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ABSTRACT 
 

This study aims to use Moral Foundations Theory to reduce prejudiced attitudes towards 

Latino immigrants. Research has shown that liberals and conservatives tend to differ in their 

support of moral foundations. Liberals are more likely to endorse individualizing moral 

foundations (fairness and caring for others) while conservatives are more likely to endorse 

binding moral foundations (sanctity, loyalty, and authority). Participants read one of two brief 

messages in support of Latino immigrants framed in either the binding or individualizing morals. 

The hypothesis was that conservatives who read the binding message will have more pro-

immigrant attitudes, be more supportive of pro-immigrant policies, and have a more prosocial 

behavior intention toward immigrants compared to conservatives who read the individualizing 

message. Likewise, liberals who read the individualizing message will have more positive 

outcomes compared to liberals who read the binding message. I also hypothesized that this effect 

will be mediated by feelings of disgust for conservatives, but it will be mediated by feelings of 

anger for liberals. The results indicated that there was no significant main effect or interaction 

effect for the type of message on attitudes toward immigrants and policies, or intentions to 

donate. However, liberal Democrats were significantly more likely to donate to a pro-immigrant 

charity and to have positive attitudes toward immigrants and pro-immigrant policies.  

 

 
 
 
 



1 

USING MORAL FOUNDATIONS FRAMING TO INFLUENCE PARTISAN ATTITUDES 

TOWARD LATINO IMMIGRANTS 

Attitudes toward immigrants are highly partisan in the United States. Conservatives tend 

to have more negative views than liberals (Cox, 2018). This difference could be a consequence 

of conservatives and liberals adopting different moral frameworks. According to research on 

Moral Foundations Theory liberals tend to place a higher value on fairness, caring for others, and 

reducing harm. Conservatives, on the other hand, place more value on loyalty, respect for author-

ity and sanctity (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009). Thus, if immigration issues are typically 

framed in arguments about care, such arguments would appeal to liberals more than they would 

appeal to conservatives. Studies have shown that congruent moral framing can influence peo-

ple’s attitudes toward several policies and behaviors (Feinberg & Willer, 2015; Wolsko, 

Ariceaga, & Seiden, 2016). The current study would add to this area of research by attempting to 

influence prejudicial attitudes toward a marginalized group, specifically Latino immigrants, by 

morally framing a message in a manner that is congruent with the readers’ moral foundations. It 

would also attempt to explain the path through which moral framing can influence prejudicial 

attitudes using the socio-functional threat-based approach to prejudice.  

Moral Foundations Theory 

Moral Foundations Theory argues that people have immediate and intuitive moral reac-

tions and are socially motivated to use reasoning to justify their moral intuition after the fact 

(Graham et al., 2012). Researchers have identified five preliminary moral foundations: care/harm,
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fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, authority/subversion, and sanctity/degradation. The theory 

argues that these foundations emerged because they serve adaptive functions. The care/harm 

foundation is concerned with caring for the vulnerable and alleviating the suffering of others. It 

developed because it was useful for motivating humans to care for their young. The fair-

ness/cheating foundation is based on the importance of fair and equitable exchange and the con-

demnation of cheating. This foundation emerged as it encouraged the equitable distribution of 

resources and punished those who attempted to monopolize resources. The loyalty/betrayal 

foundation is concerned with loyalty to the in-group and was useful for achieving victory during 

conflicts with other groups. Authority/subversion is about respect for authorities and hierarchy 

and was useful for creating and maintaining social systems. Finally, the sanctity/degradation 

foundation relates to matters of contamination and purity (both moral and physical) and helped 

humans avoid disease and contagion (Graham et al., 2012).   

The five moral foundations can be divided into binding (sanctity, loyalty, and authority) 

and individualizing (care and fairness) foundations (Haidt & Graham, 2007). Binding founda-

tions tend to be more valued by conservatives, while individualizing foundations are typically 

more important for liberals (Graham, Haidt, & Nosek, 2009). Studies have also linked endorse-

ment of certain foundations to several specific attitudes and behaviors. For example, endorse-

ment of individualizing foundations has been linked with willingness to take action to reduce 

one’s carbon footprint (Dickinson, McLeod, Bloomfield, & Allred, 2016), eco-friendly con-

sumption habits (Vainio & Ma ̈kiniemi, 2016), donations to causes benefiting an outgroup (Nils-

son, Erlandsson, & Västfjäll, 2016), and collective action intention (Milesi & Alberici, 2018).  
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Sociofunctional Threat-based Approach to Prejudice 

Like Moral Foundations Theory, the socio-functional approach to prejudice is based on 

the premise that emotional responses to outgroups evolved because they served a specific pur-

pose. According to Cottrell and Neuberg (2005), different groups in society are perceived to pose 

various distinct threats to the ingroup, and the ingroup’s emotional responses to each group serve 

specific adaptive functions. Thus, the emotional response triggered by any particular group will 

depend on the threat associated with that group. For example, groups that are seen to present an 

obstacle to a desired outcome will elicit anger which, in turn, will motivate an aggressive re-

sponse towards the group, serving the function of removing it and eliminating the obstacle to the 

desired outcome. Groups that pose a threat to physical safety will elicit fear which motivates an 

escape response in order to reach safety. If a group is perceived to be morally or physically con-

taminated, it will elicit feelings of disgust and the associated response will be to avoid that group 

and minimize the risk of contamination. Envy is evoked when an outgroup possesses a desired 

resource and the function of that emotional response is to reclaim the desired possession. Pity 

and guilt are elicited when the outgroup is distressed through no fault of their own, and both 

emotions lead to prosocial behavior. Guilt is specifically prompted when the ingroup is complicit 

in causing the distress and results in compensatory prosocial behavior.  

Immigrants, as a broad, overarching category, are associated with various stereotypes and 

emotional profiles depending on their nationality, economic status, occupation, etc. (Lee & Fiske, 

2006). Therefore, it is important to specify the immigrant group that this experiment will focus 

on. This study focuses on attitudes toward Latino immigrants in particular, primarily because of 

how the current presidency has negatively affected their position within American society. For 

example, the president has made some incendiary comments about Latino immigrants (Washing-
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ton Post Staff, 2015) and there have been a few notable incidents where Latinos were specifically 

targeted, including a shooting in El Paso (Zurcher, 2019). Such events are reflected in percep-

tions among Latinos about their place in American society. For example, a recent Pew survey 

(2018) found that 67% of Latinos surveyed agree that the current administration’s policies have 

been harmful for Latinos in the US, compared to 15% in 2010 and 41% in 2007. Moreover, the 

survey found that attitudes among Latinos differed by immigration status, such that immigrants 

are more concerned about their place in US society compared to US Latino citizens (Pew Re-

search Center, 2018).  

Research has yielded unclear results regarding the emotional responses evoked by Latino 

immigrants. For example, Lee and Fiske (2002) found that “Latino”, “Mexican”, “South Ameri-

can”, and “undocumented” immigrants were low on both dimensions of competence and warmth, 

indicating that Latino immigrants elicit mostly dislike and disrespect and are associated with 

feelings of contempt (Fiske et al., 2002).  

Cottrell and Neuberg (2005) argue that contempt is an emotion that combines both anger 

and disgust. Therefore, it is possible that Latino immigrants evoke both emotions. This is some-

what supported by other research demonstrating that unfamiliar foreign immigrants were associ-

ated with contamination concerns (Faulkner, Schaller, Park, & Duncan, 2004), which, according 

to the sociofunctional threat-based approach, would pair this contamination concern with feel-

ings of disgust. Indeed, Feinberg and Willer (2013) found that disgust partially mediated the rela-

tionship between sanctity concerns and ideology when it came to environmental attitudes.  

However, the assumption that attitudes toward Latino immigrants are based on disgust is 

complicated by the finding that anger, but not disgust, predicted policy attitudes toward immigra-

tion (Cottrell, Richards, & Nichols, 2010). Cottrell et al. hypothesized that stereotypes of Latino 
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APPENDIX B 
 

MORAL FRAMING MANIPULATION 
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Instructions (adapted from Wolsko et al., 2016): 

Many people around the country are concerned about the increasing number of Latino 

immigrants. We are interested in what you think and feel about this issue. First, please 

choose one of the following 6 messages to read before answering a few additional 

questions.  

Individualizing Message (adapted from Wolsko et al., 2016):  

Show your love for all of humanity and the world in which we live by helping to care for 

the vulnerable among us. Help to reduce the harm done to Latino immigrants by taking 

action. By caring for immigrants, you are helping to ensure that everyone gets to enjoy 

living in a safe environment. Do the right thing by preventing the suffering of all humans 

and making sure that no one is denied their right to living safely and comfortably. SHOW 

YOUR COMPASSION! 
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Binding Message (adapted from Wolsko et al., 2016)  

Show your respect for your country and its forefathers by defending the sanctity of 

American values. This nation was founded by immigrants. By fighting to protect Latino 

immigrants you will be upholding the legacy of the founding fathers and guarding the 

principles they fought for. Honor their legacy and follow the examples of your religious 

and political leaders by defending Latino immigrants and protecting America's core 

values. Together, we will build a safe, strong, and proud America. SHOW YOUR FAITH 

AND PATRIOTISM!  
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APPENDIX C 
 

PILOT STUDY QUESTIONNAIRE 
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[After reading one of the messages in Appendix B] At this point we would like you to answer 

the following questions. Please answer honestly, there are no “correct” answers, we are simply 

interested in your opinion.  

1. What moral values do you think were communicated in the message you read? [open-

ended textbox] 

2. To what extent did the message you read emphasize the following concerns [1 = not at 

all, 7 = to a very large extent]: caring for others/reducing the harm done to others; 

respecting authority; loyalty to people or institutions; fairness/equality concerns; 

sanctity/purity concerns.  

3. To what extent was the message that you read [1 = not at all, 7 = to a very large extent]: 

easy to understand; well-written; clear; difficult to understand. 

4. What is your age? _____ 

5. What is your gender? [Male; Female; Non-binary; Something else (please specify)] 

6. What is your ethnicity? [Caucasian/White; African American/Black; Asian; Latinx; 

Middle Eastern; Other (please specify)] 

7. Where would you place yourself on this political spectrum? [1=Strongly liberal, 2, 3, 4, 

5, 6, 7=Strongly conservative] 

8. If you had to choose, where would you place yourself on this political spectrum? 

[1=Strong Democrat, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Strong Republican]  
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APPENDIX D 
 

COMPLETE QUESTIONNAIRE FOR THE MAIN STUDY  
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1. To what extent do you feel the following emotions when thinking about your impressions 

of Latino immigrants (1 = Not at all to 9 = Extremely) 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Angry          
Resentful          
Disgusted          
Sickened          
Fearful          
Anxious          
Pity          
Sympathy          

 

2. How much would you support a government action that (1 = Strongly oppose, 7 = 

Strongly favor): 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Provides Latino immigrants with essential social services (e.g., 
health care, welfare, education, job training). 

       

Deports Latino immigrants.        
Grants citizenship to Latino immigrants who have resided in the 
United States for a minimum number of years. 

       

 

3. To what extent do you (1 = Not at all, 7 = to a very large extent): 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Dislike Latino immigrants        
Feel negative towards Latino immigrants        

 

4. What percentage of the compensation you received for participating in this study would 

you be willing to donate to a charity benefitting Latino immigrants in the United States: 

[type in a number from 0-100%] 
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5. To what extent was the message that you read at the beginning of this study [1 = not at 

all, 7 = to a very large extent]:   

Easy to understand 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Well-written        

Convincing         

Logical        

Interesting        

Offensive        

 

6. What is your year of birth? [dropdown menu] 

7. What group was mentioned in the message you read at the beginning of this study? 

[Latino Immigrants/Asian Immigrants/African Immigrants/European Immigrants] 

8. Please select your gender [man/woman/non-binary/prefer not to say] 

9. What is your ethnicity? [Caucasian/White; African American/Black; Asian; 

Latinx/Hispanic; Middle Eastern; Other (please specify)] 

10. What is the highest level of education you have completed? [some high school; high 

school or GED; some college; 2-year degree; 4-year degree; Master's degree; Doctoral 

degree; Professional degree (MD or JD); Other] 

11. Where would you place yourself on this political spectrum? [1=Strongly liberal, 2, 3, 4, 

5, 6, 7=Strongly conservative]  

12. If you had to choose, where would you place yourself on this political spectrum? 

[1=Strong Democrat, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7=Strong Republican]  

13. What is your age? ___ 
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14. Please select the closest synonym for the words listed below using the drop-down menus: 

a. Justification [Needle/Constant/Definite/Excuse] 

b. Provoke [Irritate/Innocuous/Balance/Grant] 

c. Partisan [Biased/Stubborn/Gullible/Complicated]
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