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Conceptualizing Attitudes Towards Foreigners

Attitudes towards foreigners represent a critical area of study within social psychology, sociology,

and political science, serving as a complex indicator of intergroup relations and societal cohesion.

These attitudes are defined as the evaluative judgments--positive, negative, or ambivalent--that

members of a host or majority group hold towards individuals or groups categorized as non-native,

immigrant, or culturally distinct outsiders. Unlike general xenophobia, which is an overarching fear

of the unknown or foreign, attitudes towards foreigners are often directed specifically at identifiable

groups based on perceived national origin, legal status, or adherence to distinct cultural practices.

Understanding these attitudes requires acknowledging their multidimensional nature,

encompassing cognitive beliefs, affective reactions, and behavioral predispositions, which often

interact in non-linear ways. Furthermore, these evaluations are highly context-dependent, shifting

dramatically based on economic conditions, political climate, and the perceived size or threat level

posed by the outgroup in question.

The distinction between attitudes towards foreigners and broader concepts like generalized

prejudice is subtle yet crucial for precise analysis. While prejudice generally refers to unwarranted

negative evaluations of an entire group, attitudes towards foreigners often incorporate specific

beliefs about socio-economic impacts, cultural compatibility, and national security. For instance, an

individual might hold positive attitudes towards highly skilled immigrants deemed economically

beneficial, while simultaneously harboring negative attitudes towards asylum seekers perceived as

a strain on public resources. This nuance highlights that these attitudes are not monolithic; they are

shaped by specific schemas and stereotypes related to the perceived function and role of the

outgroup within the ingroup society. The study of these attitudes, therefore, necessitates moving

beyond simple measures of hostility and delving into the specific content of beliefs that justify

differential treatment and evaluation.

Crucially, the terminology employed--whether referring to immigrants, expatriates, refugees, or

temporary residents--significantly influences the associated attitudes. Research consistently

demonstrates that groups perceived as voluntarily present and contributing economically often

elicit less negative affect than those perceived as involuntarily present or dependent on state

welfare. The evaluation is intrinsically tied to the perceived legitimacy of the outgroup's presence

and their perceived assimilation potential. When the host society views the foreigners as a

temporary, manageable presence, attitudes tend to be less antagonistic than when the foreign

presence is viewed as permanent, growing, and resistant to cultural absorption. This evaluative

framework underscores the dynamic interplay between national identity maintenance and the

acceptance of external groups, where the boundaries of the ingroup are constantly being

negotiated in response to demographic changes and international events.

The subjective experience of being 'foreign' is also paramount to understanding these attitudes.
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What constitutes a foreigner is socially constructed and often shifts over time and across

geographical boundaries. In many societies, individuals who are second or third-generation

descendants of immigrants may still be categorized and treated as 'foreigners' if they visibly

deviate from the majority group's norms or physical characteristics, illustrating the powerful role of

phenotypic cues and cultural markers in maintaining intergroup boundaries. Therefore, the study of

attitudes towards foreigners is fundamentally intertwined with the examination of ethnocentrism,

the belief in the inherent superiority of one's own group, and the psychological mechanisms used

to preserve ingroup status and distinction against perceived external challenges.

Theoretical Frameworks Guiding Analysis

The academic understanding of attitudes towards foreigners is primarily anchored in several robust

social psychological theories, foremost among them being the Social Identity Theory (SIT) and

the Integrated Threat Theory (ITT). SIT, pioneered by Tajfel and Turner, posits that individuals

derive a significant portion of their self-esteem and identity from the groups to which they belong.

This fundamental need for a positive social identity often drives ingroup favoritism and,

subsequently, outgroup derogation. Attitudes towards foreigners are thus explained as a

mechanism for maintaining a positive distinction between the ingroup (the nation or host society)

and the outgroup (foreigners), especially when the ingroup's status is perceived to be unstable or

threatened. When foreigners are perceived as high-status competitors, hostility may arise from

status anxiety; when they are low-status, negative attitudes may serve to justify existing social

hierarchies.

The Integrated Threat Theory, developed by Stephan and Stephan, provides a more granular

explanation by distinguishing between different sources of threat that drive negative attitudes. ITT

suggests that negative evaluations are often a defensive reaction to perceived danger, which can

be categorized into four types. Firstly, Realistic Threats concern tangible resources and the

physical well-being of the ingroup, such as economic competition for jobs, housing, or perceived

strain on public services. Secondly, Symbolic Threats involve perceived differences in values,

beliefs, morals, and culture, where the presence of the outgroup is seen as eroding the ingroup's

cultural integrity or way of life. Thirdly, Intergroup Anxiety relates to feelings of discomfort or fear

experienced during actual or anticipated interaction with outgroup members, stemming from fear of

embarrassment or negative evaluation. Finally, Negative Stereotypes, while not strictly a threat,

function to justify negative affect and reinforce the perception of threat. ITT is highly effective

because it accounts for situations where economic reality does not justify fear, showing that

symbolic threats--the fear of cultural change--are often more potent predictors of negative attitudes

than actual economic strain.

Beyond these foundational theories, other frameworks offer complementary insights. The Social

Dominance Orientation (SDO) framework suggests that some individuals possess a general
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preference for group-based hierarchy and inequality. Individuals scoring high on SDO are more

likely to endorse negative attitudes towards foreigners, particularly those perceived as low-status

groups, as such attitudes reinforce the existing societal stratification and their own perceived

position within it. Furthermore, the Contact Hypothesis, originally proposed by Allport, posits that

under specific optimal conditions (equal status, common goals, intergroup cooperation, and

institutional support), direct interaction between ingroup and outgroup members can significantly

reduce prejudice and foster positive attitudes. While contact is a powerful tool, research shows that

poor quality or negative contact can paradoxically reinforce existing negative stereotypes and

exacerbate hostility, meaning that the context of interaction is critical.

These theoretical perspectives are not mutually exclusive; rather, they often interact to explain the

full spectrum of attitudes. For instance, high SDO might predispose an individual to interpret

economic downturns (a realistic threat) through a lens of ingroup superiority (SIT), leading to

generalized negative attitudes towards all low-status foreigners. The strength of these frameworks

lies in their ability to move beyond simple descriptions of prejudice to provide causal mechanisms,

explaining why and how specific societal conditions activate psychological processes that result in

either acceptance or rejection of foreign populations. Consequently, effective interventions must

target the specific threat perception (realistic or symbolic) identified by these theoretical models.

Components and Structure of Foreigner Attitudes

Attitudes towards foreigners, like attitudes generally, are typically understood through the tri-

component model, encompassing cognitive, affective, and conative (behavioral) elements. The

Cognitive Component involves the beliefs, knowledge, and stereotypes held about the foreign

group. These beliefs are often generalized, oversimplified, and resistant to change, ranging from

perceptions about the group's work ethic, intelligence, criminality rates, or educational attainment.

For example, the belief that "foreigners take jobs away from natives" is a cognitive component that

serves as a justification for negative affect or discriminatory behavior. These cognitive structures,

or schemas, simplify the complex social reality, allowing individuals to process information about

large, diverse outgroups efficiently, though often inaccurately. The strength and valence of these

beliefs heavily influence the overall attitude, acting as the informational foundation upon which

emotional reactions are built.

The Affective Component refers to the emotional reactions elicited by the presence or thought of

foreigners. These emotions are often the most potent drivers of prejudice and range from specific

feelings like fear, anxiety, anger, and contempt, to more general feelings of discomfort or antipathy.

Research consistently shows that affective responses are often stronger predictors of

discriminatory behavior than cognitive beliefs alone. For instance, intergroup anxiety--the feeling of

awkwardness or fear of being negatively judged during intergroup interaction--can lead to

avoidance behaviors, even if the individual holds relatively neutral cognitive beliefs about the
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group's capabilities. This emotional dimension is particularly responsive to symbolic threats; when

the ingroup perceives its core values or identity to be challenged, the resulting emotional outrage

can be intense and lead to rapid mobilization against the outgroup.

The Conative or Behavioral Component refers to the individual's behavioral intentions or

predispositions toward action concerning the outgroup. This ranges from support for restrictive

immigration policies, willingness to engage in social interaction (or avoidance thereof), to outright

acts of discrimination or aggression. It is important to note that the three components are often

inconsistent. An individual might hold negative cognitive stereotypes (e.g., believing a group is

lazy) and negative affect (e.g., feeling annoyance) but still report a positive behavioral intention

(e.g., supporting diversity initiatives) due to strong social norms or legal constraints against overt

discrimination. This discrepancy highlights the complexity of measuring attitudes and the impact of

social desirability bias, where individuals modify their expressed attitudes or intentions to align with

perceived social expectations. When social norms weaken or political rhetoric legitimizes prejudice,

the conative component is more likely to align with negative affect and cognition, resulting in overt

discrimination.

The structure of these attitudes is often studied using models that examine the relative importance

of these components. In many contexts, negative affective reactions are found to be the most

resistant to change and the most predictive of extreme forms of rejection, such as support for

deportation or exclusion. Furthermore, the perceived homogeneity of the outgroup strengthens the

negative attitude components; when foreigners are seen as a unified, undifferentiated mass,

stereotypes are more easily applied, and affective reactions are generalized across the entire

group. Conversely, recognizing within-group variability--seeing foreigners as individuals with

diverse characteristics--can weaken the cognitive component and reduce the intensity of negative

emotional responses.

Societal and Contextual Determinants

Attitudes towards foreigners are profoundly shaped by macro-level societal and contextual

determinants, operating beyond the individual psychological realm. The Economic Climate is a

primary factor; during periods of economic recession, high unemployment, or perceived resource

scarcity, the perception of realistic threat intensifies. This heightened competition for limited

resources--jobs, housing, welfare benefits--often leads the ingroup to view foreigners as direct

rivals, activating negative attitudes designed to justify resource protectionism. Conversely, during

periods of economic prosperity, when labor shortages exist and resources are abundant, attitudes

often soften, as foreigners are then perceived as necessary contributors rather than competitors.

This relationship is complex, however, as even in prosperous times, if inequality is high, negative

attitudes can persist, fueled by concerns that foreigners disproportionately benefit from wealth

accumulation.
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The role of Political Leadership and Media Discourse is equally critical, acting as powerful

norm-setters and agenda-framers. Political elites often utilize rhetoric that either legitimizes or

condemns negative attitudes towards foreigners. When political leaders employ nativist or

exclusionary language, they lower the social cost of expressing prejudice, effectively providing a

license for hostility. This process of legitimization normalizes negative stereotypes and amplifies

the perception of both realistic and symbolic threats. Similarly, media representations significantly

shape public perception. If media narratives consistently frame immigration as a crisis, focusing

disproportionately on crime or cultural clashes, the public's affective and cognitive components of

their attitudes will skew negatively. Conversely, media coverage emphasizing integration, cultural

contribution, and human narratives can foster empathy and reduce perceived threat, highlighting

the media's role in setting the parameters of intergroup tolerance.

Furthermore, Government Policy and Institutional Practices provide the structural context for

intergroup relations. Policies related to citizenship, asylum, integration, and multiculturalism signal

the state's official attitude towards foreign populations. Restrictive policies, such as lengthy

naturalization processes or limited access to public services, can communicate to the ingroup that

the presence of foreigners is undesirable or temporary, thereby validating negative public attitudes.

Conversely, policies promoting social inclusion and combating discrimination signal a commitment

to equality, which can help establish positive social norms that constrain the expression of

prejudice. The institutional environment, including the educational system and police practices,

also determines the quality of contact and the fairness of treatment experienced by foreigners,

which subsequently feeds back into the ingroup's overall evaluation.

Finally, Demographic Context and Concentration influence attitude formation. The size and

visibility of the foreign population in a given locale often affect perceived threat levels. While the

Contact Hypothesis suggests that increased presence should lead to better understanding, highly

concentrated foreign populations in areas experiencing economic stress can sometimes

exacerbate realistic threat perceptions, leading to increased tensions. However, it is the perceived

rate of change, rather than absolute numbers, that often triggers the most intense reactions. Rapid

demographic shifts can activate symbolic threats related to cultural loss and lead to defensive

reactions aimed at preserving the existing social order. Therefore, societal attitudes are not just a

reflection of individual minds, but a dynamic response to the perceived stability and security of the

ingroup's societal landscape.

Psychological and Individual Factors

While contextual factors set the stage, individual psychological variables determine the

susceptibility of a person to hold negative attitudes towards foreigners. Authoritarianism,

particularly Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA), is a powerful psychological predictor. RWA is

characterized by adherence to conventional norms, submission to perceived legitimate authorities,
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and aggression towards groups deemed outsiders or non-conformists. Individuals high in RWA are

highly sensitive to perceived threats to the ingroup's values and stability, making them highly

receptive to political rhetoric that frames foreigners as symbolic threats undermining the

established order. Their adherence to rigid social structures naturally predisposes them to view

culturally different groups with suspicion and hostility, seeing them as challenges to the

homogeneity and security of the nation.

Another crucial individual difference factor is Social Dominance Orientation (SDO). SDO reflects

a desire for group-based hierarchy and the maintenance of inequality, meaning that individuals

high in SDO are motivated to see their ingroup dominate lower-status groups. They actively

oppose policies that promote equality or benefit marginalized groups, viewing the distribution of

resources and power as a zero-sum game. Attitudes towards foreigners, particularly refugees or

low-income immigrants, are often fiercely negative among high SDO individuals because these

groups are perceived as challengers to the established hierarchy or burdens on the dominant

group. While RWA focuses on conformity and threat, SDO focuses on hierarchy and status

competition, offering a distinct motivational pathway to negative intergroup attitudes.

The concept of Perceived Similarity and Shared Identity also plays a significant role. Individuals

tend to hold more positive attitudes towards foreigners who are perceived as culturally, religiously,

or linguistically similar to the ingroup. Perceived similarity reduces intergroup anxiety and makes

assimilation appear more feasible, decreasing the perceived symbolic threat. Conversely, deep

cultural or religious dissimilarities can amplify feelings of 'otherness,' making it easier to maintain

negative stereotypes and justify exclusion. The psychological mechanism here involves the

activation of ingroup prototypes; the more distant the foreigner is from the ingroup prototype, the

stronger the exclusionary reaction. Furthermore, individual differences in Empathy and

Perspective-Taking capacity mediate attitudes. Higher levels of empathy correlate strongly with

reduced prejudice, as the ability to understand and share the emotional experiences of foreigners

mitigates negative affective responses and challenges dehumanizing stereotypes.

Finally, the individual's history of Intergroup Contact is a potent factor. While the aggregate

societal context influences opportunity for contact, the individual's specific experiences are

paramount. Positive, meaningful contact, particularly across different roles (e.g., colleagues,

friends, neighbors), facilitates personalization and decategorization, breaking down generalized

stereotypes and fostering individuated relationships. This process reduces anxiety and increases

mutual understanding. However, negative or superficial contact can reinforce existing biases,

proving that the quality, frequency, and institutional support surrounding the interaction are

decisive determinants of the eventual attitude outcome. Individuals who self-select into segregated

environments tend to maintain or strengthen negative attitudes due to lack of exposure and

reliance on secondary information sources like media or political rhetoric.
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Measurement and Assessment Methodologies

Measuring attitudes towards foreigners presents unique methodological challenges, primarily due

to the ubiquitous issue of social desirability bias--the tendency of respondents to provide

answers that are socially acceptable rather than reflecting their true beliefs, especially concerning

sensitive topics like prejudice. Consequently, researchers rely on a diverse suite of methodologies

categorized as explicit and implicit measures to capture the full spectrum of attitudes, from

conscious beliefs to automatic associations. Explicit measures are direct assessments, typically

involving self-report questionnaires utilizing Likert scales, semantic differentials, or feeling

thermometers. These instruments ask respondents directly about their beliefs regarding the

socioeconomic impact, cultural compatibility, or desirability of specific foreign groups. While explicit

measures are easy to administer and analyze, their results are often attenuated by respondents

censoring their true negative attitudes to conform to anti-prejudice norms.

To circumvent the limitations of explicit measures, researchers increasingly employ Implicit

Measures, which assess automatic, unconscious associations between the ingroup/outgroup and

positive/negative attributes. The most prominent example is the Implicit Association Test (IAT),

which measures the strength of automatic mental links. If a subject is faster to pair 'Foreigner' with

'Bad' than with 'Good,' this indicates a stronger negative implicit attitude. Other implicit methods

include affective priming, where exposure to an outgroup face or name influences the speed of

subsequent valence judgments, and response latency measures. Implicit measures are particularly

valuable because they capture the automatic components of prejudice that are often inaccessible

to conscious introspection or deliberately concealed by the respondent. However, implicit

measures also face critiques regarding their stability and the degree to which they predict overt

behavior in real-world settings, necessitating cautious interpretation alongside other data.

A third category of measurement involves Behavioral and Physiological Assessment, which

aims to capture non-verbal cues and actual discriminatory actions. Behavioral measures include

observing hiring decisions, seating choices in mixed-group settings, or willingness to help an

outgroup member (e.g., using the lost letter technique). Subtle behavioral cues, such as non-verbal

warmth, eye contact, and body posture, can also be coded to assess hidden prejudice.

Physiological measures, such as monitoring facial electromyography (EMG) or galvanic skin

response (GSR), can capture involuntary emotional reactions (e.g., fear or disgust) when exposed

to outgroup stimuli. These measures offer high ecological validity because they capture attitudes

as they are expressed in action, rather than just self-report, providing a crucial link between

internal attitudes and external consequences.

Effective assessment of attitudes towards foreigners requires a multi-method approach.

Researchers often combine explicit measures to understand conscious, controlled beliefs (the

cognitive component) with implicit measures to capture automatic emotional biases (the affective
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component), and behavioral measures to observe discriminatory intentions (the conative

component). This triangulation of data allows for a more comprehensive and accurate picture of

intergroup attitudes, revealing instances of modern or subtle prejudice--where individuals

consciously reject traditional prejudice but retain negative implicit biases or exhibit

microaggressions. Furthermore, longitudinal studies are vital for understanding how attitudes shift

in response to societal events, such as immigration policy changes, economic crises, or terrorist

attacks, providing insight into the dynamic nature of these complex evaluations.

Consequences and Intervention Strategies

The consequences of negative attitudes towards foreigners are far-reaching, impacting both the

targeted groups and the societal fabric as a whole. At the individual level, negative attitudes

translate into direct Discrimination and Social Exclusion across critical life domains, including

employment, housing, education, and access to healthcare. This discrimination is often systemic,

leading to persistent socioeconomic disparities and reinforcing the perception of foreigners as

marginalized outsiders. For the targeted individuals, experiencing prejudice and discrimination

results in significant negative psychological outcomes, including chronic stress, anxiety,

depression, and internalized stigma, which undermines self-esteem and hinders successful

integration. Furthermore, negative attitudes fuel hate crimes and intergroup conflict, posing a direct

threat to the physical safety and security of foreign populations and contributing to a general

decrease in social trust within the community.

At the policy and societal level, negative public attitudes significantly influence political outcomes

and resource allocation. High levels of anti-foreigner sentiment often translate into public support

for restrictive immigration and asylum policies, increased surveillance, and reduced funding for

integration programs. This cycle of exclusion perpetuates negative attitudes by preventing the

positive contact necessary for reduction of prejudice and by reinforcing the marginalized status of

the foreign population. Moreover, societies characterized by strong negative attitudes towards

certain groups often experience decreased economic efficiency, as human capital is underutilized,

and increased political polarization, making consensus on important national issues difficult to

achieve. The failure to leverage the skills and talents of foreign populations due to prejudice

represents a significant lost opportunity for national development and cultural enrichment.

Intervention strategies aimed at reducing negative attitudes must be multi-layered, targeting

cognitive biases, affective responses, and structural inequalities. The most researched intervention

is based on the Contact Hypothesis, emphasizing structured, high-quality intergroup interaction.

Successful contact programs ensure equal status among participants, promote cooperation toward

superordinate goals, and are supported by institutional authorities. Beyond direct contact,

Extended Contact (knowing an ingroup member who has an outgroup friend) and Imagined

Contact (mentally simulating a positive interaction) have proven effective in reducing anxiety and
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improving attitudes, particularly when direct interaction is difficult or impossible.

In addition to contact, cognitive and educational interventions are essential. Cognitive

Restructuring involves training individuals to recognize and challenge their own stereotypes and

cognitive biases, promoting critical thinking about media and political rhetoric. Educational

programs focused on cultural empathy, perspective-taking, and debunking myths about

immigration (e.g., correcting misperceptions about economic contributions) are crucial for long-

term attitude change. Finally, Institutional Interventions are necessary to create an environment

where positive attitudes can flourish. This includes enacting and strictly enforcing anti-

discrimination laws, promoting diverse representation in media and leadership roles, and fostering

inclusive national narratives that redefine the ingroup identity to embrace cultural complexity,

thereby minimizing the symbolic threat posed by foreigners.
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