
Analyses of Social Issues and Public Policy, Vol. 00, No. 00, 2011, pp. 1--15

This paper is part of an ASAP special collection on Social Psychology and Contemporary
Immigration Policy.

A Model of Authoritarianism, Social Norms, and
Personal Values: Implications for Arizona Law
Enforcement and Immigration Policy

Emily L. Fisher, Grace Deason, and Eugene Borgida∗
University of Minnesota

Clifton M. Oyamot, Jr.
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The enforcement of Arizona’s new immigration law (Senate Bill 1070) requires po-
lice officers to make countless everyday judgments about whether individuals they
encounter might be illegal immigrants. Understanding officers’ attitudes about
immigrants, therefore, as well as the social and personal factors that influence
these attitudes, will be important to predicting the consequences of enforcing this
new law. Our program of research examines the role of authoritarianism, personal
values, and descriptive social norms in determining attitudes about immigrants.
Given the current social and political climate, as reflected in recent Arizona and
national-level polls, coupled with research on psychological predispositions, our
model suggests that Arizona police officers are likely to hold negative attitudes
about immigrants, and that these negative attitudes may in turn influence how
officers choose to enforce Senate Bill 1070 (SB 1070). To reduce improper en-
forcement of SB 1070, our model suggests that police training interventions would
be better informed by taking into consideration (1) the general ambiguity sur-
rounding Americans’ attitudes toward immigrants, and (2) the American tradition
of egalitarianism.

In April 2010, the Arizona state legislature passed a law that called for state and
local law enforcement, if given reasonable suspicion, to verify an individual’s citi-
zenship status. Arizona Senate Bill 1070, or SB 1070, as it has come to be known,
is one of the most controversial and divisive anti-illegal-immigration measures to
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be enacted in the United States in decades. Much of the controversy stems from
the Act’s extensive scope and questions about how it can be enforced. While U.S.
federal law stipulates that illegal immigrants who are in the country for 30 days
or longer must carry registration documents at all times, SB 1070 takes this
obligation further, making it a state misdemeanor for an illegal immigrant to
be in Arizona without carrying the required documents (Arizona SB 1070, §3).
Moreover, the Act demands that Arizona police attempt to determine a person’s
immigration status if there is reasonable suspicion that the person is an illegal
immigrant (Arizona SB 1070, §2). SB 1070 not only enables, but compels severe
penalties for illegal immigration: It prohibits state, county, or local officials from
limiting or restricting “the enforcement of federal immigration laws to less than
the full extent permitted by federal law” (Arizona SB 1070, §2). Court challenges
to SB 1070, not to mention media coverage of the law, have argued that the Act
will result in increased racial profiling by requiring police officers to use racial cri-
teria to make judgments about citizenship, among other constitutional violations
(National Coalition of Clergy and Christian Leaders v. Arizona, 2010; Escobar
v. Brewer, 2010; American Civil Liberties Union v. Arizona, 2010). Supporters
maintain that there is nothing in the law that encourages racial or ethnic profiling
(Schwartz & Archibold, 2010). The extraordinary reach of SB 1070, and extreme
reactions from politicians, the public, and the media, have brought national and
international attention to the state of Arizona and the pressing issues surrounding
immigration along the United States’ border with Mexico.

The provisions of SB 1070 at first glance appear to remove most police dis-
cretion from decisions to search and arrest persons suspected of being illegal
immigrants. Indeed, Arizona officers under the new law no longer have the op-
tion of leniency in immigration disputes, and some of the first legal challenges
to the Act came from police officers in Tucson and Phoenix who argued that
the bill essentially forces them to violate Hispanics’ rights (Escobar v. Brewer,
2010; Salgado v. Brewer, 2010). On closer inspection, however, the enforcement
of SB 1070 will require Arizona police officers to make countless judgments about
whether an individual might be an illegal immigrant. Police will independently
define “reasonable suspicion” under the new law, for example, usually during a
stop, detention, or arrest. Research suggests that such quick, ambiguous judg-
ments are likely to be vulnerable to social cognitive biases and influenced by the
social context of the encounter (Banks, Eberhardt, & Ross, 2008; Correll, Park,
Judd, & Wittenbrink, 2002; 2007). Thus, understanding officers’ attitudes about
immigrants, as well as the social and personal factors that influence these attitudes,
has important implications for understanding how the law will be enforced.

As this special collection illustrates, theory-based psychological insights can
be applied to the immigration debate using a variety of perspectives. In this paper,
we highlight the way that our own work, testing a theoretical model of immigration
attitudes, applies to this debate. Our program of research examines the role of
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authoritarianism, personal values, and descriptive social norms in determining
attitudes toward immigrants. Because there is a trend of higher authoritarianism
among police officers (Gatto, Dambrun, Kerbrat, & de Oliveira, 2010), these
factors may be especially relevant in understanding and predicting police behavior.
In several studies over the past few years (Oyamot, Borgida, & Fisher, 2006;
Oyamot, Fisher, Deason, & Borgida, 2011), we find support for a model in which
clear social norms for attitudes toward immigrants push authoritarians’ attitudes
in the direction of the norm. In the absence of clear social norms, however, we
find that endorsement of humanitarian-egalitarian values attenuate the negative
attitudes of authoritarians. In the next few sections, we discuss the rationale behind
our model, our methods, and our findings, and the implications of our research for
the enforcement of SB 1070 and similar laws.

The Role of Authoritarianism, Norms, and Values in Attitudes
Toward Immigrants

Early in the social-psychological study of prejudice, one significant explana-
tion for outgroup animus was authoritarianism, which reflects one’s orientation
toward conventional authorities and social conformity. Specifically, authoritari-
ans’ stronger tendency toward conformity and deference to authorities leads to a
greater tendency toward intolerance and aggression against outgroups (Adorno,
Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Altemeyer, 1996; Feldman, 2003;
Hetherington & Weiler, 2009; Jugert & Duckitt, 2009; Stenner, 2005). The first
wave of research on authoritarianism focused on the direct relation between the au-
thoritarian personality and attitudes toward outgroups (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik,
Levinson, & Sanford, 1950). Recent years have seen a shift from authoritarianism
as a personality trait (Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950) or a
learned set of associations (Altemeyer, 1981, 1988, 1996), to a conceptualization
of authoritarianism as a generalized motive for the maintenance of conformity,
order, and social uniformity (Feldman 2003; Hetherington & Weiler, 2009; Jugert
& Duckitt, 2009; Stenner, 2005). Rather than including a right-wing political ori-
entation as inherent within the authoritarianism construct, such political attitudes
are thought to be a conditional outcome of a prepolitical predisposition that is
characterized by a need for order and a tendency to rely on established author-
ities to provide that order (Federico, Fisher, & Deason, 2010; Feldman, 2003;
Hetherington & Weiler, 2009).

One constant in authoritarianism research over the past 5 decades is that au-
thoritarians are intolerant of groups that they perceive as deviating from a pertinent
social norm in some significant way or as different from themselves in cru-
cial respects (i.e., ethnic background, religious beliefs, social values; Adorno,
Frenkel-Brunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Altemeyer, 1981, 1988, 1996).
Immigrants are prime candidates for such perceptions, since they often come to
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the United States with distinct physical and cultural markers of difference (Zárate
& Shaw, 2010). Theorists have advanced different explanations for authoritar-
ians’ negative attitudes toward such groups, but one constant seems to be that
authoritarians’ habitual intolerance is connected to social norms and values that
are perceived to be legitimate and traditional (e.g., Adorno, Frenkel-Brunswik,
Levinson, & Sanford, 1950; Altemeyer, 1996).

Current conceptualizations of authoritarianism emphasize the possibility of
dynamic processes in which authoritarian predispositions interact with social in-
fluences, both enduring (e.g., traditional societal value systems, individual political
expertise) or transitory (e.g., perceived social norms, feelings of threat), to influ-
ence attitudes toward social groups (Duckitt & Fisher, 2003; Duriez, Van Hiel, &
Kossowska, 2005; Federico et al., 2010; Feldman & Stenner, 1997; Hetherington
& Weiler, 2009; Oyamot et al., 2006; Oyamot et al., 2011). Thus, while one might
expect authoritarian aggression to predict hostility toward outgroups in most situ-
ations, these negative attitudes could be attenuated under the right circumstances.
Our own theoretical model holds that high authoritarians’ attitudes toward immi-
grants (more so than low authoritarians’ attitudes) are contingent upon perceived
social consensus about immigrants in American society and personal endorsement
of traditional American humanitarian-egalitarian values.

In formulating our theory, we drew on group-norm theory and previous the-
ories of authoritarianism to hypothesize that authoritarians’ need for order and
their tendency to rely on established authorities would lead to particularly strong
adherence to social norms when these norms were clear (Oyamot et al., 2006).
Group norm theory (Sherif & Sherif, 1953) suggests that attitudes are formed by
adopting the attitudes of a valued ingroup. Thus, an individual’s prejudice toward
an outgroup may sometimes be a result of conforming to a consensus attitude
(Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien, 2002; Pettigrew, 1991). Though the norms of
the ingroup are descriptive, they may also imply a prescriptive component such
that authoritarians, who are highly prone to conformity, extrapolate to believe that
these outgroups should be treated positively or negatively. Prior research indi-
cates that authoritarians are particularly prone to adjusting their attitudes in the
direction of an ingroup norm. Altemeyer (1988, 1996) exposed participants to
descriptive norms in the form of peer responses to questionnaire items and found
that authoritarian participants adjusted their scale responses to be closer to the
average. Tests of our model support our prediction that authoritarians are espe-
cially likely to conform to descriptive norms (Oyamot et al., 2006). Right-Wing
Authoritarianism (RWA) was unrelated to individuals’ attitudes about groups for
whom norms were positive, and associated with negative attitudes toward groups
for whom norms were negative. That is, when it was socially acceptable to hold
a negative attitude, we found that authoritarians did so, but when a majority held
a positive attitude about an outgroup, authoritarians’ tendency toward outgroup
derogation was blunted.
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Our model extends group-norm theory by focusing on situations in which
there is no clear positive or negative norm to which authoritarians may conform.
This is an important question when considering immigration policy, because in
the United States as a whole, immigrants have been a group for which the pre-
vailing norms are mixed (Fisher, Deason, Borgida, & Oyamot, 2006; Esses et al.,
1998; 2001; Oyamot et al., 2006; Pratto & Lemieux, 2001). In such cases, the
lack of social consensus creates ambiguity, and attitudes must be determined in
another manner. We theorized that an authoritarian may instead turn to his or her
personal beliefs in traditional values. One traditional value system in American
culture is that of humanitarianism-egalitarianism (Katz & Hass, 1988), in which
“adherence to the democratic ideals of equality, social justice, and concern for
the others’ well-being” is emphasized (Katz & Hass, 1988, p. 894). In addi-
tion to its long tradition in American society, we were particularly interested in
humanitarianism-egalitarianism because of the counter-intuitive connection to au-
thoritarianism. Among those who endorsed egalitarianism as a personal value,
authoritarianism was unrelated to attitudes about immigrants, but for those who
did not endorse egalitarianism, authoritarianism was negatively related to attitudes
about immigrants (Oyamot et al., 2006).

Although one does not typically associate beliefs like “One should find ways
to help others less fortunate than oneself” with authoritarians, some Ameri-
can authoritarians do endorse the American tradition of egalitarianism. In our
previous research, the correlations between these two variables ranges from
weakly negative (r = –.19 & r = –.23, p < .05; Oyamot et al., 2006) to
nonsignificant (r = –.09, p = .09; Oyamot et al., 2011). Such small correla-
tions are consistent with others’ work; for instance, Altemeyer (1996, p. 44)
reports that RWA has only a “small” (r = –.29) correlation with humanism, and
Duriez and van Hiel (2002) find it correlates with universalism at r = –.20. Further,
a growing body of research supports a dual-process theory of motivated political
ideology in which authoritarianism and egalitarianism are orthogonal dimensions
(Altemeyer, 1996; Duckitt & Sibley, 2009; Duriez et al., 2005). Because of the
ambiguity surrounding norms toward immigrants (Fisher et al., 2006; Esses et
al., 1998; 2001; Oyamot et al., 2006; Pratto & Lemieux, 2001), we suggest that
authoritarians’ attitudes toward immigrants will hinge on their personal endorse-
ment of an egalitarian ethic. To illustrate this point, we describe several studies
that demonstrate the role of social norms and egalitarianism in moderating the
relationship between authoritarianism and attitudes about immigrants.

Empirical Tests of a Norms × Authoritarianism × Egalitarianism Model

In a sample of 239 undergraduate students (160 women, 169 White, mean
age = 20.8 years), Oyamot et al., (2006) first found evidence consistent with
a model in which authoritarian predispositions, clarity of social norms, and
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endorsement of egalitarian values guide individual attitudes toward recent im-
migrants to the United States, African Americans, and homosexuals. Authoritar-
ianism was measured using a 10-item version (Haddock, Zanna, & Esses, 1993)
of Altemeyer’s (1988) 30-item RWA scale, and endorsement of humanitarianism-
egalitarianism was measured using 10 items devised by Katz and Hass (1988). A
9-point Likert scale ranging from very unfavorable to very favorable was used to
measure participants’ global evaluations of the target groups. In a second study,
Oyamot et al. (2006) analyzed secondary data from a national stratified random
sample of 1,359 adult respondents (728 women, 1,124 White, mean age = 46.7
years) from the 1992 American National Election Study prepost election survey
using a 5-item measure of moral traditionalism as a proxy for authoritarianism,
a 6-item egalitarianism scale, and a feeling thermometer measure of attitudes
toward legal immigrants, African Americans, and homosexuals. In both studies,
each attitude measure was regressed on authoritarianism, egalitarianism, and their
interaction, along with relevant control variables. The two-way interaction be-
tween authoritarianism and egalitarianism predicted attitudes toward immigrants,
providing support for our model’s central tenet: Endorsement of egalitarian val-
ues can mitigate authoritarians’ tendency toward derogation of outgroups when
descriptive norms about a group are unclear. This pattern did not hold for attitudes
toward African Americans and homosexuals, groups for which a clear descriptive
norm is available.

In the initial test of the model, Oyamot et al. (2006) relied on archival opinion
polls to determine the clarity of social norms regarding the three target groups, and
assumed that participants were aware of these norms. To expand the model, Fisher
et al. (2006) asked 149 undergraduate participants to report their own perceptions
of the prevailing social norms about various social groups. Two items measured
perceptions of how most Americans treat members of the target group. Participants
indicated their agreement with each item on a 1 (strongly disagree) to 9 (strongly
agree) Likert-type scale. Participants also completed the RWA scale (Haddock
et al., 1993), the humanitarianism-egalitarianism scale (Katz & Hass, 1988), and
a 9-point feeling thermometer measure of attitudes toward immigrants, African
Americans, homosexuals, Muslims, and Arabs. In addition, the order of items
was manipulated: Half of the participants completed the egalitarianism items
immediately prior to the attitude about target group measures, and completed
the RWA items last. For the other half of the sample, the order of these scales
was reversed. As predicted, participants perceived the social norms regarding
immigrants to be ambiguous, and when egalitarianism was primed, it moderated
the relation between RWA and attitudes toward immigrants. These results more
directly demonstrate that authoritarians’ attitudes match their perceptions of what
others think about specific outgroups, and also provide evidence that egalitarian
values must be salient in order to influence attitudes.
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In the latest test of our theoretical model (Oyamot et al., 2011). we exper-
imentally manipulated perceptions of the social norms regarding immigrants to
determine whether we could shift attitudes in a manner consistent with our model’s
predictions. We surveyed 397 randomly selected California state residents (202
women, 274 White, mean age = 52.0 years) as part of an omnibus telephone survey
conducted by San José State University’s Survey Policy and Research Institute.
Participants responded to three items from the humanitarianism-egalitarianism
scale (Katz & Hass, 1988). Next, authoritarian predispositions were measured
by asking participants about their child-rearing values (1992 National Election
Studies; also see Stenner, 2005). Respondents were given a series of four paired
qualities (e.g., independence or respect for elders; obedience or self reliance)
and asked to indicate which, in their opinion, was more important for a child
to have. Responses to each item were coded as 1 (consistent with authoritarian
predispositions), 0 (inconsistent with authoritarian predispositions), or 0.5 (if the
participant volunteered that both qualities were important), and then summed to
create a scale.

After an interval of 17 questions unrelated to this investigation, the participants
were randomly assigned to conditions to receive the social norm manipulation.
Participants in the positive norm condition were told that, “According to recent
opinion polls, Americans are generally positive in their feelings about immigrants
and immigration. How would you describe your feelings about recent immigrants?
That is, people who are in the U.S. legally, and have come here to live.” Participants
in the mixed and negative norm conditions were told exactly the same thing,
except that the word “positive” was replaced by the word “mixed” or “negative,”
respectively. Participants rated their feelings about legal immigrants to the United
States using a 5-point scale, from very unfavorable to very favorable.

The measure of attitudes toward immigrants was regressed on the authori-
tarian predisposition, egalitarianism, dummy codes representing the social norm
condition, and the interactions among these variables. The three-way interac-
tion was statistically significant in the model, indicating that the relation be-
tween authoritarianism, egalitarianism, and attitudes toward immigrants varied
depending on the experimentally manipulated descriptive norm. Consistent with
our theoretical model, authoritarians’ tendency toward intolerance of outgroups
was attenuated when they thought that Americans in general had favorable opin-
ions about immigrants. In contrast, authoritarianism was negatively related to
attitudes toward immigrants when they thought that Americans in general held
unfavorable opinions about immigrants. Important to the model, when societal
norms were depicted as mixed, authoritarians’ attitudes depended upon endorse-
ment of humanitarian-egalitarian values: egalitarian authoritarians held positive
attitudes and nonegalitarian authoritarians held the most negative attitudes toward,
immigrants.
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Implications of the Model for Enforcement of SB 1070

With converging evidence from several populations, using a range of research
methodologies, we have demonstrated that this model is robust and has predictive
power. Moreover, we believe that the model is quite relevant for thinking about
immigration policy in Arizona and elsewhere. SB 1070 compels local police
officers to determine who might be an immigrant and to verify this status, yet
grants officers considerable discretion in the criteria that they use to make this
judgment. Given the central role that police officers will play if this aspect of
SB 1070 remains in place, understanding police attitudes about immigrants will
shed light on how they are likely to behave when interacting with people whom
they suspect to be immigrants. Research suggests that police officers’ attitudes can
affect their judgments and behaviors when engaging with Black or Latino suspects
(Correll et al., 2002; Eberhardt, Goff, Purdie, & Davies, 2004; Sadler, Correll,
Park, & Judd, 2010), so it is reasonable to assume that police attitudes about
immigrants may influence their interactions with this population. Will officers
be neutral and objective as the law presumes, or will they enter the situation
with preexisting attitudes that may subtly or overtly bias their behaviors? We
highlight three major ways that our theoretical model is relevant in answering this
question.

First, the model makes predictions for attitudes about immigrants based on
one’s level of authoritarianism. Because obedience (to laws) is at the core of law
enforcement, one might anticipate that law enforcement officers will be especially
concerned with obedience (a core element of authoritarianism). Indeed, several
decades of research in the United States and other nations show that police officers
tend to have higher levels of authoritarianism than the general public (Altemeyer,
1996; Colman & Gorman, 1982; Gatto et al., 2010; Smith, Locke, & Walker, 1968;
Worden, 1995). This discrepancy is likely due to a self-selection process, in that
individuals who are high in authoritarianism may choose careers that match their
psychological tendencies. Indeed, a similar process may drive officers to be higher
than average in social dominance, a construct that encompasses antiegalitarianism
(Sidanius & Pratto, 2001). The implication is that police officers, in general, may be
predisposed to be intolerant of outgroups such as immigrants. However, our model
indicates that authoritarianism levels alone are not sufficient for understanding
police officers’ attitudes toward immigrants.

Second, our research suggests that we must also examine the social norms
about a target group when determining if and how authoritarians’ attitudes toward
that group will be expressed. If prevailing social norms are clearly negative toward
immigrants, then we would expect that police officers who are predisposed to au-
thoritarianism will have an inclination toward intolerance of immigrants. If the
prevailing social norms are mixed toward immigrants, then we must consider an-
other variable—endorsement of egalitarian values—to arrive at a clear prediction.
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Recent public opinion polling data can help to ascertain whether the prevailing
norms are negative, positive, or ambiguous.

Because SB 1070 applies only to Arizona, one could argue that the opinions
of state residents comprise the most relevant social norm, and in this case, the
data suggest a social climate in which immigration is seen in a negative light.
Polls of Arizona residents reveal negative opinions of immigration: In April 2010,
70% of state residents were in favor of SB 1070 even though 53% believed that
such strict enforcement was likely to violate some citizens’ rights in the process
(Rasmussen Reports, 2010). As the debate unfolded over the year, support for the
law decreased, but remained the majority opinion. A poll conducted in July 2010
finds 55% of Arizona residents in support of the bill, even as 48% of residents
believe that Latino residents will face increased discrimination as a result, and that
the debate over SB 1070 has stirred up a deeper sense of racism among Arizonans.
Moreover, these levels of support exist even as only 27% of Arizona residents
believe that SB 1070 would resolve the illegal immigration problem (Hansen &
Holstege, 2010).

Given this information about authoritarianism and social norms, what would
our theoretical model predict about police officers’ attitudes about immigrants?
Recall that the model predicts different effects of authoritarianism on attitudes
about outgroups depending on one’s perceptions of prevailing social norms. When
one perceives the prevailing social norms about a group to be negative, author-
itarianism will have a negative effect on attitudes about that group. It appears
that this is the condition in Arizona. As such, the combination of negative norms
prevailing in the social milieu and higher than average levels of authoritarianism
in police officers means that such officers are likely to hold negative attitudes
about immigrants and, in turn, these attitudes may influence their perceptions and
how they behave while on duty. Unfortunately, such biases do not bode well for
the goals of neutral and fair policing. When people are biased against a group,
their behavior is more likely to be influenced by stereotypes about the group. For
example, racial bias is associated with negative stereotypes about African Ameri-
cans and with police officers’ responses in the “shooter bias” paradigm, a research
task that requires rapid judgments about whether or not a suspect is armed and
often reveals a tendency to automatically treat African Americans as if they pose
a threat (Correll et al., 2002; Sadler et al., 2010). Although supporters of SB 1070
claim that police can be fair and objective when enforcing immigration laws and
determining who looks suspicious, the negative social context and officers’ levels
of authoritarianism make this a much more difficult task. It may be more prudent
to expect that police officers will, on average, be biased against immigrants, and
to consider ways to attenuate or eliminate the bias.

One could also argue that police officers may sense a more ambiguous social
climate regarding immigrants, and if so, our model suggests a different pathway to
officers’ formation of outgroup attitudes, but not necessarily a different outcome.
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Anecdotally, vivid news stories both in support of and in opposition to SB 1070
(e.g., calls for boycotting Arizona businesses) soon followed the passage of SB
1070. More formally, in contrast to Arizona, at the national level pollsters found
more mixed opinions about immigration. Polls in the first half of 2010 show
50–60% of Americans are in favor of increasing enforcement of immigration laws
via bills such as SB 1070 (CNN Opinion Research Corporation, 2010; Cohen
& Bahrampour, 2010; Jones, 2010; Pew Research Center, 2010). When asked
specifically about that bill in mid-July, 23% of Americans said they believe it
goes too far and 17% said it does not go far enough in cracking down on illegal
immigration (Condon, 2010). Asking about immigration more generally, Gallup
reports in late July 2010 that 45% of Americans think immigration rates should
decrease, 17% think they should increase, and 34% prefer to keep immigration
at its current rates. Compared to the more negative responses to this poll item
through 2008 and 2009, it seems that the poll “marks an easing of views from
last year. . . and a return to the more divided views of 2007” (Morales, 2010,
p. 2). Finally, Arizona police officers themselves are not monolithically in support
of SB 1070, with some of the first challenges to the law coming from concerned
Arizona police officers (Escobar v. Brewer, 2010; Salgado v. Brewer, 2010).

If social norms regarding immigration and SB 1070 issues are unclear, then
our research suggests that another variable must be taken into consideration,
namely, personal endorsement of egalitarian values is likely to moderate the rela-
tion between officers’ authoritarianism and attitudes (Oyamot, Borgida, & Fisher,
2006; Oyamot, Fisher, Deason, & Borgida, 2010). Because people high in author-
itarianism no longer have a clear norm to inform their attitudes, they turn to more
abstract factors such as values. An authoritarian who believes the social norms are
ambiguous could have negative or neutral attitudes about immigrants, depending
on his or her endorsement of egalitarian values. Indeed, as noted above, some
of the first challenges to SB 1070 came from officers concerned about fair treat-
ment for their communities (Escobar v. Brewer, 2010; Salgado v. Brewer, 2010).
Unfortunately, research suggests that egalitarian values may not be widespread
among police officers; as noted above, police officers tend to be higher in social
dominance orientation than the general public (Sidanius & Pratto, 2001). Our
model predicts that in a context with ambiguous social norms, high authoritarians
who do not endorse egalitarian values are likely to hold negative attitudes about
the outgroup. Thus, whether prevailing social norms are construed as negative or
ambiguous, a police officer may be more predisposed than average to hold biased
views of immigrants.

Interventions That Could Moderate Officers’ Attitudes

Despite the sobering predictions that our theoretical model makes about po-
lice officers’ current attitudes toward immigrants, the model can also instruct
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us on ways to mitigate these tendencies and promote less-prejudiced attitudes
among this population. Within our theory, attitudes about immigrants vary based
on three factors: authoritarianism, egalitarian values, and perceived social norms.
Insofar as authoritarianism is a stable predisposition (Altemeyer, 1996), attempts
to lower officers’ authoritarianism levels are likely to fail. However, our research
suggests that perceptions of social norms about immigrants are malleable; when
told that the consensus viewpoint is positive, negative, or mixed, people find all
three options equally believable (Oyamot et al., 2011). Therefore, an important
first step in reducing bias in authoritarian populations is changing perceptions
of the social norm from negative to ambiguous, and eventually to positive. One
way to do this might be to shift the social context for the norm away from the
state of Arizona and toward the country overall, where attitudes are more divided.
For instance, rather than focusing on the fact that SB 1070 is an Arizona law,
officers could be reminded that they are charged with enforcing federal immi-
gration law (i.e., on behalf of the entire United States) when they interact with
immigrants. Given that the federal government represents an even higher author-
ity than the state, an authoritarian officer might find it an even more compelling
source of normative information. It will also be important for police training
sessions to discuss a full range of viewpoints about immigration to reinforce
the idea that plenty of Americans and Arizonans feel positively about immi-
grants, and for the media to highlight the viewpoints of citizens who welcome
immigrants.

Changing perceptions of the relevant social norms is a first step, but our model
implies that an additional path to attitude change will be necessary. An authoritar-
ian may have a neutral (rather than negative) attitude about an outgroup when the
social norms about that group are positive, but the current state of public opinion
suggests that we are far from a state of positive norms regarding immigrants.
Realistically, the norms might at best shift from negative to ambiguous. Thus, we
must look to the third variable in our model: Egalitarianism. Although individuals
differ in their endorsement of this value, it is possible to prime egalitarianism
and temporarily elicit more positive attitudes about an outgroup (Katz & Hass,
1988; Wyer, 2010). Priming egalitarianism can also reduce discriminatory deci-
sions about an outgroup (Pereira, Vala, & Leyens, 2009). If police officers were
repeatedly reminded of egalitarian values and their obligation to enforce federal
laws, then they might be more inclined to respond to immigrants in a less-biased
way despite their lower levels of chronic egalitarianism. Our own research (Fisher
et al., 2006) primed egalitarianism by asking participants to respond to questions
about the value just before sharing their attitudes about immigrants. A variation
on this or other laboratory tasks that primed egalitarianism, such as writing a
reflective essay on egalitarian values (Wyer, 2010) or reading passages that evoke
egalitarianism (Pereira et al., 2009) might be adapted for inclusion in police train-
ing exercises. It will be important for police training to emphasize equal rights
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for all suspects, and police departments should promote egalitarian norms in their
day-to-day interactions with the public.

More research will be needed to determine the most effective ways to translate
these theoretical predictions into workable interventions that reduce bias against
immigrants among law enforcement officials. It will doubtless be difficult to de-
sign and implement such interventions, but effective theory-based solutions may
be possible. After all, social psychology has a record of small, simple interventions
that lead to significant and substantive real-world effects (e.g., Walton & Cohen,
2007). Although our suggested remedies may seem unduly optimistic, our research
suggests that reframing social norms and making egalitarianism salient could be
effective ways to reduce bias in law enforcement. Empirical data support these
theory-based predictions, and suggest that under the right conditions, law enforce-
ment officers should be more likely to fairly enforce the provisions of SB 1070.

On the other hand, we recognize the difficulties of the interventions we
propose. The negative norms against immigrants in places such as Arizona may be
too difficult to ignore, and might overwhelm attempts to refocus on a more neutral
context. Priming egalitarianism may not have long-term effects in a population that
does not chronically endorse this value. Empirical research with police populations
might demonstrate that these factors are too entrenched to shift and allow for
attitude change. If this is the case, we must then move to change the law rather
than change the attitudes of the officers who enforce it.

Conclusions

The fate of SB 1070 is not yet certain, as legal challenges have arisen. Nev-
ertheless, other states are moving to enact similar laws (Munsey, 2010), and
supporters of the bill are fighting hard to ensure that it is enforced in Arizona.
SB 1070 places police officers in a difficult position. We expect that the vast
majority of police officers work hard to execute their responsibilities in a con-
scientious and fair manner. However, research has shown that subtle (or not so
subtle) situational and personal factors can influence enforcement decisions. As
police officers become more and more involved in the enforcement of federal
immigration laws, their attitudes about immigrants will be important determinants
of the way that these laws are enforced—fairly and neutrally, or in a biased and
discriminatory manner. After several years of studying attitudes about immigrants,
we have developed a theoretical model that predicts these attitudes are a function
of authoritarianism, egalitarianism, and social norms. Unfortunately, this model
predicts that in the current social climate, police officers are likely to hold negative
attitudes about immigrants. In order to moderate these attitudes, effort must go
into developing and testing interventions that remind officers that many Americans
feel positively about immigrants, and to reinforce the traditional American value
of treating people equally. With enough organizationally sanctioned repetition and
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appropriate incentives, officers’ attitudes may shift from negative to neutral, which
may help them engage in less-biased law enforcement whether or not SB 1070
is successfully challenged in the courts. Should such interventions fail, however,
overturning immigration laws that cannot be enforced in a fair and unbiased man-
ner will no doubt become the focus of attention.
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