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R E S I S T I N G  A S S I M I L AT I O N



B Y  T H E  N U M B E R S

• One in ten Black people in 
the US are immigrants, and 
this is expected to grow to 
one in three by 2060. 

• Africa has accounted for 
the fastest growth in the 
US Black immigrant 
population (246% growth 
between 2000 and 2019).



S O M E  I M M I G R A N T S  R E S I S T  
A S S I M I L AT I O N

• Because proximal hosts are themselves marginalized 
(Waters 1999, Portes and Zhou 1993, Mittelberg and 
Waters 1992) 

• Because immigrant enclaves confer social capital 
(Laitin 1995, Portes and Manning 1985) 

• Because immigrants react to discriminatory 
environments (Abdelgadir and Fouka 2020, Fouka 
2019)



R E S I S TA N C E  A S  R AT I O N A L  R E S P O N S E

• Ethiopian immigrants in DC prefer to identify as African, Ethiopian American 
rather than Black (Chako 2003) 

• African immigrant students in Atlanta use ethnicity as a buffer against 
discrimination (Ogundipe 2011) 

• Children of middle-income Nigerian immigrants to the US adopt a hybrid 
identity to distance themselves from low-income African Americans (Imoagene 
2017) 

• West Indian and West African immigrant children in NYC retain elements of their 
immigrant culture deliberately, through cuisine, fashion and language (Sall 2019) 

• This is all a rational response to the threat of lowering their social and Econ 
status (Hamilton 2019)



T H E  T H R E AT  O F  R A C I A L  L U M P I N G

• “at automatic and non conscious levels, Black immigrants and Black Americans 
are perceived in the same way. Whether by passersby, customers walking 
around a store, or drivers in an upper-class neighborhood, Black immigrants 
will be categorized as Black and subjected to the same kinds of race-based 
bias and discrimination as American Blacks” (Tormala and Deaux 2006) 

• “by evoking their foreign status” Black immigrants aim to “exit from the 
stigmatized black category” (Waters 1999) 

• Two questions remain: 

• Race is a “bundle of sticks” (Sen and Wasow 2016): how do we know that 
it is this aspect of race that is doing the work? 

• This core insight about resistance comes out of rich, qualitative case 
studies that do not hold constant other facets of the immigrant 
experience: can we isolate one factor?



S O M A L I  I M M I G R A N T S

• A powerful research design that naturally isolates our 
key independent variable of interest: phenotypic 
overlap with African Americans 

• A key demographic group: one of the fastest growing 
groups of African migrants to the US
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TA K E - A W AY S

• Threat of racial lumping can increase resistance to 
assimilation 

• Racism, and how it shapes the lives of Black 
Americans, has implications for immigrant integration 

• But the research design for this project limits our 
ability to generalize



I N C R E A S I N G  I N C L U S I O N



I N C R E A S I N G  I N C L U S I O N

• Contact theory 

• Exceptional migrant narratives 

• Generating empathy



I N C R E A S I N G  I N C L U S I O N :  C O N TA C T

• Effects are 
small but 
robust 

• Effects are 
narrow



I N C R E A S I N G  I N C L U S I O N :  E X C E P T I O N A L  
M I G R A N T S









M O  S A L A H  ( A L’ R A B A B A H  E T  A L .  
2 0 2 1 )  



PA R A S O C I A L  C O N TA C T  
H Y P O T H E S I S



M U S L I M  E X C L U S I O N  I S  H I G H  I N  G B



• Crime data 

• Twitter data 

• Survey data

B E F O R E  A N D  A F T E R  S A L A H  
S I G N E D  W I T H  L I V E R P O O L



H AT E  C R I M E S  W E N T  D O W N



H AT E  T W E E T S  W E N T  D O W N



AT T I T U D E S  I M P R O V E D



 Crime data  

 Twitter data 

 Survey data

B E F O R E  A N D  A F T E R  S A L A H  
S I G N E D  W I T H  L I V E R P O O L

 Hate crimes went down  

 Anti-Muslim tweets went down 

 Prejudiced attitudes went down



A N D  Y E T…

“ I am a German when we 
win and an immigrant when 
we lose.” ~Mesut Özil

“When things were going 
well, I was reading 
newspaper articles and they 
were calling me Romelu 
Lukaku, the Belgian striker. 
When things weren’t going 
well, they were calling me 
Romelu Lukaku, the Belgian 
striker of Congolese 
descent.” ~ Romelu Lukaku



T H E  H O R T E F E U X  E F F E C T



T H E  H O R T E F E U X  E F F E C T
French give lower 

donations when playing 
in groups with more 

Muslims

French give higher 
donations when playing 

in groups with fewer 
Muslims



T H E  H O R T E F E U X  E F F E C T  O R  T H E  
M O  S A L A H  E F F E C T ?

“when there’s one (Muslim), that’s ok; it’s when there’s a lot 
of them that there are problems”



I N C R E A S I N G  I N C L U S I O N :  E M PAT H Y









• Broockman and Kalla have shown that humanizing narratives can reduce 
transphobia (2016, 2020) and prejudice toward undocumented migrants 
(2020) 

• Simonovits et al. (2018) have shown that a video game in which 
Hungarians put themselves in the shoes of a Roma reduces their 
prejudice even one month later, with spillover effects for refugees 

• I’ve conducted a series of studies testing whether empathy-generating 
narratives can improve migrant inclusion 

• PNAS 2018 

• APSR 2021 

• PSRM 2025

P R E J U D I C E - R E D U C T I O N



P E A S  ( 2 0 1 8 )



T H E  E M PAT H Y  T R E AT M E N T



E M PAT H Y  T R E AT M E N T

• Lesson plan from Pulitzer Center: 

• “Imagine you are a refugee fleeing persecution in a 
war-torn country: 

• What would you take with you? 

• Where would you flee to? 

• What do you feel would be the biggest challenge 
for you?”



T H E  I N F O R M AT I O N  T R E AT M E N T



I N F O R M AT I O N A L  T R E AT M E N T
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3 refugees per 100,000 Americans

Did you know?



B E H AV I O R A L  O U T C O M E  M E A S U R E

The next President of the United States will have 
important decisions to make about how to deal with the 

Syrian refugee crisis. Would you be interested in 
expressing your support for refugees to the next 

President of the United States in an anonymous forum?



“Give me your tired, your poor, Your huddled masses yearning 
to breathe free, The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.  

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me, I lift my lamp 
beside the golden door!”

“Don’t be a douche. Help these poor people.”

“Dear POTUS, I express my support of refugees coming to the 
United States. Especially the women and children, they need 

food and healthcare. Thanks so much.”



“Don’t do it. We are over crowded and can’t even take 
care of our own. We have homeless veterans on our 

streets and can’t help them. How do we have money to 
help immigrants who will potentially blow us up in the 

end? It’s a waste of our resources! Even passing a 
background check you can’t measure their true intention! I 
would much rather see the US help US citizens instead of 

refugees. I’m scared to leave my home. There are refugees 
everywhere and they are rude and treat me like I’m 

invading their space! They’re invading mine! I held the 
door open for one at a department store and was called a 

female dog! Please save our country!”



“I absolutely do not support accepting refugees 
into the US. We have people here who are 
suffering. Help Americans before you help 

everyone else.”

“Sorry have no support for them. They should be 
banned as all Muslims should.”



W H AT  D I D  W E  F I N D ?



E M PAT H Y  W O R K E D ,  I N F O R M AT I O N  D I D N ’ T
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D R I V E N  B Y  D E M O C R AT S ,  B U T  W O R K E D  
A L S O  O N  R E P U B L I C A N S
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A  S U B S TA N T I V E  E F F E C T

C O N T R O L E M PAT H Y I N C R E A S E S I G N AT U R E S

F U L L  S A M P L E 1 8 . 8 % 2 0 . 8 % 1 1 % 1 , 5 0 0 - 2 , 0 0 0

D E M O C R AT S 2 3 % 3 4 % 5 0 % 8 , 2 5 0 - 1 1 , 0 0 0

R E P U B L I C A N S 4 . 6 % 7 . 4 % 6 0 % 2 , 1 0 0 - 2 , 8 0 0



B U T …



T H E  E F F E C T  I S  S H O RT- T E R M
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T H E  E F F E C T  I S  N O T  AT T I T U D I N A L



I N T E R P R E TAT I O N :  T H E  N U D G E



E M PAT H Y  M O B I L I Z E D
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W H AT  W E  L E A R N E D  F R O M  P N A S  ( 2 0 1 8 )

• An empathy treatment nudged respondents 
with positive attitudes toward refugees to act 

• An informational treatment did no such thing 

• BUT 

• This is one result in one experiment 

• We didn’t change anyone’s mind



A P S R  ( 2 0 2 1 )

• United States thinks of itself as a “nation 
of immigrants” 

• What happens when we remind 
Americans that (most of them) were once 
immigrants?



Do you agree or disagree that the United 
States should limit the number of 
immigrants entering the country? (From 1, 
Strongly Agree, to 7, Strongly Disagree)

AT T I T U D E S  T O W A R D  I M M I G R AT I O N



Which was the first generation in your 
family to arrive in America?

Do you agree or disagree that the United 
States should limit the number of 
immigrants entering the country? (From 1, 
Strongly Agree, to 7, Strongly Disagree)

A  S I M P L E  P R I M E :  C O N T R O L



Which was the first generation in your 
family to arrive in America?

Do you agree or disagree that the United 
States should limit the number of 
immigrants entering the country? (From 1, 
Strongly Agree, to 7, Strongly Disagree)

A  S I M P L E  P R I M E :  T R E AT M E N T



R E P E AT  T H I S  I N  T H R E E  S T U D I E S

• March 2017 

• Outcome: Support for more open immigration policy (1-7) 

• N=1000 

• April 2019 

• Outcome: Support for more open immigration policy (1-7); warmth toward 
immigrants (0-100) 

• N=1274 

• November 2019 

• Outcome: Support for more open immigration policy (1-7); warmth toward 
immigrants (0-100) 

• N=3818



P R I M I N G  FA M I LY  H I S T O R Y  I N C R E A S E S  
S U P P O RT  F O R  M O R E  O P E N  
I M M I G R AT I O N  P O L I C Y



P R I M I N G  FA M I LY  H I S T O R Y  I N C R E A S E S  
WA R M T H  T O W A R D  I M M I G R A N T S



E F F E C T  W O R K E D  O N  R E P U B L I C A N S  
A N D  D E M O C R AT S

•



E F F E C T  W O R K E D  V I A  E M PAT H Y



P S M R  ( 2 0 2 5 )

• A three-study buildup to test the inclusionary effects of: 

• The most salient piece of information possible 

• The hardest test of empathy possible 

• Doing this addresses important critiques that: 

• Information interventions may not work because the 
information is neither new nor salient 

• Empathy interventions work only on folks we already 
feel close to (empathy bias)



T H R E E - S T U D Y  D E S I G N
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S T U D Y  1

• What do Americans know about refugees? Not much 

• They under-estimate the proportion who are women 
and children 

• They over-estimate the proportion who are Muslim 

• They underestimate the amount of vetting they go 
through 

• Folks who get this wrong have more excluding 
attitudes toward refugees and refugee policy



S T U D Y  2

• Do Americans’ response to a perspective-getting 
exercise vary with the identify of the protagonist? 

• A refugee 

• A Muslim 

• A Muslim refugee 

• Perspective-getting works less well on a Muslim 
refugee



S T U D Y  3

• We have a new and salient piece of information: how 
many months of security vetting a refugee goes 
through 

• We have a hard test for empathy 

• We can now test how well each intervention works, 
and whether and how bundling the two works



S T U D Y  3  D E S I G N



S T U D Y  3  R E S U LT S



C O N C L U S I O N

• There is promise to empathetic approaches to shaping 
public opinion toward migrants 

• But questions remain about the durability and scale-up 
of such strategies 

• What does a policy intervention drawing from these 
insights look like?


