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The Tories have introduced a bill that will 

once again attempt to deter “bogus 

refugees” from applying to Canada. 

The new bill, Protecting Canada's 

Immigration System Act, will go back on 

many of the changes the Conservatives 

were forced to make under a minority 

government in their previous attempt to 

reform the asylum system in 2010.



Research Question

• What is the impact of the media’s portrayal of 
refugees on people’s perception of refugees?



Theoretical Assumptions

• Implicit Social Cognition Model of Media Priming 
(Arendt, 2013)
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Spreading Activation:

• Repeated exposure strengthens links 

between concepts

• Strong links are activated more 

quickly



Theoretical Assumptions

• Implicit Social Cognition Model of Media Priming 
(Arendt, 2013)

Automatic 

Dehumanization



Procedure – Study 1

• Three different editorials based on those used to 
describe the Tamil refugees in 2010: bogus, 
terrorist, neutral 

• Fictitious refugee group arriving by boat on the east 
coast of Canada: Sandirians   

• Automatic dehumanization of refugees through 
association with animals: Sequential priming task



Media Article: Bogus



Media Article: Terrorist



Media Article: Neutral



Sequential Priming Procedure for 
Assessing Automatic Dehumanization

500 ms 

200 ms 

Categorization:

Human/Animal OR

Positive/Negative

Time 

+++

Target Picture:

Animal (+/-)

Human (+/-)

Prime Word:

Canadian

Refugee

No Prime



Effect of Reading Editorial on Automatic 
Dehumanization

• Higher values indicate more dehumanization
• Participants dehumanized refugees more than Canadians only 

after reading the bogus and terrorist editorials
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Procedure – Study 2

• Four different editorials based on those used to 
describe the Tamil refugees in 2010: bogus, victim, 
neutral and control 

• Fictitious refugee group arriving by boat on the east 
coast of Canada: Sandirians

• Automatic dehumanization of refugees through 
association with animals: Sequential priming task



Media Article: Bogus



Media Article: Victim



Media Article: Neutral



Media Article: Control 
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Effect of Reading Editorial on Automatic 
Dehumanization

Control

• Higher values indicate more dehumanization
• Participants dehumanized refugees more than Canadians only after reading 

the bogus and victim editorials



Implications of this Research
• Uncovers processes involved in stigmatization and 

exclusion of refugees

• Media depictions of refugee-related events can promote 
dehumanization

• Evidence of automatic dehumanization of refugees: reading 
some of the common messages prevalent in the media can 
increase the automatic association between refugees and 
animals 



Implications of this Research

• Avoid the terms bogus, terrorists and even victims in 
political messaging when talking about refugees

• These terms can lead to automatic refugee 
dehumanization





Prime: Refugee, Canadian or no prime

Human or animal pictures (positive or negative)

Computer screen

Conceptual Task:

Categorization as human or animal 

A X

Human Animal

ANIMAL HUMAN

Evaluative Task:

Categorization as positive or negative

A X

Positive Negative

POSITIVE NEGATIVE

Sequential Priming Procedure for 
Assessing Automatic Dehumanization



Human Target Pictures
(positive & negative)

Human Target Pictures: 4 positive (happiness & pride) &           
4 negative (sadness & anger),  male and female

Source of pictures: Tracy et al., 2009



Animal Target Pictures
(positive & negative)

Animal Target Pictures: 4 positive (baby seal, butterfly, 
dragonfly, ladybug) & 4 negative (cockroach, rat, fly, worms) 


