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Niamh McLoughlin and Harriet Over

Less “human” than us: dehumanisation as
a psychological barrier to the integration
of migrants

Abstract: Prejudice and discriminatory behaviour remain significant barriers to
positive intergroup relations. In a time in which global migration rates are at
their highest (and continue to rise), recent emphasis has been placed on the neg-
ative perceptions of certain immigrant and refugee group members in Western
media and political discourse. A prominent feature of these debates involves
the perceived “humanness” of migrant individuals. The tendency to view cultur-
ally dissimilar others as less human compared to one’s own cultural group is not
a novel social phenomenon however. In this chapter, we draw from the fields of
philosophy, social and developmental psychology to examine the nature of de-
humanisation in the context of migration. Through understanding the psycho-
logical processes by which dehumanising perceptions are acquired and ex-
pressed, this research ultimately hopes to inform strategies to foster the
inclusion of newcomers within their host countries.

1. Introduction

Concerns over the perception and treatment of immigrant and refugee group
members have been recently highlighted in Western public discourse. This par-
ticular emphasis in debate has followed a number of significant political and so-
cial-cultural shifts — namely, the mass migration of those seeking refuge in Eu-
rope from conflicts in Syria and the rise of populism across Western societies.
One of the most striking aspects of these debates involves the perceived “human-
ness” of migrant individuals (Bruneau/Kteily/Laustsen 2017). Their humanity has
often been questioned in the public domain of their prospective host nations,
whether that be the derogatory language chosen to describe their arrival or
the crude visual depictions of their plight (Esses/Medianu/Lawson 2013; Bleiker
et al. 2013). As well as potentially contributing to human rights violations (e.g.,
the separation and detainment of families at the southern US border), the as-
sumption that certain social groups are less human than others in some respect
could be a substantial challenge for their successful integration within host com-
munities. The harmful phenomenon of “dehumanisation” has been a topic of im-
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port to philosophers and social psychologists, and most recently for researchers
interested in the origins of prejudice in young children (McLoughlin/Over 2018).

In this chapter, we summarize psychological research on dehumanisation in
the context of migration with adults and what this means for their willingness to
engage in moral action. We then discuss some of the potential psychological
mechanisms (e.g., perceived threat) that could clarify why migrant groups are
particularly vulnerable to dehumanising perceptions. Lastly, we argue for the im-
portance of examining the development of dehumanising attitudes towards mi-
grants among children in order to ultimately overcome this intergroup barrier.

2. Dehumanisation and moral responsibility

Early psychological theorists first studied the phenomenon of dehumanisation in
an effort to explain extreme intergroup violence witnessed during the twentieth
century (Bar-Tal 1989; Kelman 1973; Opotow 1990). In his theory of moral disen-
gagement, Albert Bandura posits that viewing other people not as individuals
with ‘feelings, hopes, concerns, but as subhuman objects...as mindless “sav-
ages”, “gooks”, “satanic fiends”...and other bestial creatures’ is a core psycho-
logical process for weakening moral inhibitions against cruel behaviour (Ban-
dura et al. 1996). This explicit denial of humanness is typically seen in the
perceptions of outgroup members (persons who have a different social identity
to one’s own, for example, different race or national affiliation) and is easily rec-
ognizable in public rhetoric regarding migrants. Established politicians in Eu-
rope have warned local constituents of a ‘swarm’ or a ‘flood’ due to rising migra-
tion rates (Shah 2015) and have even referred to this demographic as ‘wild
beasts’ and ‘human trash’ (Bruneau/Kteily/Laustsen 2017). In addition to the
very explicit dehumanisation of migrants, it has been further suggested that
more implicit dehumanising beliefs play a role in perceived moral responsibility
for members of these groups. In this section, we explore the research in social
psychology which has investigated the harmful consequences that both blatant
and more subtle forms of dehumanisation have for moral engagement among
adults. Specifically, this work has focused on adults’ endorsements of the cultur-
al inclusion of migrants, their general concern for migrant individuals, and their
prosocial intentions towards minorities in need.

Researchers from several different traditions have characterized outgroup
dehumanisation in terms of overt references to animals, primates, and other
more lowly biological entities (Smith 2012; Goff et al. 2008; O’Brien 2003). In
an advance on the study of blatant dehumanisation across contemporary societ-
ies, Kteily and colleagues (Kteily et al. 2015) developed a measure that assesses
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adult perceptions about how “evolved” or civilized social groups appear to be.
For these studies, participants were asked to make scalar judgements using
the popular graphic of the “Ascent of Man” (i. e., five silhouettes representing im-
portant physiological steps in the evolution of humans). They found that partic-
ipants’ ratings of different outgroups on this scale, when compared with ratings
of people from their own social group (ingroup), were consistently linked to their
endorsement of discriminatory attitudes (especially in the case of persecuted mi-
nority outgroups). For example, the perception that Arab ethnic outgroups are
‘less evolved’ than Americans predicted increased agreement with controlling
the migration of Arab individuals and fewer expressions of compassion when
an Arab person experienced an injustice. Similarly, these dehumanising beliefs
predicted British participants’ support for anti-Muslim policies and Hungarian
adults’ reluctance to provide financial aid for the integration of the Roma com-
munity into the larger society.

This measure has also been applied to study the current dynamics of rising
migration rates in Europe. The results of a large-scale study conducted in the
Czech Republic, Hungary, Greece, and Spain showed that dehumanising percep-
tions of Muslim refugees (again, that they are less ‘evolved’ than the ingroup)
were uniquely associated with less willingness to engage in affirmative action
for asylum seekers (Bruneau/Kteily/Laustsen 2017). This association was stronger
in the Eastern European countries which the authors attribute in part to the high-
er frequency of explicit anti-migrant rhetoric in the political domains of these
two nations.

Apart from the research outlined above, social psychologists have tended to
focus more on capturing everyday instances of dehumanising thought in their
experimental research (Haslam/Loughnan 2014). This body of work has shown
that, across various cultural settings, adults attribute fewer traits uniquely linked
to ‘humanness’, including intelligence, openness, and cultural refinement, to so-
cial outgroups (Vaes et al. 2012; Haslam et al. 2008). One influential account de-
veloped by Leyens et al. (2000) suggests that outgroup members are perceived to
be less capable of the complex emotional experiences thought to be uniquely
human, like the ability to feel proud or remorseful. This bias in emotion percep-
tion has been coined outgroup ‘infra-humanisation’ in social psychology (Leyens
2009).

Building on this theoretical perspective, researchers have provided experi-
mental evidence that speaks to how implicit attributions of humanness can
shape intergroup interactions within the context of migration. For instance, Ley-
ens, Demoulin, Gaunt, Vaes and Paladino (2007) found that the belief Muslim
refugees experience fewer complex emotions (infra-humanisation) was associat-
ed with the objection of their migration into European territory. In a related
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study, Portuguese participants demonstrated greater opposition to Turkey join-
ing the European Union after reading a description which implied that people
from this culture more readily express basic emotions over uniquely human emo-
tions (Pereira/Vala/Leyens 2009). More generally, other research has revealed
that attributing fewer human-like capacities to others can reduce individual con-
tributions to humanitarian aid in the aftermath of natural disasters (Cuddy/
Rock/Norton 2007; Andrighetto 2014).

Overall, these studies are compelling evidence that thinking of migrant
groups as not entirely human can have a direct negative influence on the host
society’s understanding of their social and moral obligations towards them.
The harmful effects of dehumanisation are observed even when intergroup dis-
tinctions are based on more subtle differences in a person’s ability to experience
and express human feeling. Needless to say, it is not only migrants that experi-
ence the effects of dehumanisation. This phenomenon is clearly evident in group
relations between and within different societies, for example, amid the histori-
cally rooted racial tensions in the United States (Goff et al. 2008). Yet, some of
the intergroup and psychological features that characterize periods of mass mi-
gration might make immigrants and refugee groups especially vulnerable to de-
humanising perceptions.

3. Psychological mechanisms of migrant
dehumanisation

Previous research has delineated several psychological processes that contribute
to the derogation of migrants: incoming migrant groups are perceived to repre-
sent a threat to the host nation; migrants are typically part of a group associated
with lower status; and migrants originate from cultural backgrounds that are
considered very different, and perhaps impenetrable, to the ingroup (Chavez
2001; Fiske et al. 2002; Haslam et al. 2006).

3.1. Perceived threat

Many of the public representations of migrants in Western countries highlight
the potential dangers their arrival can pose to the host nations (Esses/Media-
nu/Lawson 2013). Analyses of media content have revealed that common de-
scriptions of migrant groups involve claims that they are carriers of contagion
or disease, that they aim to ‘cheat’ the system and become dependent on the
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state, and that they are likely to commit violent criminal acts (Cisneros 2008;
Louis 2006; Vaes 2017). Comparing outgroup members to threatening entities
in this way encourages certain inferences about their character traits (Tirrell
2012) and can licence severe behavioural responses — that they must be moni-
tored, detained, or, in the most extreme cases, eliminated for the benefit of
the general public (Smith 2012).

Experimental research has revealed that each of these depictions plays a role
in facilitating the dehumanising percept. For example, portraying migrants as
potential contaminants increased hostile attitudes (via emotive reactions such
as disgust and contempt) among US and Canadian participants (Esses/Media-
nu/Lawson 2013; Utych 2017). Priming the idea that incoming asylum seekers
are attempting to undercut host systems was also highly correlated to the belief
they inherently lack moral sensibility (Esses et al. 2008) — a belief which has
been conceptualized as a more indirect form of dehumanisation (Schwartz/
Struch 1989). In addition, reading editorials which imply that certain migrant
groups belong to a terrorist organization elicited faster implicit associations be-
tween migrants and animalistic concepts (Esses/Medianu/Lawson 2013). Indeed,
Kteily et al. (2015) observed a spike in blatant dehumanising ratings of Arab in-
dividuals in the aftermath of real-life terrorist situations, such as the Boston Mar-
athon bombing in 2013. Thus it seems that, beyond the harmful impact of mes-
sages disseminated by the media, more general states of psychological threat
can facilitate dehumanising biases.

3.2. Perceived status

The harsh circumstances in which many migrants find themselves might make
them more vulnerable to perceptions of low status in the host society. Philoso-
phers and social psychologists have reasoned that perceived status differences
might be integral to the concept of dehumanisation. In his philosophical account
of explicit dehumanisation, Smith (2012) notes that targeted minority group
members throughout history were not only considered less human than mem-
bers of the dominant cultural group, but less than human. Bruneau et al.
(2017) also suggest that status plays an important role in the belief that migrant
groups are ‘less evolved’ than other social groups in Europe. Across their studies,
participants tended to think of high-status outgroups (e.g., German or Swedish)
as equally human to their own group. Moreover, individual differences in relative
support for the hierarchical structure of group relations has been related to de-
humanising perceptions of migrants (Costello/Hodson 2011; Esses 2008; Haslam/
Loughnan 2014).
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The literature investigating the impact of status differences for more subtle
attributions of humanity is more mixed (Vaeset al. 2012). While some researchers
argue that both high and low status groups assign fewer uniquely human traits
to outgroup members (Leyens 2009), others suggest the social groups that are at
least judged as less competent (a distinct but closely related construct to status
(Fiske et al. 2002)) are more likely to be infra-humanised (Vaes/Paladino 2009).

3.3. Perceived ‘fundamental’ differences

It is often the case that migrant groups possess myriad cultural characteristics
that differ from the population of the host nation, including their first spoken
language, their ethnic background, and/or their religious values (Algan et
al. 2012). These intercultural differences could highlight the psychological boun-
daries between groups and, under specific conditions, may foster the perspective
that members of migrant groups represent fundamentally different ‘kinds’ of
people (Prentice/Miller 2007; Rhodes/Mandalaywala 2017). A number of promi-
nent theorists have proposed that the belief that outgroup members are inherent-
ly different from the ingroup, and that their unfamiliar behaviour and traits are
explained by a fixed underlying quality or ‘essence’, could be involved in dehu-
manising thought (Smith 2014; Leyens et al. 2001). Simply put, social outgroup
members are often denied the innate ‘humanness’ that is more automatically at-
tributed to perceived similar others.

Social psychological research suggests that less knowledge of and contact
with migrant groups contribute to greater perceived intergroup differences and
can promote dehumanising beliefs. For instance, Capozza et al. (2013) found
that Italian adults’ lower reports of interactions with migrants predicted increas-
es in the salience of intergroup boundaries, which was ultimately associated with
fewer attributions of human traits. In a similar vein, it was observed that, across
several cultural contexts, less awareness and understanding of another group’s
cultural viewpoint was linked to decreases in their perceived capacity for com-
plex emotion (Rodriguez-Pérez et al. 2011). Bruneau et al. (2017) also implied
that the finding that blatant dehumanising Muslim perceptions were less severe
among participants in Greece may be because of the increased proximity be-
tween host and Muslim refugee communities in this setting.
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4. The development of dehumanising
perceptions

Given that the current generation is witness to some of the highest migration
rates in modern times (International Organization for Migration 2011), it is im-
portant to also direct attention to the development of potentially derogatory mi-
grant attitudes in young children. Developmental researchers have illustrated
how the psychological features of stereotyping, prejudice, and discrimination
are present from a young age (Over/McCall 2018). From about the age of five,
children profess explicit liking for members of their own groups and are more
concerned with helping and staying loyal to socially similar others (Kinzler/Du-
poux/Spelke 2007; Over 2018; Dunham/Degner 2010). Recent efforts have strived
to extend this work to measure the social origins of dehumanisation. The re-
search we now outline has not investigated the development of dehumanising
migrant perceptions per se, to our knowledge this topic has been unexplored
to date, but it rather has measured variations in human-like attributions across
parallel social divisions (i.e., racial, ethnic, national).

As in research with adults, previous studies have demonstrated how children
may conceive of in- and outgroup members differently with regards to the traits
thought to distinguish humans from animals. Costello and Hodson (2014) re-
vealed that six- to ten-year-old White children attributed Black children with
fewer uniquely human capacities (e.g., curiosity, guilt) in the United States,
and Chas et al. (2018a) found that ten- to thirteen-year-olds were quicker to im-
plicitly associate animalistic words, like ‘wild’, ‘creature’ and ‘pet’, with Arab
names than with (ingroup) Spanish names. Other work has examined the devel-
opment of dehumanising biases on the basis of nationality. Scottish children,
aged six to ten, judged members of a national outgroup football team as expe-
riencing less intense second-order emotions than members of their own national
team (Martin/Bennett/Murray 2008). Focusing on perceptions of physical hu-
manness, our research has shown that six-year-old British children rated ambig-
uously animate (doll-human) faces to be less human when they were told they
originated from a country far away from their own town (McLoughlin/Tipper/
Over 2017).

More broadly related to this harmful phenomenon, Dore and colleagues
(Dore et al. 2014; Dore et al. 2017) found that the belief that Black children
feel less pain than do other White children gradually emerges between the
ages of five and ten among White participants in the US. Chas et al. (2018b)
have also explored the effect that group membership has for children’s under-
standing of others’ pain. They were interested in judgements of both physical
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and ‘social pain’, such as personal distress in response to social rejection. Their
results revealed that Spanish children (nine- to thirteen-year-olds) expected
peers with typical Arab names to experience a lower level of socially driven neg-
ative pain. (They did not find any differences in children’s judgements of in- and
outgroup members’ experiences of physical pain in this culture however.) Our
own research has shown that children may reason about the internal experien-
ces of social groups differently: British five- and six-year-olds were less likely to
spontaneously refer to the mental states (i.e., thoughts, desires, emotions) of
agents who spoke a different language and lived in a different country to
them (McLoughlin/Over 2017).

The convergence of this evidence suggests that children can hold dehuman-
ising views of perceived culturally distant others, but also that dehumanisation
may be at least partially socially learned. For example, we observed that British
five-year-olds perceived equal humanness across in- and outgroup faces, where-
as there was a significant decrease in outgroup humanness ratings in the older
children (McLoughlin/Tipper/ Over 2017). Furthermore, ten-year-old White chil-
dren in the United States perceived that racial outgroup members experience
less physical pain than their own racial group, whereas this bias in the percep-
tion of physical pain was not evident among similarly aged children in Spain.
Future studies need to examine how dehumanising beliefs might be culturally
transmitted to young observers from parents, the media, and other influential
sources and to determine whether this transmission process relies on certain
psychological biases (e.g., perceived fundamental distinctions between groups)
(McLoughlin/Over 2018).

Another way that developmental research could be useful in the study of this
social problem is by providing insight into how dehumanising biases can be
overcome before they become deeply entrenched in social interactions and per-
ception. Reducing the tendency to dehumanise outgroup members has received
relatively little research attention in work with adults, especially when it comes
to improving the perceptions of immigrants and refugees. Individual variations
in contact with and knowledge of migrant group members, as well as higher lev-
els of trait empathy (Bruneau/Kteily/Laustsen 2017), are related to increases in
human attributions. One strategy that has been successful in increasing the per-
ceived ‘humanness’ of outgroups in other contexts involves priming a shared so-
cial identity beyond that of the current group division. In these experimental
studies, reminding adults of the broader national or ethnic identity that different
local groups have in common, or emphasizing that outgroup individuals also be-
long in a superordinate ‘human’ category, had benefits for humanness percep-
tions (Gaunt 2009; Albarello/Rubini 2012).
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Research in developmental psychology has highlighted some promising
routes for combatting dehumanising attitudes towards migrants. Complimentary
to findings with adults, exposing children and adolescents to indirect contact
with migrants, even just by reading about positive intergroup interactions in a
storybook, can lead to increases in social preference for a member of this
group (Cameron et al. 2006; Vezzali/Stathi/Giovannini 2012). Looking more spe-
cifically at dehumanising biases, Vezzali et al. (2012) have revealed that asking
nine-year-olds to imagine interacting with an immigrant peer (over a three-
week period and in different environments) had a positive indirect influence
on the extent to which they attributed uniquely human emotions to them.

We recently sought to measure whether encouraging children to reflect on
the mental lives of migrant group members — an important aspect of folk concep-
tions of humanity (Waytz/Epley/Cacioppo 2010) — had a positive effect on their
moral obligations towards another migrant individual (McLoughlin/Over forth-
coming). In this study, five- and six-year-old British participants were either
prompted to talk about the thoughts and feelings (e. g., “What are they thinking
about?”) or the actions (e.g., “What are they doing?”) of children who were de-
scribed as migrants to the UK. We found that the children asked to discuss the
mental states of migrant peers in everyday situations were more willing to
share resources with another migrant child who was victim to a minor transgres-
sion (i.e., one of their belongings were stolen). Hence, thinking more deeply
about the behaviour of a migrant group had a significant positive impact on
children’s prosocial behaviour over and above simply talking about the actions
of this group more generally. Future work should continue to build on these ex-
perimental approaches in order to identify the optimal intergroup training for
improving migrant perceptions at a young age.

To conclude, dehumanisation is a pervasive social problem and is closely
connected to the negative treatment and neglect of incoming immigrant and ref-
ugee groups. In this chapter, we have outlined research investigating the dehu-
manising perceptions of migrants from a variety of perspectives in philosophy,
social and developmental psychology. This work has often converged to identify
some of the psychological factors which may facilitate or impede the tendency to
think of perceived culturally dissimilar others as ‘less human’, but has also high-
lighted the multifaceted nature of this harmful phenomenon. We hope that this
review will ultimately be informative for strategies to enhance the inclusion of
newcomers within their host nations.
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