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Introduction: Defining Affective Responses and Context

Affective responses, within the context of social psychology and intergroup relations, refer

specifically to the feelings, emotions, and overall evaluative sentiments that individuals hold toward

a particular social group. These responses are distinct from cognitive beliefs (stereotypes) and

behavioral intentions (discrimination), although they are deeply intertwined with both. When

examining attitudes toward International Students (IS), affective responses encompass a broad

spectrum, ranging from intense negative emotions such as fear, disgust, or resentment, to positive

feelings like admiration, curiosity, or empathy. Understanding this emotional landscape is

paramount, as affect often serves as the primary driver predicting spontaneous and non-rational

actions, shaping the immediate social climate experienced by temporary sojourners in a host

country. The nature and intensity of these feelings are rooted in historical context, perceived

societal shifts, and the specific demographic composition of the host environment, making the

study of affective responses toward IS a critical component of contemporary global migration

research.

The increasing globalization of higher education means that international students represent a

rapidly growing and highly visible outgroup in many host nations. This visibility places them at the

nexus of complex societal attitudes. On one hand, IS are frequently framed by governmental and

educational institutions as valuable economic assets, cultural ambassadors, and future highly

skilled workers, which theoretically should elicit positive affective responses such as approval or

appreciation. On the other hand, their presence often triggers deep-seated anxieties among host

nationals concerning resource competition--specifically competition for housing, jobs, and

university placement--or concerns about symbolic threats to national identity, language, or values.

This dualistic perception leads to a highly heterogeneous affective environment where a single

group can simultaneously evoke feelings of welcome and hostility, often dependent on the

perceived status, origin, and behavior of the subgroup of international students in question.

It is crucial to recognize that affective evaluations carry significant predictive power regarding

intergroup behavior. While cognitive stereotypes may inform judgments, the underlying emotional

tone often determines whether a host national chooses to engage, assist, avoid, or actively

discriminate against an international student. For instance, feelings of intergroup anxiety or fear

are powerful predictors of avoidance behaviors and social exclusion, regardless of whether the

host national consciously holds negative cognitive stereotypes. Conversely, affective warmth or

empathy significantly increases the likelihood of supportive behaviors, mentorship, and the

development of meaningful cross-cultural friendships, which are vital for the successful academic

and psychological adjustment of international students. Thus, studying the quality and valence of

these affective responses provides a direct pathway to understanding and intervening in the social

integration process.
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Theoretical Frameworks of Affect

The study of affective responses toward international students is often grounded in established

social psychological models, most notably the Tripartite Model of Attitudes. This model posits that

attitudes are composed of three interacting components: the cognitive component

(beliefs/thoughts), the behavioral component (actions/intentions), and the affective component

(feelings/emotions). In the context of IS, the affective component is arguably the most dynamic and

resistant to change through simple factual correction. Host nationals may intellectually

acknowledge the economic contributions of IS (cognition), yet still harbor feelings of resentment or

unease (affect) that prevent positive interaction (behavior). Understanding which theoretical

frameworks best explain the generation of these specific emotions is necessary for targeted

intervention, focusing on the deep-seated emotional associations rather than just surface-level

beliefs.

A powerful explanatory framework is the Stereotype Content Model (SCM), which maps

intergroup affect based on two fundamental dimensions of social perception: perceived

Competence and perceived Warmth. International students are not perceived monolithically;

rather, the specific affective response depends on where their national or ethnic group is placed on

this two-dimensional map. For example, IS from high-achieving Western or East Asian countries

might be perceived as highly competent but low in warmth, triggering feelings of envy and

resentment, which are specific forms of mixed affect. Conversely, IS from less developed nations

might be viewed as low in competence but high in warmth (pity), or if perceived as highly

competitive and culturally distant, they might fall into the quadrant of low competence and low

warmth, thereby eliciting contempt and disgust. The SCM highlights that prejudice is rarely a

simple dislike, but rather a complex array of distinct emotional reactions tied to perceived functional

relationships within the social hierarchy.

Furthermore, the Integrated Threat Theory (ITT) provides a critical lens for analyzing the origins

of negative affect. ITT posits that negative intergroup attitudes and associated emotions arise from

two primary sources: realistic threats and symbolic threats. Realistic threats involve the perception

that the outgroup (IS) directly challenges the host group's existence, power, or access to

resources, often generating feelings of anger and resentment directed at perceived unfair

competition. Symbolic threats, conversely, relate to the perception that the outgroup challenges the

host group's core values, beliefs, morals, or cultural norms, thereby eliciting moral offense, fear, or

anxiety about cultural erosion. Both types of perceived threat directly fuel negative affective

responses, which then serve as the emotional justification for defensive behaviors, including social

exclusion or opposition to immigration policies favorable to international students.
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The Role of Intergroup Anxiety and Threat Perception

Intergroup anxiety (IGA) is one of the most frequently studied affective responses in the context of

host-national attitudes toward international students. IGA is defined as the apprehension or

discomfort experienced by individuals when anticipating or engaging in interactions with members

of an outgroup. This discomfort stems from several concerns: fear of embarrassment, fear of being

exploited or rejected, or fear of violating cultural norms. For host nationals interacting with IS,

linguistic differences, unfamiliar cultural practices, and the uncertainty inherent in cross-cultural

communication significantly heighten IGA. Critically, high levels of IGA are not merely unpleasant;

they are robust predictors of negative outcomes, driving host nationals to avoid contact, limit the

depth of interaction, and rely more heavily on generalized, often negative, stereotypes as cognitive

shortcuts to manage their emotional discomfort.

Threat perception acts as the primary precursor to IGA and other negative affective states.

Realistic threats are often articulated in economic terms: the belief that international students take

away jobs, inflate housing costs, or consume public resources without contributing sufficiently. This

perception, whether factually accurate or not, generates affective responses characterized by

anger, frustration, and a sense of injustice. Conversely, symbolic threats tap into deep-seated

cultural insecurities. Host nationals may perceive the growing presence of IS as an erosion of

national identity, language, or traditional social structures. These symbolic fears often elicit

emotions like disgust, moral outrage, or deep-seated cultural fear, which are particularly difficult to

mitigate because they involve core values rather than tangible, measurable resources. The

combination of these perceived threats creates a fertile ground for generalized negative affect

toward the entire IS population, regardless of individual differences.

The relationship between threat, anxiety, and affect is often cyclical and self-reinforcing. When host

nationals perceive high levels of threat, their resulting anxiety encourages avoidance. This

avoidance reduces opportunities for positive, individualized contact, meaning that the host

national's affective evaluation of the group remains reliant on generalized, often negative, media

portrayals or pre-existing stereotypes. Consequently, the lack of positive experience validates the

initial anxiety and threat perception, perpetuating a cycle of negative affect and social distance.

Addressing this cycle requires interventions that not only challenge cognitive beliefs but also

directly reduce the situational and anticipatory anxiety experienced by host nationals when

engaging with international students, thereby fostering affective comfort and approach behaviors.

Specific Affective Responses: Prejudice and Stereotyping

Affective responses are the emotional fuel for prejudice. Prejudice is fundamentally an affective

evaluation--a predetermined liking or disliking of a group member based solely on their affiliation.

While stereotypes provide the cognitive content (what we believe about the group), the affective
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response provides the tone (how we feel about the group). Research utilizing affective priming

techniques demonstrates that many host nationals exhibit automatic negative associations (e.g.,

faster linking of IS images with negative words like "bad" or "threat") even when they consciously

report low levels of prejudice. This implicit negative affect, often rooted in subtle intergroup anxiety

or discomfort, can translate into non-verbal cues and microaggressions that significantly impact the

psychological well-being and sense of belonging for international students.

The complexity of affective prejudice is further illustrated by the differentiation of emotions directed

toward various subgroups of international students. For example, students from wealthy, highly

industrialized nations might elicit feelings of envy, which is an affect linked to perceived superiority

and resource competition, often leading to resentment. Conversely, students from nations facing

political or economic instability might elicit feelings of pity or sympathy. While pity is technically a

positive, approach-oriented emotion, it is often tied to paternalism and can be dehumanizing,

reinforcing a hierarchical relationship where the host national feels superior. The most damaging

affect, contempt, is reserved for groups perceived as both low in competence and low in warmth,

signaling a desire for social exclusion and avoidance, often directed toward groups perceived as

culturally incompatible or overly reliant on host resources.

However, affective responses are not uniformly negative. Many host nationals exhibit genuine

positive affect, including curiosity, admiration, and interest, particularly when viewing

international students as sources of cultural enrichment or as representatives of academic

excellence. This positive affect facilitates approach behaviors and willingness to engage in cross-

cultural exchange. Nevertheless, positive affect can sometimes mask underlying complexities. For

example, the fascination stemming from curiosity can quickly devolve into exoticism, treating the IS

as an object of novelty rather than a fully integrated peer. True, deep positive affect--warmth and

empathy--is generally achieved only after sustained, high-quality interaction that breaks down the

group categorization and allows for genuine interpersonal connection, overriding the initial

generalized affective evaluation.

Factors Influencing Affective Valence (Positive vs. Negative)

The valence (positive or negative direction) and intensity of affective responses toward

international students are highly contingent upon several key mediating and moderating factors.

One of the most critical factors is the quality and quantity of intergroup contact. The venerable

Contact Hypothesis, articulated by Allport, suggests that contact under specific optimal conditions--

equal status, cooperative interdependence, common goals, and institutional support--significantly

reduces negative affect, specifically intergroup anxiety and prejudice. When host nationals

engage in meaningful collaborative projects or develop friendships with IS, the generalized

negative affective evaluation associated with the outgroup category is replaced by positive,

individualized feelings of warmth and liking. Conversely, contact that is superficial, competitive, or
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conflictual can reinforce negative affect and strengthen existing prejudices.

Institutional and policy environments play a profound role in shaping the collective affective

climate. When universities, government agencies, or media outlets frame international students

primarily as economic burdens or security risks, this institutional narrative validates and amplifies

negative affective responses such as fear and resentment among the host population. Conversely,

institutions that actively promote diversity, invest in cross-cultural training, and publicly celebrate

the contributions of IS create a normative environment that favors positive affective responses like

acceptance and support. Policies that facilitate integration, such as opportunities for IS to work or

participate in local community events, reduce the perception of social distance, thereby lowering

anxiety and increasing the likelihood of genuine connection. The affective valence is therefore not

purely psychological, but deeply political and structural.

Furthermore, individual difference variables among host nationals significantly moderate affective

valence. Individuals high in Social Dominance Orientation (SDO), characterized by a preference for

group-based hierarchy, are more likely to exhibit negative affective responses (contempt, anger)

toward IS, particularly those perceived as lower status or challenging the existing social order.

Similarly, those high in Right-Wing Authoritarianism (RWA), characterized by adherence to

convention and hostility toward outgroups, tend to display heightened levels of symbolic threat

perception, fueling anxiety and moral disgust toward cultural differences. These personality traits

predispose certain individuals to interpret ambiguous interactions negatively, translating into

consistently hostile affective responses, highlighting that generalized interventions must be

complemented by efforts to understand and address the specific psychological predispositions that

drive chronic negative affect.

Behavioral Manifestations of Affective Responses

The primary importance of studying affective responses lies in their powerful predictive link to

observable behavior. The relationship is often direct: negative affect serves as a motivational state

for negative behaviors, while positive affect motivates approach and supportive actions. Negative

emotions such as anger and fear are highly correlated with avoidance behaviors, social exclusion,

and acts of overt discrimination. Avoidance manifests as host nationals actively choosing not to sit

near IS, refusing to collaborate on group projects, or maintaining a palpable social distance in

shared spaces. More subtly, negative affect fuels microaggressions--brief, commonplace daily

verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities--which, while often unintentional, convey hostile,

derogatory, or negative racial slights, deeply rooted in discomfort or implicit prejudice.

Conversely, positive affective states--warmth, empathy, and curiosity--are essential precursors to

behaviors that facilitate integration and well-being. These emotions motivate host nationals to

initiate contact, offer help with academic or logistical challenges, and invest the time and energy
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required to form genuine friendships. When an IS is met with affective warmth, they are more likely

to experience a sense of belonging, reducing their stress and improving their academic

performance and overall mental health. These supportive behaviors, driven by positive affect,

create vital social capital and networks that help international students navigate the complexities of

their new environment, transforming the university experience from one of isolation to one of

inclusion.

However, a critical challenge in intergroup relations is the phenomenon of behavioral neutrality

masking negative affect, often termed "surface acceptance." Due to societal norms against overt

prejudice, host nationals may suppress their negative feelings (anxiety, resentment) and display

outwardly polite or neutral behavior. While this prevents overt discrimination, the underlying

negative affect creates an environment of subtle social distance. The international student may

perceive this emotional reserve as coldness, indifference, or a lack of genuine interest, leading to

feelings of isolation and difficulty forming deep bonds. Therefore, effective integration requires not

just the suppression of discriminatory behavior, but the genuine transformation of the underlying

affective valence from neutral or negative to authentically positive and welcoming.

Mitigating Negative Affect and Promoting Inclusion

Effective strategies for mitigating negative affective responses toward international students must

move beyond mere educational campaigns and target the emotional origins of prejudice and

anxiety. Psychological interventions often focus on manipulating social categorization to reduce

threat perception. Decategorization strategies encourage host nationals to view IS as unique

individuals rather than interchangeable members of an outgroup, thereby replacing generalized

negative affect with individualized positive or neutral feelings. A complementary approach is

Recategorization, which involves creating a shared, superordinate identity (e.g., "We are all

students at this university" or "We are all residents of this community"). This strategy transforms

the "us vs. them" dynamic into a unified "we," significantly reducing intergroup anxiety and

fostering affective warmth toward former outgroup members.

Another powerful approach involves the intentional induction of empathy and perspective-taking.

Programs designed to immerse host nationals in the challenges faced by international students--

such as navigating bureaucratic systems in a second language, experiencing homesickness, or

confronting cultural misunderstandings--can dramatically shift the dominant affective response

from resentment or indifference to sympathy and support. Empathy induction is particularly

effective because it directly counters the dehumanizing effects of generalized stereotypes, making

the IS experience relatable and fostering a sense of shared humanity. This shift in perspective is

crucial for transforming affective responses rooted in perceived symbolic threat into feelings of

compassion and understanding.
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Ultimately, promoting inclusion requires sustained institutional commitment that addresses the

structural and normative environments that shape affective responses. This includes establishing

clear, institutionally supported norms that explicitly value cultural diversity and punish

discriminatory behavior, thereby reducing the acceptability of expressing negative affect.

Furthermore, institutions must actively facilitate high-quality, sustained intergroup contact through

mandatory collaborative projects, shared living arrangements, and structured social events that

meet the optimal conditions of the Contact Hypothesis. By continuously challenging negative

affective stereotypes and providing numerous opportunities for positive, low-anxiety interaction,

institutions can systematically cultivate a climate of affective warmth, transforming generalized

apprehension toward international students into genuine acceptance and support.
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