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Immigration: One of the Defining Social Issues of Our Time
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In an increasingly polarized social and political climate, media and political discourse often reinforce

negative attitudes toward immigrants (Esses, 2021; Saleem et al., 2025). However, media can also play an
important role in reducing prejudice and fostering more positive attitudes.




Dramatizing Prejudice Reduction

* While direct confrontation may encourage reflection, it IMMIGRATION AND CRIME

N

can also provoke defensiveness (Wood et al., 2025). .

-

* Meta-analyses show that narrative messages can
be effective tools for reducing prejudice toward
stigmatized outgroups (Banas et al., 2020; Zhuang
& Guidry, 2022).

* Narratives offer a more indirect pathway to prejudice

reduction by dramatizing prejudice confrontation
through characters’ dialogues. In this way, they allow

audiences to engage with challenging issues from a Characters in stories not only feel
psychologically safe distance, reducing resistance and and act; they also discuss, argue,

fostering identification with the characters (Murrar &

B , 2018). :
ratet ) Fikkers, 2014).

and express opinions (Hoeken &

Zhuang, J., & Guidry, A. (2022). Does storytelling reduce stigma? A meta-analytic view of narrative persuasion on stigma reduction. Basic and Applied

Social Psychology, 44(1), 25-37. https://doi.org/10.1080/01973533.2022.2039657
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A Narrative Feature: Type of Evidence

* Persuasion research has widely examined TWO WAYS TO CHALLENGE A STEREOTYPE

Same situation. Same characters. Different kinds of evidence.

statistical and narrative evidence (Allen & VERSION 2 NARRATIV EIENCE
Preiss, 1997; Choi et al., 2025; Xu, 2022). o !I &

arrested. Honestly, immigration ) R ¥ arrested. Honestly, immigration
is just increasing crime. | S - S is just increasing crime.
A X

Statistical evidence relies on facts and
numerical data, whereas narrative
evidence relies on personal experiences
and concrete examples (Zebregs et al., @ i

J Maria. She came here 7 years ago
but the data shows otherwise. with nothing. Today, she works two
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forms of evidence may activate different
persuasive processes depending on
audience characteristics and context
(Kopfman et al., 1998; Xu, 2022; Zebregs et
al., 2015).

The type of evidence protagonists
use in dialogue to confront prejudice
constitutes an important narrative
feature.



Involvement with the Immigration Issue as a Moderator

* Media effects vary across audiences depending on individual
dispositions and involvement (Valkenburg & Peter, 2013).

* Following prior conceptualizations of issue involvement (Petty
& Cacioppo, 1986; Zaichkowsky, 1994), involvement with
immigration was defined as the perceived personal relevance,
importance, and interest attached to this issue.

* Highly involved individuals tend to process messages
analytically, whereas low-involvement audiences rely more on
affective and experiential cues (Petty & Cacioppo, 1986).

* Narrative evidence based on concrete personal experiences
may facilitate identification by making the protagonist’s
perspective more psychologically accessible and humanized
(Razpurker-Apfeld & Tal-Or, 2024).

Involvement with the
immigration issue
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H1. The effect of evidence type on
identification with the protagonist
will be moderated by involvement
with the immigration issue.

Narrative evidence will foster
stronger identification than
statistical evidence, particularly
among low-involvement individuals.

Razpurker-Apfeld, I., & Tal-Or, N. (2023). Concreteness and abstractness as causes and effects of identification with media characters. Media Psychology,

27(4), 558-581. https://doi.org/10.1080/15213269.2023.2256214
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|dentification as a Pathway to Psychological Insight

* Morally inspiring protagonists are more likely to

foster identification, as audiences tend to connect

with characters perceived as virtuous, credible, and
admirable (Tal-Or & Cohen, 2010, 2016).

Involvement with the
immigration issue
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sudden understanding (an “aha” moment)
characterized by a new sense of clarity and the

spontaneous integration of ideas and beliefs. H2: The persuasive effects of evidence type will operate

through a conditional sequential process: under lower

* Once activated, psychological insight may shape involvement, narrative (vs. statistical) evidence will more

responses beyond the immediate narrative
experience, promoting more positive message
evaluations, greater sharing intentions, more
favorable attitudes toward immigrants, and
stronger prosocial behavioral intentions.

strongly elicit identification, which will increase psychological
insight and, in turn, enhance evaluative responses, sharing
intentions, attitudes toward immigrants, and prosocial
behavioral intentions.

Igartua, J. J., Oliver, M. B., Gonzalez-Vazquez, A., Pifieiro-Naval, V., Marcos-Ramos, M., & Rodriguez-Contreras, L. (2025). Psychological insight as an effect of
inspiring narratives: validating the psychological insight self-report scale. Human Communication Research, 51(2), 93-111.
https://doi.org/10.1093/hcr/hgae023
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An Additional Mechanism: The Persuasive Protagonist

* We examine the perceived persuasive effectiveness
of the protagonist as an additional mediating
mechanism. This construct refers to the extent to
which viewers perceive the protagonist as capable
of convincing others.

* Perceiving the protagonist as having strong
persuasive capacity may function as a positive
character cue that enhances audience
identification.

* Greater identification with the protagonist may
subsequently foster psychological insight and
persuasive outcomes.

RQ1: Exploratory analyses tested whether perceiving the protagonist as having

persuasive capacity fostered identification, which in turn promoted psychological
insight.




Method?

 Participants (N = 925)

» Age: 18-76 years (M = 45.38 years; SD = 14.25). All materials re'atted(tﬁ e

. . . . online experiments (pliot an
Gender: 50.7% female, 49.2% male, and 0.1% non-binary or third gender. main study, video links,

* QUALTRICS participants: quotas based on gender, age, and education. written narratives, measures,

* Only people born in Spain and with Spanish parents were selected. dataset, and syntax files) are

available on OSF:
* Design:
* Online experiment with a 3 x 3 between-subjects factorial design.
* |V1: type of evidence (statistical, narrative, control group).
* |V2: type of anti-immigration stereotype (immigration-crime, immigration-labor
competition, migration-welfare abuse).
* Questionnaire with pre-test measures, short fictional video and post-test measures.

* Quality checks with QUALTRICS (e.g., watching the full story, attention
check question) and memory test for narrative relevant details.

1 Two pilot studies were conducted to refine the experimental materials and procedures; full details are available in the
OSF repository.



Experimental Stimuli (“The Postcard”)

* The audiovisual narratives were short stories (3:57 to 4:13 minutes) with
a clear protagonist (Antonio, a middle-aged man).

* The videos were produced by an audiovisual company, with professional
actors under the supervision of the research team.

* The stories deal with immigration tangentially so they can work “under
the radar”.

 Critical incident: The theme of immigration is introduced halfway through
the narrative, when the protagonist hears a negative comment against
immigration.

* Dialogue: A conversation with his cousin serves Antonio to deactivate the

stereotype about immigration using different kinds of evidence (statistical
VS narrative).

The protagonist was deliberately portrayed as a morally positive and
prosocial character. Participants strongly agreed that the protagonist was “a
generous person” (M =6.10, SD = 1.15), “a person with positive human
values” (M =6.13, SD = 1.20), and “a good person overall” (M = 6.26, SD =
1.12) on a 7-point scale, reflecting qualities typically associated with inspiring
protagonists (Oliver et al., 2021).

Nueva oleada
de pateras en
Canarias




Type of Evidence Used by the Protagonist

Example stereotype: “Immigration increases crime and public insecurity”

“Since more immigrants arrived in my neighborhood,

* In the narrative evidence condition, the protagonist insecurity has not increased at all... I've never had
countered the stereotype through personal any problem with anyone. In fact, there’s a
experiences and concrete examples from everyday life. Moroccan family living in this very building, and

everything is just as peaceful as always.”

* In the statistical evidence condition, the protagonist “Twenty years ago, immigrants represented only 5%

countered the stereotype through factual information of the population in Spain, and now they represent
and numerical data. 15%. But despite this increase, crime rates have

actually declined.”
* In the control condition, the prejudiced comment was

introduced in the same conversational context, but an “Just when Antonio was about to
unrelated phone call interrupted the interaction respond, his phone suddenly rang.”
before the protagonist could express his views about

immigration.

For each stereotype, six statistical evidence-based and six narrative evidence-based arguments were first developed. A

panel of 10 expert judges evaluated the 36 arguments, and the highest-rated ones were incorporated into the fictional
stories, where the protagonist challenged the stereotype using either statistical or narrative evidence.




Measures (1)

(o Involvement with the immigration issue. This variable was assessed with three )

items (e.g., “Immigration is important to me personally”), rated on a 7-point scale

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (a = .83, M =5.06, SD = 1.30; Bae,

2008; Bae & Kang, 2008; Ogiso et al., 2022).

\ 9%
ﬁentification with the protagonist. This variable was assessed with 11 items (e.g.,
“I had the impression of living Antonio’s story myself”), rated on a 5-point scale
from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lot) (e =.95, M =3.58, SD = 0.92; Igartua & Barrios,

2012).

* Psychological insight. This variable was measured with 10 items (e.g., “While
watching the video, | experienced a kind of revelation or inner enlightenment”),
rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (aa =.97, M
=4.11, SD = 1.70; Igartua et al., 2025).

* Perceived persuasive effectiveness of the protagonist. This variable was assessed

with 5 items (e.g., “What Antonio says is persuasive”), rated on a 7-point scale
wom 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (o0 = .89, M =5.46, SD = 1.29). /

Moderating

variable

Mediating

variables




Measures (2)

ﬂking (“How much did you like the video you just watched?”, from 0 = Not at all, t@
=Alot; M=7.26,SD = 2.58).

* Message sharing intention. This variable was assessed with 6 items (e.g., “l would be
willing to share this video with others through social media or instant messaging
apps”), rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) (a = .95,
M =4.59, SD = 1.78; Barbour et al., 2016).

e Attitudes toward immigrants (feeling thermometer) Participants reported their
feelings toward immigrants using a feeling thermometer ranging from 0 (very cold
feelings) to 100 (very warm feelings) (M =55.71, SD = 28.59).

* Prosocial behavior. Participants allocated 100 hypothetical euros among several social
organizations. The amount donated to an immigrant aid association was used as the

indicator of prosocial behavior (0—100 euros; M = 23.26, SD = 23.11; Pizarro-Carrasco
et al., 2024).

-

* Perceptions and evaluations of the protagonist. This variable was assessed with 4
items evaluating whether participants perceived the protagonist as relying on
statistical information or personal experiences when responding to anti-immigrant
comments (e.g., “Antonio uses data, figures, or statistics...”; “Antonio draws on his own

experience...”), rated on a 7-point scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).

Dependent

variables

Manipulation

check




Results
Manipulation check

Expesimental condition: Analyses confirmed that
type of evidence .
Control  Statistical  Narrative participants correctly
group evidence evidence A .
” | ) MSD)  M(SD) MDY Fooel 5 wcan? distinguished between the
“In th.e story, it is not clea}r W}}ethqr Ar’l,tomo has a positive or 3.25, 2.17, 2.19, 40.06 | <001 080 experi mental conditions:
negative attitude toward immigration. (1.73) (1.74) (1.68)
“It is evident that Antonio previously showed a rejecting attitude 5.16, 5.99 5.87 2375 | <001 049
toward immigrants, but now his attitude is more tolerant.” (1.76) (1.47) (1.59) ) ) ) Antonio was perc eived as
“Antonio uses data, figures, or statistics to respond to his 3.64, 6.17, 4.46, 17122 | <001 279 . L.
cousin’s opinions about immigration.” (1.90) (1.21) (1.96) ' ' ' relying more on statistical
“Antonio draws on his own experience, or personal encounters 4.14, 4.76y 6.15. . . < e
with immigrants, to counter his cousin’s claims about (1.80) (1.86) 1.18) | 11920 | <001 | 207 evidence in the statistical
immigration.” condition and more on personal
Index of protagonist evaluation (liking) 6.23 6.14 6.10 116 311 003 ) . )
(0.96) (1.17) (1.10) : : : experiences in the narrative
Index of perceived persuasive effectiveness of the protagonist 5.04, 5.71y 5.65, 4
1.23) 126) {1.28) 26.56 | <001 | .055 condition.
N 309 307 309

Note.- For each statement, participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement or disagreement using a 7-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 7 = strongly
agree). These questions were presented at the end of the questionnaire, after all relevant dependent variables had been completed. M(SD) represent the mean and their
respective standard deviations, respectively. Means that do not share a letter are significantly different at p < .05 according to Duncan’s post-hoc test. No significant
main effects were found for the type of anti-immigrant rumor depicted in the story, nor were there any significant interaction effects between evidence type and rumor

type.

The protagonist was perceived as more persuasive in the evidence conditions than in the control condition, while no
differences emerged in protagonist liking.




H1: Moderation hypothesis

Moderation analysis with PROCESS (Model 1; Hayes, 2022). The independent variable (type of evidence) was
multicategorically coded using Helmert contrasts to compare evidence-present versus control conditions (X1) and
narrative versus statistical evidence conditions (X2).

Outcome variable:
Identification with the protagonist

Model summary: R* = .14, p = .002 B SE t p

Constant 3.20 0.12 26.31 <.001
Evidence-present vs. evidence-absent (X1) 0.29 0.26 1.38  .255
Narrative vs. statistical evidence (X2) —0.05 0.29 —0.18  .856
Immigration issue involvement (INV) 0.07 0.02 326 .001
Interaction X1 %X INV —0.08 0.04 -1.79  .072
Interaction X2 X INV 0.01 0.04 0.33 .734

Although the overall model was significant, none of the interaction effects reached statistical
significance. Involvement did not moderate the effect of type of evidence on identification with the
protagonist. Therefore, H1 was not supported.




H2: Conditional sequential mediation hypothesis

Involvement with the
immigration issue

________________________

Evidence
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: Evidence
Type of evidence i absent (X1) i Identification

used by the with the

protagonist Narratlve protagonist

evidence vs
' Statistical |
. evidence (X2)

........................

Psychological | Outcomes
insight variables

e Conditional sequential mediation analyses carried out with PROCESS (Model 83; Hayes, 2022) revealed
that none of the Indices of Moderated Mediation significantly differed from zero.

* Consistent with H1, involvement with the immigration issue did not moderate the indirect effects of
evidence type on video liking, message sharing intention, attitudes toward immigrants, or prosocial
behavior through identification with the protagonist and psychological insight. Therefore, H2 was not
supported.



RQ1: Exploratory mediation analyses
Mediation analysis with PROCESS (Model 6; Hayes, 2022)

R2 = .05 ***
Only the mediation model for attitudes toward Perceived R2 = .38 ***
2 - * %k %
immigrants is shown here; the remaining . o R™=.40
models are reported in the extended paper. persuasive 0.45 *** |dentification 0.72*** | Psychological
P paper. effectiveness [— with the ' y. . g
* . insight
* of the protagonist
________________________ v
Evidence ‘3"*
present vs
: Evidence
Type of evidence absent (X1)
used by the | | ‘----mrmmmmmmmmeeo oot Attitudes
protagonist N --------- toward
evi?irer:EI;I?/s Immigrants
2 -
. Statistical R%=.36 %+
| evidence (X2) |

Significant specific relative indirect effects for the contrast “evidence present vs. evidence absent” (X1) emerged for three of the four
outcome variables (liking, message sharing intention, and attitudes toward immigrants). No effects emerged for the “narrative vs.
statistical evidence” contrast (X2). For attitudes toward immigrants, the specific relative indirect effect for the “evidence-present versus
no-evidence” contrast was significant through the sequential mediation pathway involving perceived persuasive effectiveness of the
protagonist, identification with the protagonist, and psychological insight (Effect = 0.26, SE = 0.13, Boot 95% C/ [0.02, 0.55]).



Conclusions and discussion

e Refuting anti-immigrant stereotypes through dialogue may matter more than the specific
type of evidence used to do so.

* Perceiving a protagonist as persuasive may constitute an important antecedent of
identification, extending recent work on character engagement (Razpurker-Apfeld & Tal-
Or, 2024).

* Psychological insight (a sudden realization that prompts audiences to reinterpret
previously held assumptions about a social issue; Igartua et al., 2025) may
represent a distinct mechanism of narrative persuasion within inspiring
narratives (Oliver et al., 2021).

When stories challenge prejudice through compelling protagonists, they may create

opportunities for understanding where direct confrontation often fails.
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