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Abstract 

The U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement, or ICE, made 110,568 arrests in less 

than two years, which is a 42% increase since that same fiscal period in 2016 (Bialik, 2018, para. 

1). President Trump has been vocal with his views towards controlling borders, and this rapid 

growth in arrests indicates how quickly his words became actions. With governmental action 

towards border control trending, this study seeks to analyze how the actions being portrayed, 

such as by ICE, are impacting attitudes towards immigration and Hispanics. This experiment 

examines whether attitudes towards immigration are impacted by tweet popularity and pro- or 

anti-immigration stances. Participants were exposed to one of four stimuli, either 5 popular anti-

immigration or pro-immigration tweets or 5 unpopular anti-immigration or pro-immigration 

tweets. Participants then answered survey questions that analyzed their attitudes towards 

immigration, their willingness to interact, and their contact with Hispanics. Findings showed that 

the stimuli had little to no significant impact on participants’ answers. Most participants 

appeared to have positive views towards Hispanics. Participants within the anti-immigration 

stimuli appeared to be more willing to interact with Hispanics than those in the pro-immigration 

stimuli, however, this significance went away when the number of Hispanic friends a participant 

has was analyzed.   
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Background 

This study aims to analyze how attitudes towards immigration are impacted by the 

popularity and pro/anti-immigration content of tweets. Whether by force or by choice, past or 

present, most United States citizens have had some history with immigration. According to an 

interview with Aviva Chomsky (2014), author of “Undocumented: How Immigration Became 

Illegal”, the term immigrant used to be exclusively associated with White European immigrants 

that were expected to be potential citizens. Today, the term is more closely associated with being 

an undocumented criminal. What led to this change in connotation? 

Brief History of Mexico/ U.S. Relations 

In 1942, when many Americans began working in the armed forces and war industries 

during World War II, the United States and Mexico created the Bracero Program. Bracero is a 

Spanish term meaning “manual laborer” or “one who works using his arms” (Cordia Madelina, 

2019, pp. 150-152). This was a program that allowed the labor shortages within the agricultural 

industry of the United States to be filled by Mexicans. The program lasted past the war into the 

1950s and allowed growers to exploit the work that Mexicans were doing, while Mexicans were 

able to access the border and a stable source of income relatively easily (Cordia Madelina, 2019, 

pp. 150-152).  

In 1952, the Immigration and Nationality Act stated that harboring an “illegal alien” was 

a crime, but did not punish those that employed these “illegal aliens,” which allowed growers to 

continue their exploitation of Mexican workers (Martin, 2003, para. 6). In 1964, President 

Kennedy officially ended the Bracero program as jobs appeared to be scarcer after World War II 
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(Martin, 2003, para. 9). The economic structures that were built during this time frame still relied 

on these workers, however, so Mexicans continued to cross the border.  

Can a Person be Illegal? 

The term “illegal” allows for the justification behind the criminalization of immigration. 

“Recent years have seen a broadening of the scope of immigration enforcement. As a result, 

immigrants free of criminal convictions, once considered low priorities for enforcement, are 

increasingly subject to arrest, detention, and removal” (Martinez & Ortega, 2019, p. 1). Illegality 

is a social construct put into place to dehumanize a group of people and has become emblematic 

of a national security threat. “The new deployment of migrant illegality has led to a new 

sociopolitical condition in the US where civil liberties are violated, individuals are apprehended 

and removed, and draconian police powers are used to secure the Homeland Security State, all in 

the name of national security” (Martinez & Ortega, 2019, p 122). Understanding why the term 

“illegality” is used when referring to undocumented immigrants, allows a deeper investigation 

into why strong negative attitudes towards immigrants may form. Though verbiage may be a 

petty argument to some, speech is a tool used to communicate ideas and the insertion of a simple 

word sanctions a person’s being as felonious instead of actions.  

Dehumanization can be viewed as an act of political propaganda utilized to advance 

one’s beliefs. When asked if current immigration policies are meant to keep brown people out of 

America, former acting director of the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE), Leon 

Rodriguez (2019), made the statement: 

If anybody can come to our hemisphere and then make it to our border and cross illegally 

with a child and then allowed to stay for an indeterminate amount of time, that's not a 
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border at all. That's not a sovereign nation at all. I think that's what he's [President 

Trump] trying to solidify. That's what this operation is designed to do. And every time in 

my career - we did it in 2007 under Secretary Chertoff…we did it in 2014 under 

Secretary Johnson…when we apply a consequence [,] then less of them will come. 

Despite Rodriguez’s logic behind the importance of border control, his use of the term 

“them” at the end of the statement is derogatory. He could have said “when we apply a 

consequence, our borders become more legitimate”, but instead, he chooses to focus on grouping 

immigrants into a single term while leaving out the one thing he claims to be fighting for. He is 

“just doing his job”, but has his job instilled a negative bias towards immigrants because of the 

negative speech and actions that are involved? He also makes a broad statement that stereotypes 

immigrants as being single adults with children and creates the idea that immigrants are coming 

to America to take up space. He is undermining the multitude of immigration statuses that exist, 

such as refugees, asylum seekers, and high and low skilled documented migrants. 

Detained immigrants face inhumane living conditions while in migrant detention 

facilities. One woman that was detained in San Diego said that detainees were extremely 

underfed and were often “served contaminated foods and suffered from bouts of food poisoning” 

(Carney, 2013, p 33). Not only that, but detainees are given a thin mattress and small space to 

sleep on the floor causing many to experience back and joint pain (Carney, 2013, p 33). “Reports 

compiled by human and civil rights organizations…cite deprivation of food and water in addition 

to grossly inadequate health care, physical and sexual abuse, overcrowding, discrimination, and 

racism” not just in one facility, but in multiple (Carney, 2013, p 34). Should those that came to 

America seeking safety and a better life face the same treatment as those that commit more 

aggressive crimes? Should any human being be treated this way despite the charges they face?  
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Illegality is a term that allows people to accept mistreatment out of fear of speaking up 

for equality and justice. Social media allows for the widespread exchange of ideas, so how does 

exposure to this term impact a viewer’s perception of immigrants and how they should be 

treated?  

A New Form of Suppression 

No matter the source, the rise of the deportation regime has spread fear amongst 

immigration communities, increased family separations, led to the condemning and 

criminalization of undocumented immigrants (Garcia Hernandez, 2014; Aranda and Vaquera, 

2015; Zatz and Rodriguez, 2015), and contributed to their racialization (Romero, 2006; Aranda 

and Vaquera, 2015) and even death (Cornelius, 2001). It has also empowered immigration 

officers to act as extensions of the federal government since some believe they are able to 

“protect the public by identifying criminals for deportation and…help immigrants adjust their 

status” (Armenta, 2012, p. 207).  

Aviva Chomsky (2014) wrote that her goal is “to unveil the complex, inconsistent, and 

sometimes perverse nature of US immigration law that makes some people illegal” (p. x). 

Migrants create more jobs since they spend money and consume goods and services themselves, 

but “by creating a necessarily subordinate workforce without legal status, we maintain a system 

of legalized inequality… legally [allowing a] marginalized group of workers [to] produce cheap 

goods and services for another group define as legally superior” (Chomsky, 2014, p. 14). Not 

only that, but “illegality is heavily associated with the category ‘Mexican’… In 2011, 93 percent 

of federal immigration crimes were committed by noncitizens, and 89.3 percent of them were 

committed by Hispanics” (Chomsky, 2014, p. 15). Immigration is not just a political 
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“buzzword,” it is a humanitarian and racial justice issue. This raises an important question: 

should any one group of people have more access to upward mobility than another? 

“Most citizens who rail against undocumented insist that their opposition is based solely 

on technical, legal grounds: they oppose people who broke the law. But becoming undocumented 

is a highly racialized crime” and another way to redesign the “American racial caste” (Chomsky, 

2014, p.15). When prisoners are released, they are “denied the right to vote, excluded from 

juries, and relegated to  a racially segregated and subordinate existence… they are legally denied 

the ability to obtain employment, housing and public benefits” (Chomsky, 2014, p.16). Rhetoric 

used by President Trump claiming that Mexicans are “rapists, animals, and drug dealers” 

perpetuates and stigmatizes an entire people group as being less than civil human beings 

(Mervosh, 2018, para. 1). In today’s society, it is socially unacceptable to dislike someone 

simply because of their outward appearance, however, it is more acceptable to dislike a label 

such as “criminal”.  

The Diversity that comes with Immigration 

Esses, Dovidio, and Hodson's (2002) study of public attitudes towards immigrants and 

immigration indicated that “favorable attitudes are likely to promote fair and equitable treatment 

whereas unfavorable attitudes are likely to promote discrimination… Together, host society and 

immigrant perceptions will influence the social climate in which people live and how successful 

immigration is for immigrants and for the host country” (p. 71). If people have more positive 

views of immigrants instead of viewing them as “criminals,” there would be less hostility within 

communities. Not only that, immigrants would be able to achieve better jobs and work in a more 

collaborative setting that would allow them to excel not only within their career and educational 

goals, but within their personal ones, as well. 
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 The mingling and convergence of various people groups has allowed constructs such as 

linguistics and politics to expand beyond their initial conceptualization (Martin & Nakayama, 

2018, p. 8). If Spanish and English had never been introduced to each other, then the term 

“Spanglish” would cease to exist. Not only that, but innovative groups and organizations who 

have gender and racial diversity produce more creative ideas and outperform less diverse groups 

(Phillips, 2014, para. 4-9). Deporting undocumented immigrants that came seeking asylum and a 

better life could hinder our advancements as a society and jeopardize discovering the next Albert 

Einstein. When two people from different backgrounds come together, whether ethnically or 

socioeconomically, they are forming a new space. They bring in their various experiences and 

combine them to formulate new ones, new boundaries, and new ideas of normality.  

Perceiving one particular group as a threat over another defines criteria for belonging and 

narrows boundaries for membership, which may influence decisions regarding allocation of 

national resources making it more difficult to receive public benefits such as healthcare (Esses, 

Dovidio, & Hodson, 2002, p. 71). Without access to these public benefits, quality of life 

decreases significantly and reinforces the stigma that immigrants should be treated less justly and 

humanely simply because of their status. 

“During the Depression of the 1930s, Mexicans and Mexican Americans were forced to 

return to Mexico to free up jobs for white Americans. When prosperity returned in the 1940s, 

Mexicans were welcomed back as a source of cheap labor” (Martin & Nakayama, 2018, p.11-

12). Prior to 1997, refugees and legal immigrants were able to apply for food stamps and 

Supplemental Security Income after entering the United States, but now almost all legal 

immigrants are denied access (Huber & Espenshade, 1997, p. 772). This denial depicts the 

inequality of ingroup versus outgroup treatment. Despite working for unlivable wages as “cheap 
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labor”, access to basic government assistance is treated as a commodity and privilege instead of 

as a necessity to continue living and working in the country.  

What are Attitudes? 

In order to better understand this project, one must first understand attitudes, how they 

are formed, their malleability, and that they vary on their strength and source. 

According to the authors of “Attitudes” inside of Lynn Nadel’s Encyclopedia of 

Cognitive Science, “an attitude is a global and relatively enduring evaluation of a person, object 

or issue” (Bizer, Barden, & Petty, 2005, Introduction, para. 2). Attitudes serve numerous 

functions and studying them allows us to better understand people’s decisions and actions. 

Understanding attitudes allows us to make predictions on a person will vote during elections, 

how they are likely to treat others that may differ from them, and they act when place in certain 

situations. 

Attitudes fall within a spectrum from weak to strong with stronger attitudes lasting for a 

longer period and creating more meaningfulness in a person’s life than weaker ones. Attitudes 

can be based on people’s perceived knowledge, the consistency of the information they are being 

given, the importance of what they are being told, how often this information is processed by 

them, and their confidence (Bizer, et al, 2005, Strong and Weak Attitudes, paras. 1-3). 

Implicit attitudes may cause one to “think and behave in ways they do not consciously 

intend,” while explicit attitudes are either “relatively automatic or require considerable cognitive 

effort,” but hold more intentionality than implicit attitudes (Bizer, et al, 2005, Explicit and 

Implicit Attitudes, paras. 1-2). The development of negative implicit behaviors may lead to the 

development of microaggressions. Microaggressions, such as someone saying “you speak so 
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eloquently for a Hispanic person” may indicate an implicit negative attitude that Hispanics are 

unable to communicate well with others. 

Is it possible for people to change their attitudes? “Being exposed to new information and 

new experiences can lead people to change their attitudes [over time]”, so, yes, according to the 

research, it is possible (Bizer, et al, 2005, Attitude Change, para. 1). This study allows for a 

closer analysis on the formation of attitudes in relation to social media and how those attitudes 

relate to larger issues at hand, such as voting for immigration policies and laws.  

Social Media 

Social media is a relatively new phenomenon that allows for people to network and 

connect with others from around the globe through the form of content sharing websites and 

applications. According to Pew Research Center, 72% of U.S. adults use at least one social 

media site as of February 2019. This new form of content sharing is causing a widespread of 

ideologies and allowing people to gain a sense of community.  

Another study analyzed two-wave panel survey data from the 2016 presidential election 

and found that “following politicians on social media is associated with anger at the presidential 

candidate individuals oppose and enthusiasm for their supported candidate, both of which are 

subsequently related to hostile media perceptions” (Weeks, Kim, Hahn, Diehl, & Kwak, 2019, p. 

374). This shows that social media has the ability to solidify beliefs about certain political 

candidates, which could be translated over into solidifying pro or anti-immigration beliefs. 

This study was partly inspired by President Trump’s enthusiasm for Twitter. According 

to Oborne (2017), President Trump reinvented political communication through his use of 

Twitter (Intro). Oborne (2017) claimed that, Trump initially joined Twitter in 2009 after being 
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advised by an online marketing director to build his personal brand (Intro). Trump later 

“exploited Twitter’s ability to express raw sentiment instantly, without nuance or subtext, and its 

ability to blur, even extinguish, the boundary between sentiment and fact” (Oborne, 2017, Intro). 

Whatever Trump tweeted or said became a part of his political brand and people began to like 

how “black and white” his statements were. Upon Trump’s election into presidency, however, 

there were some left wondering how this reality television star was able to come so far. 

According to Chen (2017), “although… literature has suggested that counter attitudinal 

exposure is likely to discourage political behaviors, results from [his] study document that 

exposure to counter attitudinal political satire is more likely than pro-attitudinal exposure to 

increase participation in issue-related activities through evoking one's anger about the political 

issue” (Abstract). This statement was also found to be true in the present study’s research results, 

which will be discussed more in depth later. Regarding President Trump, many mocked his 

campaign, which sparked people that agreed with him to begin voicing their own agreement.  

 Grover, Dwivedi, and Janssen (2019) did a study that found social media analytics can 

be used to gain an understanding on voting behavior and ideologies that voters may have. This 

study shows social media plays an important role in formulating lasting effects within society, 

such as with voting. Oborne (2017) writes that Trump won because of America’s “contempt for 

the elite” and “the successful conversion of propaganda into fact” (Trump- the heir of tradition). 

Essentially, Trump is popular, wealthy, and a good storyteller. This leads into the study question, 

does popularity of tweets impact people’s attitudes towards certain issues with immigration 

being the main study focus. I proposed the following hypotheses: 
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H1: Participants who view pro-immigration tweets will have (a) more positive attitudes 

toward immigrants and (b) be more willing to interact with Hispanics than participants who view 

anti-immigration tweets.  

H2: There will be an interaction between popularity of tweets and the pro/anti-

immigration status of the tweets such that people who see popular, pro-immigration tweets will 

report (a) the most positive attitudes toward immigrants and (b) the highest willingness to 

interact with Hispanics.  

Methods 

Participants and Procedure 

 The software, SPSS version 24 was utilized to analyze these results. A total of 127 

Florida State University students participated in this online survey for course or extra credit. 5 

people were deleted that were either test data or people that did not take the survey. 11 people 

were deleted that spent 15 seconds or less reading the stimuli (4 people from the pro-

immigration/ low popularity condition, 3 from the pro-immigration/ high popularity condition, 3 

from the anti-immigration/ high popularity condition, and 1 from the anti-immigration/ low 

popularity condition). No one was deleted for straight lining and no one went over the 5-minute 

time limit set to read all the tweets on the page.  

 Remaining participants (n = 111) ranged in age from 18 to 42 (M = 20.36, SD =  2.44) 

and 81.1% were female, while the remaining 18.9% identified as male. The majority of 

participants identified as White/ Caucasian (73.9%), followed by Hispanic or Latino (12.6%), 

Black or African American (6.3%), Asian (3.6%), Arab or Middle Eastern (1.8%), and other 

ethnicities not listed (1.8%).  
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 This experiment used a 2 (Anti-immigration tweets vs. Pro-immigration tweets) x 2 

(high-popularity tweets vs low-popularity tweets) design, and participants were randomly 

assigned to conditions (Pro/ Low = 27; Pro/ High = 27; Anti/ Low = 30; Anti/ High = 27). Each 

stimulus condition contained 5 tweets (one included a photo which was obtained from 

Shutterstock) with similar rhetoric in each condition. These tweets were based on real tweets that 

were found on Twitter and were edited to appear as if it were a real Twitter feed using 

Photoshop. Low popularity tweets had fewer than 20 total interactions, while high popularity 

tweets had at least 1,000 total interactions. Participants should have spent longer than 15 seconds 

and less than 5 minutes analyzing the stimulus they were randomly assigned to. All participants 

then completed a series of questions related to immigration that analyzed attitudes, willingness to 

interact, and as a control variable, contact. The survey and stimuli can be found in the Appendix. 

Measures 

 Attitudes were measured using the scale by Park, Bhuyan, Richards and Rundle (2011) (a 

= .83) where participants indicated the extent to which they agreed with 14 statements. The 5-

point Likert-type scale was recoded from 1 strongly disagree to 5 strongly agree (M =  2.30; SD 

=  .63) (lower numbers equal more positive attitudes).  

 Willingness to engage in intergroup contact was adapted from Esses, Dovidio, and 

Hodson (2002) (a = .89). Participants indicated their willingness to engage with Latinas/ Latinos 

through 5 statements on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 not at all willing to 7 very willing (M = 

6.73; SD =  .50) (higher numbers equal more positive attitudes). The alpha for willingness to 

interact became a = .68 but became a = .81 when the statement “marry a Latino/ Latina person” 

was removed. As a result, only 4 statements were included in the final scale used for analyses. 
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 Participants were asked the extent to which they agreed with 3 statements which were 

utilized as the control variables to indicate how much contact each participant had with 

Hispanics. The contact scale received a low reliability score (a =  .58) so the items will be used 

individually as control variables.  

Results 

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to examine the effects of tweet 

popularity and immigration stance on attitudes towards immigrants. Previous contact with 

Hispanics was used as a covariate. Results showed that there was no main effect for immigration 

stance, F(1, 106) = .06, p = .81, さ2 = .001, or for popularity, F(1, 106) = 1.55, p = .22, さ2 = .01. 

There was also no significant interaction, F(1, 106) = .23, p = .63, さ2 = .002. 

An analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) was conducted to examine the effects of tweet 

popularity and immigration stance on willingness to engage in intergroup contact. Previous 

contact with Hispanics was used as a covariate. Results showed that there was no main effect for 

immigration stance, F(1, 106) = 2.81, p = .10, さ2 = .03, or for popularity, F(1, 106) = .14, p = 

.71, さ2 = .001. There was also no significant interaction, F(1, 106) = 1.09, p = .30, さ2 = .01. 

Discussion 

 This study was meant to examine how tweet popularity and pro/anti-immigration content 

influence people’s perceptions of immigrants in America. The results indicate that none of the 

stimuli categories affected attitudes or willingness to engage in intergroup contact. Though the 

stimuli appeared to have no significance, previous contact with Hispanics appeared to influence 

participants’ responses. When only analyzing the variables, willingness to engage was 

approaching significance (.052) when participants were exposed to the anti-immigration stimuli, 
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but this category lost significance when the control, contact 1 variable (how many Hispanic 

friends a participant has), was included.   

 Participants appeared to have more positive attitudes towards Hispanics as indicated by 

the attitudes scale (M =  2.30). This could be attributed to the population’s high exposure to 

Hispanics. According to Florida State University’s website, 19.3% of the student population 

identified as being Hispanic (of all race types) during the Fall of 2019 (2020). Many of the 

participants that took this survey, even if they do not have many Hispanic friends, may still 

interact with Hispanics on a more frequent basis than students at institutions with limited 

diversity. Lissitsa and Kushnirovich (2019) found that both virtual contact and face-to-face 

interactions were able to reduce prejudice about Arabs. In fact, exposure to negative content 

appeared to decrease subtle prejudice towards Arabs as if those being exposed to the negative 

content were either sympathizing with the victim or challenging their own preconceived values 

(Lissitsa and Kushnirovich, 2019, p. 1066). This indicates that the more contact a person has 

with a certain group, the less likely they are to be prejudiced towards them. Though participants 

remained anonymous, some might have felt an obligation to answer questions in a way that they 

thought others would agree with instead of based on their beliefs. Since the university has a high 

Hispanic population, it could be perceived that negative views towards Hispanics is not favored. 

 Some improvements that could have been made are increasing the number of tweets that 

participants were exposed to. Tweet exposure could have happened over a longer period of time 

instead of all at once. A fake twitter account could have been created that could have sent out 

tweets every so often over a longer period before participants answered the survey question. 

Participants could have been asked pre-survey questions to examine whether they already had 

positive or negative attitudes towards Hispanics. The terms “Hispanic,” “Latino/Latina,” and 
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“immigrant” were used throughout the survey, which all could hold different meanings for 

participants, so only one term should have been used throughout. A control question that asked 

participants to choose a certain answer should have also been included to improve how credible 

their answers were.  

Conclusion 

The experimental data rejected my hypotheses. Participants who viewed pro-immigration 

tweets did not have more positive attitudes towards immigrants and did not appear to be more 

willing to interact with Hispanics than participants who viewed anti-immigration tweets. Also, 

there was no interaction between popularity and pro/anti-immigration status, since the stimuli 

appeared to have no effect. Participants that viewed popular, pro-immigration tweets did not 

have the most positive attitudes towards immigrants nor the highest willingness to interact with 

Hispanics. All participants appeared to have similar attitudes and willingness to interact with 

Hispanics regardless of the stimuli shown.  

Ultimately, though this study found that Tweet popularity and content do not affect 

attitudes or willingness to engage, there were still many limitations and it is still possible that 

long-term exposure to Twitter content could potentially influence perceptions of others 
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Appendix 

Do You Even “Like” Me? Survey 

Stimuli 

Pro/ Low Tweets 
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Pro/ High Tweets 
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Anti/ High Tweets 
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Anti/ Low Tweets 
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Survey Questions 

Attitude  

1. In general, immigrants who come to the United States today help the country and make it 

a better place to live.  

2. Today's immigrants are less willing than immigrants of the past to integrate into United 

States society. 

3. Illegal/undocumented immigration endangers American customs and way of life. 

4. Legal immigration endangers American customs and way of life. 

5. Illegal/undocumented immigrants take jobs away from American workers. 

6. Illegal/undocumented immigration increases the dangers of terrorism. 

7. Illegal/undocumented immigration increases the rates of crime. 

8. There are too many illegal/undocumented immigrants living in the United States today. 

9. There are too many immigrants overall, and legal immigration should be decreased. 

10. Obtaining citizenship should be more difficult for immigrants than it is today. 

11. Local law enforcement should be required to check the immigration status of people they 

encounter during routine activities such as traffic violations. 

12. Illegal/undocumented immigrants living in the United States should be granted a legal 

path to citizenship. 

13. Illegal/undocumented immigrants living in the United States should be deported. 

14. Immigrants living in the United States should be considered citizens. 

Willingness to Interact 

1. Marry a Latina/Latino person 
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2. Have a Latina/Latino as a close friend 

3. Have a Latina/Latino person as a neighbor 

4. Visit a Latina/Latino person in their home 

5. Accept a Latina/Latino person as your boss 

Contact 

1. I have many Hispanic friends. 

2. I would be friends with someone who is an undocumented immigrant 

3. Many of my friends are Mexican and/ or Mexican American 
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