their cultures and talents (Lapinski, Peltola, Shaw, & Yang, 1997; Pew
Research Center, 2006). Americans seem to see immigrants as both the source of societal problems as
well as societal enrichment; as destructive people whom they want to keep out of the country and as a
valuable addition to the nation in which they live (Schildkraut, 2011).
A prominent set of explanations for these seeming inconsistencies has focused on the attributes
of immigrants who are salient or “top-of-the-head”—especially those depicted in the media (Branton,
Cassese, Jones, & Westerland, 2011; Zaller & Feldman, 1992). In particular, indicators of a salient
immigrant’s assimilation to mainstream American cultural norms have repeatedly demonstrated pronounced effects on immigration attitudes (Branton et al., 2011; Schildkraut, 2005; Wright, Levy, &
Citrin, 2015). Yet in contrast to its effect on attitudes toward many other policy issues disproportionately affecting non-Whites, the racialized physical traits of salient beneficiaries—and particularly
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Afrocentric physical traits1—have failed to demonstrate a clear relationship with immigration attitudes (Harell, Soroka, Iyengar, & Valentino, 2012; Hopkins, 2014; Iyengar et al., 2013). In turn, some
have read this as evidence that opposition to immigration is heavily influenced by cultural concerns
and surprisingly unaffected by the racialized physical traits of salient immigrants.
In this article, I reconsider the role of both assimilation and racialized physical traits in shaping
immigration attitudes in light of evidence that these attributes tend to raise concerns in different contexts. In the United States today, there is a widespread and outspoken movement seeking to reinforce
a shared national culture, with a single language and set of values (Grovum, 2014; Huntington, 2004;
Schildkraut 2005). Underlying these views is a perspective that matters of culture and assimilation are
not solely of individual or local relevance but diffuse issues of broad significance. In contrast, concerns about race are not as salient in the context of national issues or ones considered in the abstract.
In fact, views on racial integration and other policies with a majority of non-White beneficiaries are
often comparatively liberal when considered in a broad, national context. It is when they are considered in a personal or local context that the racial undertones of “deserving” and “undeserving”
become more pronounced (Bobo, 2011; Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, & Krysan, 1997). Thus, I explore the
role of a salient immigrant’s racialized physical traits and level of assimilation in attitudes toward
immigration in light of this difference. I hypothesize that exposure to immigrants perceived to be
unassimilated will heighten restrictive attitudes toward immigration when considered in both national
and socially proximate contexts. Bias against immigrants with Afrocentric physical traits, however,
will be most clear when the issue of immigration is framed in a personally relevant context. In
doing so, I ask whether attitudes toward immigration are really race blind, or whether this “blindness”
is simply conditional on the immigrants not affecting the racial landscape of respondents’ everyday
lives.
Racialized Traits, Culture, and Attitudes Toward Immigration
Throughout U.S. history, race has played a powerful role in shaping political attitudes (Hutchings &
Valentino, 2004; Kinder & Sanders, 1996; Kuklinski, Cobb, & Gilens, 1997; Myrdal, 1944;
Weaver, 2012). Racial attitudes have not only been associated with opinions on explicitly racial
issues, such as busing and affirmative action, but also with others issues that are only implicitly
racialized, such as welfare spending and tax increases (Gilens, 1995; Sears, Van Laar, Carrillo, &
Kosterman, 1997; Valentino, Hutchings, & White, 2002). Consistent with this, many surveys show
that there is generally less support for immigration from those who look different from a majority
of White Americans, that is, those with darker skin and less European features (Brader, Valentino,
& Suhay, 2008; Burns & Gimpel, 2000; Citrin & Green, 1997). These patterns are consistent with
the association between racial resentment and opinion on matters of immigration. Those who
resent Blacks are more likely to favor restrictions on the flow of immigrants into the country, more
likely to say that those who do come into the country should not be eligible for government benefits, and more likely to favor the establishment of English as an official language (Kinder &
1

In this study, I use the term “racialized physical traits” to refer to what Iyengar et al. (2013) labeled “Afrocentric
attributes,” or the “presence of facial features representative of Black Africans, most notably a darker complexion,
fuller lips, and a wider nose” (p. 649). There is in line with evidence that “skin tone is not the sole index of color identifications. Facial features, such as shape of one’s nose, eyes, and lips, also contribute to perceptions of a person’s
color, as does the texture and style of one’s hair” (Harris, 2008, p. 60). While there are many other traits that have
been racialized, these traits have an especially well-documented history of being used to divide individuals perceived
to be of principally European ancestry from those perceived to be principally of non-European ancestry in order to
reinforce a legal, economic, and social stratification system in the United States (Allen 1997; Haney-Lopez 2006;
Weaver, 2012). Furthermore, psychological research provides evidence that White (and non-White) subjects spontaneously judge faces according to the degree to which they display these traits (Blair, Judd, Sadler, & Jenkins, 2002;
Golby, Gabrieli, Chiao, & Eberhardt, 2001).
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Sanders, 1996). In turn, there is good reason to expect that the racialized physical traits of salient
immigrants are playing an important role in how people understand and think about immigration
policies.
Yet despite the theoretical support and correlational evidence, there is surprisingly little proof of
direct relationships between attitudes toward immigration and the racialized features of salient immigrants. Experimental surveys that varied these features of salient immigrants (apart from the ethnic or
national origin cues) indicated that these characteristics of an immigrant actually had no effect on
American attitudes toward immigration policy (Hopkins, 2014; Iyengar et al., 2013) or support for the
individual immigrant remaining in the United States (Harell et al., 2012; Iyengar et al., 2013). In two
of these studies, however, indicators of an individual immigrant’s level of assimilation into the cultural norms and traditions practiced by the majority of Americans proved to be an important indicator
of attitudes (Hopkins, 2014; Iyengar et al., 2013). Those immigrants who were depicted as speaking
English, for example, generated less restrictive attitudes toward immigration than those speaking other
languages.
The role of cultural considerations in attitudes toward immigration is not new. Americans have
cited immigrants’ lack of willingness to assimilate to American cultural norms as being among their
greatest objections to immigration (Schildkraut, 2011), and about half of Americans suggest that
immigrants should give up their foreign ways upon coming to this country (Lapinski et al., 1997). The
importance assigned to assimilation has been linked to the perception among many Americans that
unassimilated immigrants—that is, immigrants who do not appear to be integrated into the cultural
institutions and practices relied upon by the majority of Americans—pose a danger to the culture that
they believe unifies Americans (Buchanan, 2006; Huntington, 2004, Paxton & Mughan, 2006;
Schildkraut, 2005). Along these lines, there is considerable evidence that the greater the perceived dissimilarity of immigrant groups to a nation’s dominant group on linguistic, religious, and general cultural grounds, the more likely they are to be met with hostility (Citrin, Green, Muste, & Wong, 1997;
Hainmueller & Hopkins 2014; Newman, Hartman, & Taber, 2012; Sniderman, Hagendoorn, & Prior,
2004; Wright & Citrin 2011). It has consequently been argued that, “the reduction of prejudice against
newcomers is seen as being essentially dependent on their assimilation into mainstream behaviors”
(Portes, Parker, & Cobas, 1980, p. 202).
While the importance of culture in attitudes toward immigration seems consistent with the role
that ethnocentrism has been shown to occupy in American political attitudes more broadly, the apparent nonrole of racialized physical traits seems odd in light of the continuing role of racial biases in
the United States (Bobo, 2011; Bobo, Charles, Krysan, & Simmons, 2012; Milkman, Akinola, &
Chugh, 2012; Pager, Western, & Bonikowski, 2009). In majority White societies, such as the United
States, people with Afrocentric features are frequently stereotyped (Dixon & Maddox 2005;
Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 2004; Maddox & Gray 2002) and subject to racial prejudice. Why
would so many Americans, and particularly non-Latino White Americans, be comfortable letting
immigrants with Afrocentric physical traits in the country if they are not comfortable hiring them or
even responding to their e-mails? One possibility is that concerns about immigrants with racialized
physical traits grow more palpable with proximity.
This idea that local frames heighten opposition toward racial minorities, and the policies that are
perceived to benefit them, is supported by evidence that perceptions of threat among White respondents are heightened with proximity to those perceived to be non-White (Giles & Hertz 1994; Glaser
1994; Huckfeldt & Kohfeld 1989; Wright 1977). Consistent with this, Taylor (1998) draws upon
national cross-sectional data spanning 20 years to illustrate consistent patterns of prejudice and opposition to race-targeted policies among Whites as the percentage of Black residents in a metropolitan
area increases. Some of these studies attribute this to a particular form of threat, such as political
threat, economic threat, or status threat. However, when looking at these studies together, it seems
clear that all types of threat are closely linked to one another and increase with proximity to those
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perceived to be non-White (Oliver & Mendelberg, 2000). Kinder and Mendelberg (1995) nicely summarize this pattern: “In the view of many Whites, Blacks in the neighborhood threaten property values
and safe schools; Blacks at church violate definitions of community; Blacks at work stir up apprehensions about lost jobs and promotions. . .. At the same time, distance from Blacks allows Whites the
luxury of expressing racial tolerance” (p. 404).
Yet there is evidence that physical proximity is not even necessary to ignite these concerns. Simply thinking about a stigmatized population or issue in a personal or local context can produce similar
effects. Sometimes referred to as the Principle-Implementation Gap, people often feel comfortable
supporting certain ideals when considered in abstract or distant contexts, but less so in familiar or
local contexts. The tendency to hold more restrictive views when policies are framed as having a
direct impact on a respondent or the respondent’s community has been demonstrated across a range of
policy contexts (Cowan, 2003; Davis & Bali, 2008; Greenberg, 2012; Iglesias, 2002; Schuman et al.,
1997). Of particular relevance to this study, attitudes toward racial equality tend to be quite favorable
when discussed in the abstract or on an impersonal level, but they become less supportive when discussed in a specific, local context, such as one’s own neighborhood or family (Bobo, 2011; Djamba &
Kimuna, 2014; Greenberg, 2012; Schuman et al., 1997). For example, American Whites are far more
supportive of decreasing residential segregation, as a matter of principle, than they are of open housing laws or having Black neighbors, in practice (Bobo et al., 2012; Charles, 2000; Schuman et al.,
1997). Accordingly, I expect that if respondents do have aversion to immigrants with Afrocentric
physical traits, it will be most apparent when immigration is considered in a specific, local context as
opposed to a comparatively abstract, national context.
In considering this theory, it is important to also think about alternative explanations for the lack
of evidence of a relationship between racialized physical attributes and attitudes toward immigration
in past studies. One such explanation is simply that past studies were constrained by the fact that they
relied on self-reported attitudes. Perhaps people were simply hesitant to share their opposition to
immigration due to perceptions of pro-immigrant social norms (Janus, 2010). Should this be the case,
however, it should affect attitudes toward all immigrants equally, regardless of the specific racialized
or cultural attributes of the immigrants depicted. With this in mind, an obvious alternative explanation
is that respondents are hesitant to express attitudes that could be perceived as racist and consequently
suppress their oppositional views when faced with immigrants they perceive to be non-White. The
plausibility of this theory, however, is limited by evidence that implicit anti-Latino immigrant bias
has been shown to exert direct influence on immigration policy judgments, illustrating that those
found to hold implicit biases against at least some racialized groups were quite comfortable explicitly
reporting negative views on immigration (Perez, 2010).2
It is also worth noting some of the limitations of previous research that make this study particularly valuable. First among these is the fact that many studies have failed to carefully specify the characteristics of the immigrant(s) being considered. So, for example, some studies use “race” to refer to
an immigrant’s national group identity (i.e., Pakistani or Filipina), thereby confounding attitudes that
may be associated with certain physical traits with those associated with a certain national group
(Chandler & Tsai, 2001; Sanchez, 1997; Short & Maga~na, 2002). For example, Mexican immigrants
may elicit more opposition than Irish immigrants because of differences in their population size in the
United States or the level of perceived cultural distinctiveness, rather than as a result of their racialized
physical traits per se. This ambiguity is amplified by the fact that many of the earlier studies that consider the role of immigrant attributes on immigration attitudes also rely heavily on survey data
(Chandler & Tsai, 2001; Citrin et al., 1997). Although the evidence put forth in such research are
2

The likelihood of activating respondent concerns about social desirability is further reduced by the fact that the questions used in past experimental studies, as well as this one, do not explicitly refer to the racialized physical attributes
of the immigrants depicted.
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suggestive, it is difficult to make a strong causal inference based on an observed correlation or significant regression coefficient.
Additionally, the bulk of research on attitudes toward immigration, including those studies that
have manipulated racialized traits experimentally, has focused on either attitudes toward national
immigration policy (Chandler & Tsai, 2001; Harell et al., 2012; Iyengar et al., 2013) or the fate of
immigrants considered in the abstract (Hopkins, 2014; Iyengar et al., 2013). In doing so, these studies
may permit respondents to consider the issue and the immigrants at a distance, and they enable
respondents to offer responses that are less sensitive to racialized cues.
This research seeks to fill some of these gaps. While racialized physical traits and assimilation
are not the only two factors that influence attitudes toward immigration, to be sure, past research suggests that they may be influential and, particularly in the case of racialized physical traits, merit further
exploration. Thus, my summary prediction is that the racialized physical traits and level of assimilation of the immigrants that are salient will affect their opinions toward immigration, albeit in different
ways. I hypothesize that consistent with prominent national discussions of the importance of a shared
American cultural identity, greater assimilation to majority American cultural norms should encourage support for the immigrants in both national and local contexts. I expect that the racialized traits of
the immigrants will also affect attitudes toward immigrants, but that direct effects will only be
observed in contexts that are tangibly relevant to the respondent—that is, in their own communities or
socially proximate contexts.

Experiment One: The Effects of Race and Assimilation
In order to isolate the causal impact of racialized physical traits and assimilation, I use an experimental design embedded in a national population-based survey. This technique provides a powerful
means of identifying causality, without the loss of generalizability that often comes from a convenience sample of respondents (Mutz, 2011). Data for this study were gathered by Knowledge Networks
(now GfK) of Palo Alto, CA. A representative probability sample of 767 non-Latino White adults was
interviewed between February 10 and February 17, 2009. I used a non-Latino White sample due to
evidence of significant differences in individual attitudes toward immigration policy depending on the
race and ethnicity of respondents (Pew Research Center, 2006). Using only non-Latino Whites therefore allowed me to reduce the effect that variation in the race and ethnicity of the respondents played
in how individuals responded to cues relating to immigration in this study. Respondents were interviewed via the Internet, a survey mode that to date has not been shown to generate social desirability
effects when asking respondents about sensitive topics such as racial attitudes (Chang & Krosnick,
2009). The lack of a human interviewer in web-enabled surveys may reduce the social desirability
pressures that have been found in both in-person and telephone surveys. Those who agreed to participate and did not already have Internet access in their home were provided with Internet service by
Knowledge Networks.
Using a 2 3 2 fully crossed factorial design, each respondent was randomly assigned to one of
four conditions in which I manipulated (1) the racialized physical features of the immigrants and (2)
their level of assimilation (see Appendix 6 in the online supplementary information for balance
checks). To manipulate the Race of the immigrants, respondents saw a photograph of either Light
Raced or Dark Raced immigrants. Respondents in the Light Raced conditions saw an image of immigrants with light skin tones and stereotypically Eurocentric features, and those in the Dark Raced conditions viewed immigrants with dark skin tones and stereotypically Afrocentric features (see
Appendix 1 in the online supplementary information). The number of people visible in the picture,
their positions, gestures, clothing, and the background remained identical. No specific country of
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origin was named in the story, and the photo eliminated characteristics that would prompt association
with any one specific ethnic or national group.
To manipulate the immigrants’ level of Assimilation, respondents were shown a vignette (along
with the photograph) in which the immigrants were either characterized as Assimilated or Unassimilated. While the language spoken by individuals has been one of the most common metrics for assimilation (Citrin, 1990; Hopkins, 2011; Newman et al., 2012), there are undoubtedly other factors that
feed into people’s perceptions of assimilation. Food choices, religion, dress, and social integration are
among the other elements of culture often considered when thinking about assimilation (Gordon,
1978). Thus, in the news story, the immigrants’ level of cultural assimilation was manipulated through
the inclusion of incidental details addressing what they were eating, the language spoken, and their
extent of social integration into an American community as opposed to their homeland. In the Unassimilated conditions, the type of food that was being eaten at lunch included spicy goat meat, and the
restaurant was said to be part of an ethnic food market. These details contrasted with a classically
American platter of mozzarella sticks, onion rings, and buffalo wings being eaten at Roy’s Diner in
the Assimilated conditions. The Unassimilated conditions further specified that they were speaking in
their native tongue and that they were discussing events taking place in their native country as
opposed to speaking in English and discussing the local baseball team in the Assimilated conditions
(see Appendix 2 in the online supplementary information for exact text).
In order to draw conclusions from the results, it is essential to verify that the independent variables—which I will refer to as Race and Assimilation—were successfully manipulated. Manipulation
checks were included at the end of the survey after asking about the key dependent measures. To
check whether the racialized physical traits of immigrants were successfully manipulated, respondents
were asked from which region they thought the immigrants depicted were most likely to have come.
Respondents in the Dark Raced condition were significantly more likely to say the respondents were
from Africa, Latin America, or Southeast Asia than respondents in the Light Raced condition
(M 5 0.90, SE 5 0.02), while respondents in the Light Raced condition were more likely to say the
immigrants were from Europe or Australia than respondents in the Dark Raced condition (M 5 0.67,
SE 5 0.02), F(767) 5 63.99, p 5 .00 (see Appendix 4 in the online supplementary information for
regional breakdown by condition).3 Thus, Race was effectively manipulated. Assimilation levels were
likewise successfully manipulated. Those in the Assimilated condition were significantly more likely
to say that these immigrants had adopted American ways of life (M 5 2.94, SE 5 0.03) than in the
Unassimilated condition (M 5 2.50, SE 5 0.03) F(759) 5 87.16, p 5 .00 (see Appendix 5 in the
online supplementary information for breakdown by treatment).
To assess opinions toward immigration policy, a series of three questions was asked. These
included: (1) whether immigration helps or hurts America, (2) whether the number of immigrants in
this country should be increased, decreased, or kept about the same, and (3) whether the respondent
favors or opposes a border fence between the United States and Mexico. These three items were combined into an overall index of Immigration Policy Attitudes with a Cronbach’s alpha of .78, thus indicating that it formed a highly reliable index of immigration opinion for the dependent variable.
In addition to attitudes toward national immigration policy, I also looked at attitudes toward the
specific immigrants depicted in the story. There is a tendency, often referred to as person positivity
bias, to evaluate individuals more favorably than policies considered in the abstract (LaPiere, 1934;
Sears, 1983; Iyengar et al., 2013). To explore how the racialized physical traits of immigrant-affected
attitudes toward the individual immigrants depicted, respondents were asked whether the immigrants
depicted in the story should be deported or allowed to stay in the United States. The question item,
Immigrant Support, was coded on a 4-point scale with higher scores indicating views that were more
favorable to the depicted immigrants remaining in the United States.
3

See Appendix 3 in the online supplementary information for all question wording.
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To allow some purchase on how proximity to the issue and relevant population may moderate the
effects of racialized physical traits and assimilation on immigration attitudes, an additional question
asked respondents how comfortable they would be “if a family like the one in the story moved into
your neighborhood.” The item, referred to as Social Distance, was recoded on a 0–1 scale with higher
scores indicating more positive feelings. The Social Distance question was expected to heighten personal proximity to the issue and its beneficiaries. By making the implications of the issue less abstract,
this measure should more clearly reflect concerns about both unassimilated and non-White immigrants
(Park, 1924).
To summarize, I expect that non-Latino White individuals will be less supportive of both liberal
immigration policies and an opportunity for individual immigrants to remain in the United States after
reading a story about immigrants who appear Unassimilated, relative to immigrants who appear
Assimilated. I expect that the Race of immigrants, however, will not have a significant direct effect on
either attitudes toward national immigration policies or the individual immigrants when considered in
an abstract or national context. When considering immigrants in one’s own community, a measure of
social distance, I hypothesize that not only will Assimilation be an important predictor of attitudes
toward immigration but that the immigrant’s Race will be important as well. I expect that respondents
will be less supportive of Dark Raced immigrants relative to Light Raced immigrants and that a story
priming people to think about Assimilated immigrants will produce more support for immigrants in
one’s own neighborhood than a story about Unassimilated immigrants.
Findings
To assess the impact of the Race and Assimilation treatments, I began by running a 2 3 2 analysis of variance using the index of Immigration Policy Attitudes as the dependent variable. While attitudes seemed to be moving in a direction consistent with racial bias, the effect of Race on
Immigration Policy Attitudes did not reach levels of statistical significance, F(1,766) 5 0.71, p 5 .20.4
So although the manipulation checks demonstrated that those in the Dark Raced conditions were
more likely to be perceived as being from Africa, Southeast Asia, or Latin America than those in the
Light Raced conditions, there was no effect of Race on preferred federal immigration policies.5 This
finding is consistent with the reports of some previous studies indicating that the racialized physical
traits of immigrants are not affecting attitudes toward national immigration policy (Hopkins, 2014;
Iyengar et al., 2013).
Assimilation, on the other hand, affected immigration attitudes in a manner that was consistent
with my hypothesis and previous work. As shown in Figure 1, Assimilation had a significant effect on
Immigration Policy Attitudes with those in the Assimilated condition being more likely to have favorable attitudes toward immigration (M 5 0.36, SE 5 0.01) than those in the Unassimilated condition,
(M 5 0.33; SE 5 0.01), F(1,766) 5 3.8, p 5 0.02. This difference between the effect of Assimilation
and that of Race was statistically significant F(1,758) 5 3.78, p 5 .02. Interestingly, there was no
interaction effect between Race and Assimilation, so among both the more and less Assimilated immigrants, Race did not appear to affect attitudes toward immigration, F(1,766) 5 0.34, p 5 .28. In doing
so, it adds to the surprising lack of support for a direct relationship between the racialized physical
traits of a salient selection of immigrants and attitudes toward federal immigration policy.
4
5

Because my hypotheses included a directional component, all results are reported as one-tailed tests.
Due to evidence that people often seek to offer responses consistent with norms of racial equality despite implicit attitudes that counter these norms (Mendelberg 2001), I also consider the possibility that such social norms are leading
respondents to mask their racial animus or discomfort as a matter of culture. Using a one-way analysis of variance, I
find no support for the hypothesis that those exposed to the Dark Raced condition perceived the immigrants as being
less Assimilated than those exposed to the Light Raced condition, F(1, 759) 5 .26, p 5 .30. When looking at the effects
of the treatment on treated, I also find no evidence that those who perceived the immigrants to be Dark Raced were
perceived as less assimilated than those perceived to be Light Raced, F(1, 759) 5 .30, p 5 .29.
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Figure 1. Effect of assimilation and racialized physical traits on attitudes toward immigration. Entries are means by
experimental condition. All scales ranged from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating less restrictive attitudes toward immigration.
Assimilation had a significant effect on attitudes F(1,766) 5 3.81, p 5 0.02, whereas Race did not, F(1,766) 5 0.71,
p > 0.05. The difference in the effects of Race and Assimilation was also statistically significant, p 5 0.02.

Figure 2. Effect of assimilation and racialized physical traits on support for allowing immigrants to remain in the United
States. Entries are means by experimental condition. The scale ranges from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating greater support for
allowing the immigrants depicted to remain in the United States and 0 indicating greater support for deporting the immigrants depicted. Assimilation had a significant effect on support for allowing immigrants to remain in the United States
F(1, 760) 5 3.40, p 5 0.03, whereas Race did not F(1, 760) 5 0.0, p > 0.05. The difference between the effects of Race
and Assimilation was not statistically significant (p > 0.05).

Next, I looked at whether Race and Assimilation had an effect on respondent views on what
should happen to the specific immigrants depicted, as opposed to the effect on broader immigration
policy (see Figure 2). Again, I used a 2 3 2 analysis of variance with Immigrant Support serving as
the dependent variable. Consistent with my expectations and that of previous research, I find a similar pattern to what was found when looking at immigration policy attitudes (Harell et al., 2012;
Iyengar et al., 2013). The Race of the immigrant did not appear to be related to evaluations of what
should happen next to the specific immigrants depicted in the vignette F(1, 760) 5 0.00, p 5 .47,
but Assimilation did F(1, 760) 5 3.40, p 5 0.03. Immigrants who were perceived to be more assimilated to mainstream American cultural norms were more likely to be seen as worthy of an opportunity to remain in the United States (M 5 0.69, SE 5 0.01). However, when viewing immigrants
perceived to be less assimilated, respondents were more likely to favor deportation (M 5 0.65;

Backyard Politics of Attitudes Toward Immigration

29

Figure 3. Effect of assimilation and racialized physical traits on social distance. Entries are means by experimental condition. The scale ranges from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating higher levels of comfort having the depicted immigrants live in
the respondent’s neighborhood. Assimilation, F(1, 761) 5 11.56, p < 0.00, and Race F(1, 761) 5 3.82, p 5 .02) had significant effects on social distance.

SE 5 0.01). It is important to note, however, that these differences were not statistically significant
F(1,752) 5 1.53, p 5 .11. Thus, while Assimilation reached levels of statistical significance, the role
of an immigrant’s perceived level of assimilation was indistinguishable from the role of an immigrant’s Race in shaping attitudes on how individual immigrants should be treated. Given that an
immigrant’s perceived level of Assimilation has repeatedly been shown to affect attitudes toward
the individual immigrant in past studies (Hainmueller & Hopkins 2014; Newman et al., 2012; Sniderman et al., 2004; Wright & Citrin 2011) and that the limited sample size of this experiment
detracts from the power of the analyses, the lack of significant difference between Race and Assimilations should introduce questions about the apparent nonrole of Race.
To evaluate the impact of the treatments on one’s preferred Social Distance from the immigrants
portrayed, I ran an additional 2 3 2 analysis of variance with Social Distance serving as the dependent
variable. Similar to the previous finding, those in the Assimilated condition were more likely to
express accepting views of the immigrants portrayed (M 5 0.69, SE 5 0.01) than those in the Unassmiliated condition (M 5 0.62, SE 5 0.01), F(1, 761) 5 11.56, p < 0.00. Yet unlike the findings for
national Immigration Policy Attitudes, Immigrant Support, and previous studies, Race did significantly
affect preferred Social Distance, F(1, 761) 5 3.82, p 5 .02). Those who viewed Dark Raced immigrants were less likely to want the immigrants portrayed living near them (M 5 0.63, SE 5 0.01) than
those who viewed Light Raced immigrants (M 5 0.68, SE 5 0.01) (see Figure 3). So while Race did
not have a direct effect on attitudes toward either national immigration policy or the specific immigrants discussed when considered in an abstract context, Race had a clear effect on attitudes toward
having the depicted immigrants in one’s own community.
Experiment Two: Verifying the Role of Race
While a number of studies have confirmed the role of the culture traits or perceived assimilation
of immigrants in attitudes toward immigration, this is among the first studies to point to a relationship
between the radicalized physical traits of immigrants—independent of national origin—and attitudes
toward immigration. I consequently sought to confirm the relationship between Race, Social Distance,
and Immigration Policy Attitudes in a second experiment. This second survey experiment was administered to a sample of 902 adult White respondents through Amazon Mechanical Turk in July of
2015. I used a similar design to that of the first experiment by again exposing respondents to a vignette
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Figure 4. Effect of racialized physical traits on difference in social distance and immigration attitudes. Entries are mean
differences in levels of support for Light Raced immigrants over Dark Raced immigrants on Immigration Policy Attitudes
and Social Distance. The scales range from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating higher levels of comfort with the immigrants
depicted and less restrictive attitudes toward assimilation. Race F(1, 898) 5 6.25, p 5 .00) had significant effects on
social distance, but not attitudes toward immigration F(1, 896) 5 1.54, p > .05).

Figure 5. Effect of racialized physical traits on difference in social distance and immigration attitudes, among respondents who perceived immigrants to be Latino. Entries are mean differences in levels of support for Light Raced immigrants over Dark Raced immigrants on Immigration Policy Attitudes and Social Distance among respondents who
perceived the immigrants depicted to be of Latin American origin. The scales range from 0 to 1, with 1 indicating higher
levels of comfort with the immigrants depicted and less restrictive attitudes toward assimilation. Race F(1, 622) 5 5.27,
p 5 .01) had significant effects on social distance but not attitudes toward immigration F(1, 622) 5 2.48, p > .05).

paired with a photograph. In contrast to the first experiment, however, the only manipulation in this
experiment was the degree to which the immigrants were depicted with Afrocentric features—referred
to in this article as the immigrants’ Race. To create this manipulation, I diverged from the method
used for this manipulation in Experiment 1 and instead relied on image morphing. Image morphing
provided a number of benefits. In particular, morphing (or blending) the images allowed me to manipulate the factor of interest (Afrocentric attributes) while minimizing the potential role of other attributes that can vary when relying on images of completely different heads—such as facial expressions,
the direction which they were looking, the way their hair was styled, and so on.
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The images used each depicted a scene with five individuals seated together in a living-room-like
setting (see Appendix 8 in the online supplementary information). The setting, clothing, and other
characteristics of the context depicted remained the same across conditions. The faces used in the
experiment were drawn from a database of faces housed at the Center for the Neural Basis of Cognition at Carnegie Mellon University.6 To create the final product, images of individuals identified in
the database as African American and Caucasian individuals were blended together in the ratio of
35:65 using Magic-Morph, a software application that allows digital blending of two images, and has
been used for similar manipulations in the past (Bailenson, Garland, Iyengar, & Yee, 2006; Li &
Tottenham, 2011). In the Dark Raced condition, the faces featured were a blend of the Black (65%)
and White (35%) individuals, while in the Light Raced condition, the faces featured were a blend of
White (65%) and Black (35%) individuals.7
I verified that respondents observed the racialized physical traits of the individuals depicted
through the use of two manipulation checks. The first was the same as was used in Experiment 1 and
asked respondents from which region they thought the immigrants depicted were most likely to have
immigrated (see perceived country of origin by treatment in Appendix 9 in the online supplementary
information). Consistent with the manipulation, those in the Dark Raced condition were significantly
more likely to say the immigrants depicted were from Africa, Latin America, or Southeast Asia
(M 5 0.93, SE 5 0.01), than those in the Light Raced condition. Similarly, those in the Light Raced
condition were significantly more likely to think the immigrants were from Europe (M 5 0.83,
SE 5 0.01), F(901) 5 26.21, p 5 .00).
In a second manipulation check, I asked respondents to identify the skin color of the respondents
that were depicted in the image at the beginning of the survey using the Massey and Martin Skin
Color Scale (Massey, Charles, Lundy, & Fischer, 2003). The scale was designed as an 11-point scale,
ranging from 0 to 10, with 0 representing albinism, or the total absence of color, and 10 representing
the darkest possible skin. The scale used in the study depicts 10 shades of skin color—corresponding
to points 1–10 on the Scale—with each point represented by a hand, of identical form, but different in
color. Using this scale, those in the Dark Raced condition were more likely to indicate that the individuals featured had darker skin tones (M 5 5.33; SE 5 .05) than those in the Light Raced condition
(M 5 3.83; SE 5 .05), (F(1,896) 5 393.48, p 5 .00).
The text of the vignette was similar to that used in Experiment 1. However, because the role
of cultural assimilation was not being considered in this experiment, I removed language that
would offer information on the cultural norms and practices of the immigrants depicted (see text
in Appendix 7 in the online supplementary information). The same three questions that were relied
upon and combined into an index in Experiment 1, Immigration Policy Attitudes,8 were again
used to measure attitudes toward immigration in this second experiment. Similarly, the question
used to measure social distance in Experiment 1 was also used in Experiment 2. However, two
additional measures of social distance were also included. The first of these tapped into one’s level
of comfort working with the immigrants depicted, and the second tapped into their level of comfort having those depicted marry into their family. The three questions were combined into an
index, Social Distance Index, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .91, indicating that it was highly
reliable.
6
7

8

Stimulus images courtesy of Michael J. Tarr, Center for the Neural Basis of Cognition and Department of Psychology,
Carnegie Mellon University (http://www.tarrlab.org/). Funding provided by NSF award 0339122.
Although respondents were randomly assigned to the Race treatment, balance checks (see Appendix 10 in the online
supplementary information) demonstrated that those who saw the Dark Raced treatment were more liberal than those
who saw the Light Raced treatment. The confidence interval does account for imperfect randomizations, but variations
in ideology between treatment groups were also accounted for by controlling for both ideological and partisan identity
in the model (Mutz & Pemantle, 2011).
As it did in Experiment 1, the index had a strong Cronbach’s alpha (.89) in this experiment as well.
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Findings
How did the Race of the depicted immigrants affect attitudes toward immigration policy and levels of comfort with the immigrants? As was found in Experiment 1, along with past research (Harell
et al., 2012; Hopkins 2014; Iyengar et al., 2013), Race did not directly affect attitudes toward immigration policy F(1, 896) 5 1.54, p 5 .11). Yet similar to Experiment 1, the effect of Race becomes
much more pronounced on the Social Distance Index (see Figure 4). Those who were exposed to Light
Raced immigrants were more likely to feel comfortable around the immigrants depicted in socially
proximate contexts (M 5 0.75; SE 5 0.01) than those who were exposed to Dark Raced immigrants
(M 5 0.71; SE 5 0.01), F(1, 898) 5 6.25, p 5 .00).9
The findings presented thus far offer strong evidence that Race is, in fact, affecting attitudes
toward immigrants. Yet while the lack of identification of the national origin of immigrants served to
reduce the role of the immigrant’s national origin in how respondents think about the immigrants
depicted, it is valuable to look at the effects of Race within national origin groups as well. This is to
say, if Race is in fact exerting an impact on immigration attitudes, this favoritism toward Light Raced
immigrants should be evident when the immigrants are perceived to be of various national backgrounds, as well as when they are all perceived to be of a common origin.
To take up this question and reduce the variation in perceived origin of respondents, I looked at
how the Race of immigrants affected responses just among those who perceived the respondents to be
of Latin American origin. Latin America is both the most common region of origin of immigrants in
recent years and the region from which the largest number of respondents perceived the immigrants
as having originated from (Zong & Batalova, 2015). This made Latin American immigrants a highly
relevant population to consider as well as the population with the largest subgroup sample, thereby
permitting the most reliable subgroup analyses and inferences. In turn, I next looked at whether Race
had an effect on Immigration Policy Attitudes and Social Distance among those who perceived the
depicted immigrants to be of Latin American origin.
In line with previously reported results, the Race of the individuals perceived by respondents to
be of Latin American origin did not demonstrate a direct effect on Immigration Policy Attitudes F(1,
622) 5 2.48, p 5 .07) but did affect attitudes toward Social Distance, F(1, 622) 5 5.27, p 5 .01) (see
Figure 5). Those exposed to Dark Raced immigrants were significantly less comfortable having the
immigrants depicted in socially proximate contexts (M 5 0.71; SE 5 0.01) than those in the Light
Raced condition (M 5 0.76; SE 5 0.01). On a 0–1 scale, with one indicating higher levels of comfort
with the individuals depicted, comfort living near the Latino immigrants dropped over four percentage
points from 75.9% to 71.1% when looking at Dark Raced immigrants relative to Light Raced
immigrants.
To summarize my findings, Assimilation displayed a clear causal impact across three measures:
immigration policy preferences, attitudes toward the individual immigrants, and the desired degree of
social distance from the immigrants depicted. The racialized physical traits of the immigrants under
consideration, on the other hand, had a more nuanced relationship with immigration attitudes. As had
been demonstrated in past research, Race did not display the same significant direct effects on Immigration Policy Attitudes or toward the individual immigrants as did Assimilation. Yet there was still
clear evidence of a relationship between the Race of immigrants and the attitudes people had toward
them. White respondents indicated greater opposition to immigrants in close social contexts when
they had more Afrocentric features.

9

These findings remain significant if I just look at the single measure of social distance used in the first experiment, as
opposed to the index (F(1, 897) 5 5.02, p 5 .01).

Backyard Politics of Attitudes Toward Immigration

33

Discussion
Throughout U.S. history, there have been people who have been welcomed into the United States,
and there have been people who have been regarded as unworthy. Self-appointed, volunteer border
enforcement, as well as the millions of people who joined protests in pursuit of immigration reform,
each highlight the strength of public sentiment on immigration. Yet public opinion assessments indicate a great deal of ambivalence, making it difficult to characterize U.S. opinion on this issue.
Consistent with my hypothesis and past work, priming people to think about immigrants with
greater levels of assimilation to mainstream U.S. cultural norms increased: support for more liberal
immigration policies, support for the individual immigrants having an opportunity to stay in the
United States, and the respondent’s level of comfort being in socially proximate contexts with the
depicted immigrants. These findings reinforce previous research suggesting that Americans
favor immigrants giving up their “foreign ways” of life and immersing themselves into mainstream
American cultural norms (Lapinski et al., 1997; Newman et al., 2012). Further, they demonstrate that
cultural ethnocentrism continues to pervade attitudes toward immigrants and immigration. Even the
simplest sources of difference—language, food, and an interest in issues occurring outside the United
States—are enough to make many Americans uncomfortable with national newcomers. As opposed
to seeing cultural difference as an opportunity for positive change, many Americans seem to see it as
a source of concern.
Yet particularly notable was the relationship demonstrated between the racialized physical traits
of salient immigrants and attitudes toward immigration. Individual responses to questions that tap
socially sensitive issues, such as race, can be difficult to measure. In this article, a social distance measure offered further insights into how race and racialized traits are affecting immigration attitudes.
Making non-White immigrants salient directly increased opposition to immigrants in a respondent’s
own community. This effect was found independent of the regional origin of the salient immigrants.
Among respondents who held the same view on the regional origin of the depicted immigrants, as
well as among those respondents who held different views on the regional origin of the salient immigrants, the immigrants Race was found to play an important role in immigration attitudes.
The absence of a statistically significant direct relationship between Race and attitudes toward
national immigration policy should be interpreted with caution. In none of these tests was Race particularly far from reaching traditional levels of statistical significance. And particularly notable, across
two separate experiments and three different measures, the direction of the relationship between Race
and attitudes toward immigration was in line with evidence that people are generally less supportive
of those with Afrocentric physical features. So while these effects were not “significant,” according to
the standard practice of interpreting the term, they were certainly consistent.
Together, these findings counter past research suggesting that there is not a relationship between
the racialized physical traits of a salient immigrant and punitive attitudes toward immigrants (Harell
et al., 2012; Hopkins, 2014; Iyengar et al., 2013; Sniderman, Piazza, Tetlock, & Kendrick, 1991). In
particular, they highlight the nuanced and important ways that the racialized physical traits of salient
figures are affecting public opinion and attitudes toward policy issues.
With these results in mind, it is valuable to note the limitations of the study. First, the vignette
used was not a news story (nor was it presented as such), and the image used was not a professional
news image. To the extent that a lack of realism may have affected respondent views, however, they
would likely reduce the likelihood of the manipulations affecting individual attitudes and make it a
more stringent test of their relevance. Furthermore, despite these limitations, manipulations checks
clearly verified that respondents perceived both the Race and the Assimilation manipulations.
It is also worthwhile to note that while Assimilation and Race did have a significant effect on attitudes, the size of the estimated effects were not especially large. So although perceptions of an immigrants level of assimilation and racialized physical attributes shifted public opinion on issues relating
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to immigration, it did not do so in a manner that drastically changed views. Of course, this potential
limitation should be qualified by the fact that real news stories, with professional images, and a real
context would likely have a much more powerful effect than the artificial one used in this experiment.
In turn, there is good reason to believe that the small effect observed in this experiment would be
much larger in real life.
At the heart of these findings, one finds continued support for the idea that the way people form
views on distant policy matters can diverge substantially from how individuals form views on issues
closer to home. This study offers additional evidence that racialized physical traits, unfortunately, continue to be among these matters. Far from being removed from attitudes toward immigration, the
racialized physical attributes of salient immigrants are deeply implicated in how people think about
immigration. Thus, even though the questions may be about general policies or populations, people’s
answers will vary based on the kinds of immigrants they have in mind, and where those immigrants
are. Because what is at the top of one’s mind inevitably changes over time, this provides one more
explanation for the many inconsistencies that are observed in assessments of immigration policy
opinion.
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