
 

 

 

 
 
Belonging to a group provides us with many benefits, but can also lead to negative attitudes toward people we 
deem outsiders. This can be seen in the United States, where there exists a long history of negative views of 
people perceived to be non-American.i The consequences of these negative attitudes can be harmful for recent 
arrivals to the U.S. and for the communities that host them. Fortunately, there are ways policymakers and 
citizens can intervene to mitigate these negative attitudes.  

 

We naturally form groups, and prefer the groups to which we belong 
 

Belonging to groups and identifying as a member of those groups provides psychological benefits. 

 We feel more certain of our place in society and gain social support from others, leading to better self-
esteem.ii,iii,iv 

 We have a system of roles, norms, values, and beliefs that unite us and guide our behavior.v 

 

Belonging to a group leads us to notice group differences and fear non-members  
 

Belonging to groups relies on creating boundaries; this can lead us to fear people outside of those boundaries.  

 Research shows that even strangers who are randomly assigned to different groups begin to financially 
favor in-group members and discriminate against out-group members, even though they do not benefit 
themselves.vi,vii,viii 

o This phenomenon has been demonstrated across people of different races, ages, genders, and 
educational levels. 

 Because we are motivated to favor and protect the interests of our groups, we fear and dislike people 
we perceive as different and as potentially harming us.  Although research shows the benefits of 
immigration, many Americans perceive recent arrivals to be detrimental to society’s wellbeing.  

o In 2015, 41% of U.S.-born Americans described immigrants as a burden on the country, taking 
away jobs, housing, and health care.ix   

o In another national poll, 37% of respondents said immigrants are worsening the U.S. overall. 
50% believed they are worsening the economy; 50% believed they are worsening crime; and 
34% believed they are negatively changing social and moral values.x 

 

When we see others as threats, this can lead to prejudice and discrimination 
 

When we perceive immigrants as threats, this can lead to anti-immigrant attitudes and harmful behaviors.xi 

 We experience negative emotions – fear, anxiety, anger – which undermine our empathy.xii,xiii 

 We develop harmful thoughts – we stereotype recent arrivals to the U.S.i,xiv  

 We take hurtful actions – we withdraw from or are aggressive toward recent arrivals to the U.S., leading 
to discrimination, harassment, and violence.xv Recently, hate crimes toward Hispanics and Muslims have 
increased alongside negative rhetoric.xvi,xvii 

 

 

Prejudice and discrimination harm all of us  
 

 Recent arrivals who experience prejudice can suffer negative psychological (e.g., stress, depression), 
physical (e.g., assaults, health consequences of stress), economic (e.g., lower pay, poorer conditions), 
and social (e.g., segregation, limited support) consequences.xviii,xix 

 Prejudice can also hinder integration, making it more difficult for receiving communities to reap the 
benefits of immigration: 

 

Understanding Attitudes toward Recent Arrivals to the United States 



o In the long term, immigrants create more jobs than they take, lowering unemployment.xx 
o Immigration is strongly associated with increased productivity.xxi 
o Cultural diversity is linked to increased wages and innovation.xxii  
o Children of immigrants are equally or more civically engaged than those of US-born parents.xxiii 
o Immigration is generally not associated with crime.xxiv  

 

There are many ways to change attitudes toward recent arrivals to the United States 
 

Decades of psychological research shows that we can reduce prejudice through expanded contact between 
groups. xxv 

 Research indicates that optimal contact to decrease prejudice and discrimination involves ensuring that 
the individuals from the two groups share equal status, they cooperate to achieve common goals, and 
they benefit from supportive social and institutional policies.xxvi 

o For example, the “Jigsaw Classroom” is a cooperative learning technique in which students are 
given a project that requires them to independently complete smaller sub-tasks, each of which 
are necessary to the group’s success. Outcomes of the technique include: reduced racial and 
ethnic conflict, improved test performance, better attendance, and greater liking for school.xxvi 

o In the United States, friendship with Latina/o immigrants has been associated with more 
positive attitudes toward Latinos as a group.xxvii 

 Although, positive experiences are common, some negative interactions may occur when people from 
different groups come into contact while they compete for scarce resources or lack opportunities for 
communication.xxviii  

Communities can focus on the creation of inclusive groups. We all belong to many collectives– religions, 
ethnicities, careers, interests – so can stress our membership in broader groups encompassing both US-born 
Americans and more recent arrivals.xxix  

 Research shows that the same conditions that facilitate positive contact – equal status, common goals, 
and supportive policies – aid in the formation of inclusive in-group identities. Additionally, people are 
more likely to feel part of a broader collective if that group identity is important to them.xxx 

o For example, the fans of the 2014 U.S. Men’s World Cup soccer team passionately cheered on 
their diverse team who were members of one cohesive unit. The team hailed from 3 different 
countries by nationality (Germany, Norway, U.S.), and the players’ parents were from 7 different 
countries (Colombia, Germany, Haiti, Hungary, Iceland, Mexico, and the U.S.). 
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