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Conceptualizing Attitudes Towards Asylum Seekers

Attitudes towards asylum seekers represent a complex and multifaceted psychological construct,

typically defined as an enduring evaluation--positive, negative, or mixed--of individuals seeking

international protection from persecution or serious harm. These attitudes differ crucially from

those directed towards general immigrants, as the asylum seeker category is legally defined by

specific vulnerabilities and rights under international law, eliciting unique affective and cognitive

responses in host populations. Understanding these attitudes requires acknowledging the interplay

between deep-seated psychological biases, such as in-group favoritism and out-group derogation,

and the immediate socio-political environment that frames the discourse around migration and

border security. The conceptual framework often distinguishes between explicit, consciously held

beliefs (e.g., support for specific integration policies) and implicit, automatic associations (e.g.,

linking asylum seekers with threat or dependency), both of which contribute significantly to

behavioral intentions, ranging from acts of altruism to expressions of prejudice and discrimination.

The structure of these attitudes is generally viewed through the lens of the tripartite model,

incorporating affective, cognitive, and behavioral components. The affective component

encompasses the emotional reactions triggered by the presence or perceived characteristics of

asylum seekers, frequently involving feelings of fear, pity, compassion, or resentment, depending

on the framing and perceived legitimacy of their claims. The cognitive component involves the

beliefs, stereotypes, and informational knowledge structures held about this group, often focusing

on their motivations, economic impact, and cultural compatibility. These cognitions are frequently

shaped by biased information processing and adherence to generalized threat narratives. Finally,

the behavioral component refers to the actual or intended actions towards asylum seekers, such

as willingness to support their housing, participation in protests against their presence, or

engagement in advocacy efforts. Crucially, while these components are interlinked, they do not

always align perfectly; for instance, an individual might express cognitive support for international

refugee conventions yet harbor strong negative affective reactions.

Differentiating attitudes towards asylum seekers from general anti-immigrant sentiment is

paramount in psychological research, as the former often involves specific moral and humanitarian

considerations related to forced displacement. While general xenophobia targets perceived cultural

or economic threats posed by immigrants regardless of their legal status, attitudes toward asylum

seekers are uniquely modulated by perceptions of their legitimacy and deservingness. Research

consistently shows that when asylum seekers are perceived as genuine victims of persecution

(high deservingness), public attitudes tend to be more sympathetic and supportive of protection

measures. Conversely, when they are framed as economic migrants exploiting humanitarian

loopholes or posing security risks (low deservingness), attitudes rapidly shift toward hostility and

rejection. This sensitivity to framing highlights the highly contingent nature of these attitudes,

making them particularly susceptible to manipulation by political rhetoric and media narratives that
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emphasize either the victim status or the potential threat posed by the group.

Psychological Drivers of Hostility and Acceptance

The formation of attitudes towards asylum seekers is deeply rooted in fundamental psychological

processes, particularly those relating to social identity, threat perception, and moral foundations

theory. Realistic Threat Theory posits that negative attitudes arise when the in-group perceives

the out-group as competing for scarce resources, such as jobs, housing, or social services, leading

to anxiety and resentment. This perception of realistic threat is often magnified during periods of

economic downturn or perceived national instability, where asylum seekers are scapegoated as

responsible for resource depletion. However, equally powerful is the concept of Symbolic Threat,

which involves the perceived threat to the in-group's values, norms, culture, and way of life. For

many host society members, the arrival of culturally distinct groups is interpreted as an erosion of

national identity, triggering defensive reactions aimed at preserving the perceived purity or

coherence of the in-group culture, even when direct resource competition is minimal.

Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Self-Categorization Theory (SCT) provide robust frameworks for

understanding prejudice in this context. Individuals derive a significant portion of their self-esteem

from their membership in social groups (the in-group). Threats to the in-group--whether realistic or

symbolic--activate mechanisms designed to maintain a positive social identity, often achieved

through out-group derogation, where the asylum seekers (the out-group) are viewed negatively

to elevate the status of the host society. Furthermore, the psychological process of dehumanization

often plays a critical role in facilitating hostile attitudes. By denying asylum seekers full human

status--portraying them as less intelligent, less moral, or less emotionally complex--host society

members can justify discriminatory policies and avoid the moral discomfort associated with denying

aid or expressing cruelty toward fellow human beings. This process is frequently bolstered by

media portrayals that emphasize anonymity, large numbers, and lack of individual narrative.

Conversely, acceptance and supportive attitudes are often driven by humanitarian concerns and

specific moral orientations. Individuals who score highly on measures of empathy and

perspective-taking are significantly more likely to hold positive attitudes toward asylum seekers,

demonstrating an ability to recognize and respond to their suffering. Furthermore, research utilizing

Moral Foundations Theory (MFT) suggests that individuals prioritizing the moral foundations of

Care/Harm and Fairness/Reciprocity are more inclined to support policies that provide sanctuary

and assistance. These individuals view the protection of vulnerable populations as a moral

imperative, transcending national boundaries or concerns about resource competition. However,

these prosocial tendencies can be overridden if competing moral foundations, such as

Loyalty/Betrayal or Authority/Subversion, are activated, leading individuals to prioritize the security

and integrity of the national in-group over universal humanitarian obligations.
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The Role of Socio-Political Context and Policy

Attitudes toward asylum seekers are highly sensitive to the prevailing socio-political climate and

the specific policies implemented by governmental bodies. Governments play a crucial role not

only in managing migration flows but also in shaping public discourse through policy rhetoric and

legislative action. Restrictive policies, such as mandatory detention, delayed processing of claims,

or limitations on access to social welfare, often serve to signal to the public that asylum seekers

are unwelcome, undeserving, or potentially fraudulent, thereby legitimizing negative public

attitudes. Conversely, policies focused on rapid integration, language training, and employment

support tend to foster more positive attitudes by demonstrating institutional support and minimizing

the perception of long-term dependency on the state. The visibility and perceived fairness of the

asylum process itself are critical moderators; bureaucratic complexity or perceived loopholes can

fuel public cynicism regarding the integrity of the system.

The political rhetoric employed by key leaders and political parties is perhaps the single most

potent external factor influencing public opinion. Populist and nationalist movements frequently

leverage migration issues to mobilize support, employing language that frames asylum seekers as

an existential threat to national security, economic stability, or cultural homogeneity. This rhetoric

often utilizes emotional appeals, simplifying complex geopolitical realities into stark binaries of 'us'

versus 'them,' thereby activating pre-existing xenophobic tendencies among the electorate. When

political elites consistently frame asylum as a crisis or invasion, the public's perception of realistic

and symbolic threat intensifies, leading to a measurable increase in anti-asylum attitudes. The

consistency of this framing across media outlets and political platforms reinforces the belief that

these negative perceptions are socially acceptable and factually grounded.

Furthermore, the physical and demographic concentration of asylum seekers within host countries

significantly impacts localized attitudes. While contact theory suggests that positive intergroup

interactions can reduce prejudice, conditions of high residential segregation or rapid demographic

change without adequate infrastructure support can exacerbate tensions. In areas where

resources are already strained, the sudden arrival of a large number of asylum seekers can

intensify perceived competition, leading to localized opposition, even if national attitudes remain

moderate. Local policy responses, such as community consultations and effective resource

allocation, are essential in mitigating these localized conflicts and transforming potential

competition into perceived mutual benefit. The effectiveness of integration policies, therefore, relies

heavily on community-level engagement and addressing the specific concerns of long-term

residents regarding housing, schooling, and healthcare provision.

Influence of Media Representation and Framing

Mass media--including traditional journalism, social media platforms, and entertainment--serves as
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the primary source of information about asylum seekers for the majority of the population who lack

direct personal contact. Consequently, the way these individuals are framed and represented

wields immense power in shaping public attitudes. Research consistently demonstrates that media

narratives often fall into predictable patterns, typically utilizing either the "victim" frame or the

"threat" frame. The victim frame emphasizes the humanitarian crisis, focusing on suffering,

vulnerability, and the need for international protection, tending to elicit sympathy and support for

aid. The threat frame, conversely, highlights issues of border security, potential criminality,

economic burden, and the exploitation of immigration laws, which strongly correlates with

increased fear, hostility, and support for stricter controls. The differential deployment of these

frames significantly influences the affective component of public attitudes.

The language and imagery used by media organizations are critical determinants of the narrative

power. Terms such as "flood," "swarm," "invasion," or "illegal migrant" are highly charged

metaphors that evoke catastrophic imagery and reinforce the perception of uncontrolled masses

overwhelming the host nation, directly increasing symbolic threat perception. Visual

representations also play a crucial role; images that focus on large groups, anonymity, or scenes of

chaos tend to dehumanize the subjects, whereas images featuring individualized portraits, families,

or successful integration stories tend to promote empathy and recognition of shared humanity.

Furthermore, the reliance on official government sources, often favoring security narratives, over

the voices and experiences of asylum seekers themselves, results in a skewed perspective that

prioritizes state concerns over humanitarian ones, reinforcing negative stereotypes about

legitimacy and motivation.

The rise of social media introduces new complexities, often bypassing traditional editorial

gatekeepers and allowing for the rapid dissemination of unverified, emotionally charged content.

Social media platforms frequently become echo chambers where pre-existing biases are

reinforced, and misinformation regarding asylum processes, crime rates, or cultural conflicts

spreads quickly and effectively. This environment facilitates the normalization of extreme anti-

asylum rhetoric and provides platforms for hate speech, which can translate into real-world

discriminatory behavior. Analyzing the influence of media requires acknowledging the reciprocal

relationship: while media shapes attitudes, public demand for content that confirms existing beliefs

also steers editorial choices, often resulting in sensationalism and the prioritization of conflict over

nuanced reporting on integration challenges and successes.

Economic Anxiety and Resource Threat Perception

Perceptions regarding the economic impact of asylum seekers constitute a core dimension of

public attitudes, often overriding humanitarian considerations, particularly among economically

vulnerable segments of the host population. The perception of economic threat operates under

the assumption that asylum seekers will increase competition for low-skilled employment, depress
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wages, and impose significant fiscal burdens on the state through reliance on welfare, housing,

and healthcare systems. While empirical economic studies often show minimal long-term negative

effects, or even positive effects due to labor market participation and consumption, these scientific

findings frequently fail to penetrate public consciousness, which relies instead on easily digestible

narratives of scarcity and competition.

The concept of relative deprivation is highly relevant here; negative attitudes are often strongest

not necessarily among the poorest, but among those who feel that their economic status is

precarious or declining relative to others, including the newly arrived asylum seekers who are

perceived to receive undue state support. This perception of unfair allocation of resources fuels

resentment, particularly when the host population experiences austerity measures or cuts to public

services. The framing of welfare support provided to asylum seekers as a drain on national

resources, often contrasted with the unmet needs of native-born citizens (e.g., homeless veterans

or elderly citizens), is a powerful rhetorical tool used to legitimize hostile attitudes and opposition to

integration spending.

Furthermore, the long-term economic integration prospects of asylum seekers significantly

influence public acceptance. If asylum seekers are perceived as possessing skills that complement

the host economy, or if they are quickly granted work permits and demonstrate self-sufficiency,

public anxiety tends to decrease. Conversely, prolonged periods in reception centers, lack of

access to the labor market, and visible dependency reinforce the perception of them as a

persistent economic liability. Therefore, policies that expedite skills assessment, language

acquisition, and labor market entry are not only crucial for the well-being of the asylum seekers

themselves but also serve as effective tools for mitigating negative economic threat perceptions

among the host population, thereby fostering more positive and constructive attitudes.

Measuring and Assessing Public Attitudes

Psychological research employs a variety of methodologies to measure and assess public attitudes

toward asylum seekers, aiming to capture the complexity and nuance often missed by simple

survey questions. The most common approach involves explicit measures, typically using Likert-

scale questionnaires that ask respondents to rate their agreement with statements concerning

integration policies, perceived threat, deservingness, and emotional reactions. Examples include

scales measuring policy support (e.g., support for granting residency rights) or affective

thermometers (e.g., how warm or cold they feel toward the group). While these measures are

straightforward and allow for large-scale statistical analysis, they are susceptible to social

desirability bias, where respondents consciously adjust their answers to align with perceived social

norms or political correctness, potentially masking underlying prejudiced beliefs.

To circumvent the limitations of explicit self-report, researchers increasingly utilize implicit
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measures designed to capture automatic, unconscious associations. The Implicit Association Test

(IAT) is a prominent example, measuring the strength of association between the target group

(asylum seekers) and evaluative attributes (e.g., good vs. bad, safe vs. dangerous). High levels of

implicit negative bias often predict discriminatory behavior even when explicit attitudes are neutral

or positive. Other implicit measures include response latency tasks and physiological indicators,

such as Galvanic Skin Response (GSR) or facial EMG, which gauge emotional arousal or cognitive

effort when processing information related to the target group, providing a more objective insight

into underlying affective responses.

Beyond standardized scales, qualitative and behavioral measures offer valuable contextual depth.

Qualitative methods, such as focus groups and in-depth interviews, allow researchers to explore

the narratives and justifications underlying attitudes, revealing the complex interplay between

personal experience, media consumption, and political ideology. Behavioral measures assess

actual discriminatory or supportive actions, such as willingness to donate money, sign a petition, or

engage in intergroup contact. Integrating data from explicit, implicit, and behavioral measures

provides a holistic and robust understanding of public sentiment, confirming that attitudes are

rarely monolithic and often involve internal contradictions between conscious beliefs and automatic

emotional responses.

Consequences of Negative Attitudes for Integration and Well-being

The prevalence of negative attitudes toward asylum seekers within a host society carries profound

consequences, impacting not only the success of integration efforts but also the mental and

physical well-being of the asylum seekers themselves. Systemic negative attitudes translate into

structural discrimination, manifesting in policies that restrict access to stable employment,

adequate housing, and quality education, thereby creating significant barriers to self-sufficiency

and social mobility. When communities and institutions harbor prejudice, asylum seekers face

diminished opportunities for meaningful social interaction, leading to isolation and the formation of

parallel societies, which in turn reinforces the host society's negative perception of their willingness

to integrate.

Psychologically, constant exposure to prejudice, hostility, and rejection significantly exacerbates

the trauma already experienced by asylum seekers due to forced migration and persecution.

Experiencing discrimination acts as a chronic stressor, contributing substantially to high rates of

mental health issues, including Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), depression, and

anxiety. The feeling of being unwelcome or dehumanized undermines self-esteem and sense of

belonging, which are crucial components of psychological adjustment in a new environment.

Furthermore, the anticipation of discrimination--known as vigilance--consumes cognitive resources

and inhibits engagement in social activities, creating a cycle of withdrawal and increased

vulnerability.
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The consequences also extend to the social cohesion of the host society. High levels of anti-

asylum sentiment can lead to increased polarization, fueling tensions between different segments

of the population and potentially leading to intergroup conflict and hate crimes. When political

discourse is dominated by anti-immigrant and anti-asylum rhetoric, it erodes trust in democratic

institutions and norms of tolerance. Effective integration, therefore, is not merely a matter of policy

but a reflection of the host society's attitudes; positive attitudes facilitate the necessary social

capital and trust required for newcomers to contribute fully, whereas persistent negative attitudes

create a climate of exclusion that undermines the humanitarian and economic goals of asylum

protection.

Strategies for Attitude Change and Intervention

Interventions aimed at fostering more positive attitudes toward asylum seekers draw heavily upon

established psychological principles of prejudice reduction, primarily focusing on increasing

positive intergroup contact and challenging threat perceptions. The most widely supported strategy

is the implementation of Intergroup Contact Theory, which posits that prejudice is reduced when

members of different groups interact under optimal conditions: equal status, common goals,

intergroup cooperation, and institutional support. Structured, positive contact experiences--such as

shared community projects, mentorship programs, or cultural exchange initiatives--can break down

stereotypes and promote empathy by allowing host society members to encounter asylum seekers

as individuals rather than abstract threats.

Beyond direct contact, cognitive interventions focus on challenging the underlying biased beliefs

and threat narratives. Educational programs designed to increase knowledge about the root

causes of forced migration, the international legal frameworks governing asylum, and the actual

socioeconomic contributions of refugees can directly counter misinformation and reduce symbolic

and realistic threat perceptions. Effective communication campaigns must utilize persuasive

messaging that emphasizes shared values, such as humanity and fairness, rather than relying

solely on statistics. Frame shifting, where the narrative moves from "burden" or "threat" to

"opportunity" or "shared responsibility," is a powerful tool for cognitive restructuring, especially

when endorsed by trusted community leaders and non-political figures.

Finally, interventions must address the emotional and affective drivers of hostility. Strategies

focusing on increasing empathy and perspective-taking, often through narrative exposure (e.g.,

listening to individual asylum seekers' stories) or simulation exercises, have proven effective in

softening negative emotional responses. Furthermore, reducing anxiety related to resource scarcity

requires not only addressing the economic fears of the host population through effective resource

distribution but also ensuring political discourse emphasizes the manageable nature of migration

flows. Attitude change is a long-term process requiring consistent effort across political, media, and

community spheres, ensuring that institutional support for inclusion remains visible and robust to

ARABPSYCHOLOGY.C
OM

https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com/?p=23820
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com
https://psychepedia.arabpsychology.com


Asylum Seekers: Public Attitudes & Perception 9

Psychepedia psychepedia.arabpsychology.com

counteract the powerful psychological mechanisms driving exclusion.
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