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Abstract

How do crises shape native attitudes towards migrants? A common threat could pro-

duce an empathy channel among natives, but the perception of competition for scarce

economic resources could just as easily spark prejudice through a resentment channel.

3,400 Colombian citizens were surveyed and randomly primed to consider the eco-

nomic consequences of COVID-19 before eliciting their attitudes towards Venezuelan

migrants. The findings suggest that native attitudes towards migrants are substantially

more suggestive of the resentment channel in the treatment group. However, respondents

in the so-called impressionable years—ages 18 to 25—showed more altruism towards

migrants after priming. Interestingly, both effects disappear in response to positive news.
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I INTRODUCTION

Migration is a divisive issue. Anti-immigrant sentiments are widespread and recent opinion surveys suggest that

natives worldwide have become less accepting of migrants.1 Prejudice against migrants can preclude integration

and lead to their social exclusion, inducing large economic and social costs in hosting societies. It is necessary to

understand how natives alter their attitudes towards migrants in response to different stimuli in order to design policies

and programs more effectively.

We examine how crises affect native altruism and attitudes towards migrants. When facing a common threat,

natives may feel solidarity or even kinship with migrants in the same situation, or with society as a whole. We call

these positive responses the empathy channel. Alternatively, a crisis could increase competition for scarce resources

and trigger native resentment towards migrants, a response we call the resentment channel.

We also study whether individuals between 18 and 25 years old respond differently to migrants during crises.

According to a vast literature in social psychology and economics, core attitudes, beliefs, and values are formed

mostly during early adulthood and change only slowly after this critical period. The theory of the impressionable

years hypothesis posits that people 18 to 25 years old have superior mental plasticity. For instance, several studies

have shown that the historical and economic contexts of this time shape basic attitudes, values, and world views (e.g.,

Greenstein, 1965; Easton et al., 1969; Cutler, 1974; Sears, 1983; Giuliano and Spilimbergo, 2014; Torney-Purta,

2017;). Glenn (1980) and Spear (2000) have proposed scientific explanations for this phenomenon. Glenn (1980)

suggests that people are flexible in reacting to social circumstances when they are young but become gradually less

so as they age. This decrease in flexibility is due to a drop in energy, loss of brain tissue, disengagement, and less

interest in events distant from one’s immediate life, as well as to the accumulation of friends with similar world views.

Spear (2000) states that a younger brain in a transitional period differs anatomically and neurochemically from an

adult brain. In a young brain, the grey matter in the cortex gradually increases until about the age of adolescence, then

sharply declines as the brain sheds neuronal connections superfluous to adult needs.

We examine the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in Colombia on native altruism and attitudes towards migrants.

It is challenging to identify the effect of COVID-19 on attitudes because a simple comparison of individual views

beforehand and afterward could confound the effects of the pandemic with unrelated but concurrent events. For

instance, in addition to the pandemic and its economic consequences in 2020, many nations implemented policies that

same year to restrict immigration, which could arguably also have affected attitudes towards migrants.

To isolate the effects of COVID-19, we conducted an online survey experiment with 3,400 Colombian nationals.

1See the evolution of the Migrant Acceptance Index from the Gallup report collected in 140 countries between 2016 and 2019 at: https:
//news.gallup.com/poll/320678/world-grows-less-accepting-migrants.aspx
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We randomly assigned half our sample (the treatment group) to receive priming about COVID-19 before they took a

survey that evaluated their attitudes towards Venezuelan migrants. Priming is a psychological technique that exposes

people to stimuli. The prime typically consists of meanings (e.g., words, images, and sounds) that activate associated

memories. This process may influence performance on a subsequent task. We recruited respondents through Facebook

advertisements and stratified our experiment by age and gender.

Colombia was an appropriate setting for our experiment since it is the primary destination for the exodus of

migrants from the humanitarian crisis in Venezuela. By 2020, more than five million people had fled Venezuela;

of those, approximately two million settled in Colombia.2 Thus we examine the impacts of a profound economic

crisis (the COVID-19 pandemic) in a country hosting a massive inflow of migrants that was equivalent to a shock of

approximately four percent of the total population in the last five years.3

We study the effects of the priming on five main outcomes: self-reported altruism, a measure of policy altruism

that corresponds to support for public policies to help migrants, opinions about the work efforts of migrants, opinions

about the effects of Venezuelan migration on Colombia’s economy, and views on whether Venezuelan migrants pay

more or fewer taxes than Colombians.

We find that our treatment made the COVID-19 crisis more salient for treated individuals than for the control

group. At the end of the survey, we asked respondents in each group two questions. The first was an open-ended

question in which they reported the worst crisis in Colombia during the last 50 years. Our idea was to elicit their views

without specifically referring to certain crises. The second question asked them to order from first to third the worst

crises in Colombia during the last 10 years, with the following options: illegal drug trafficking, internal armed conflict,

and COVID-19.4 Responses to both questions confirmed that our treatment increased the salience of the pandemic.

Individuals in the treatment group raised the COVID-19 crisis in the open-ended question more often than did the

control group. They also ranked COVID-19 as a worse crisis than illegal drug trafficking and internal armed conflict.

We document four main findings. First, our results strongly support the validity of the resentment channel whereby

treated natives resent migrants during economic crises. In particular, treated individuals consistently reported more

negative attitudes towards migrants than did the control group. Natives primed with the COVID treatment were less

likely to think an immigrant was poor due to circumstances beyond their control (0.07 standard deviations (sd) lower

than the control group). These same natives were more likely to hold negative opinions about both the economic

impacts of migrants (0.07 sd lower than the control group) and about their tax contributions (0.19 sd lower than the

control group). The effects are small for the first two outcomes but larger for the latter case. These responses may

2In practice, migration from Venezuela to Colombia is likely higher still as many migrants may never formally register due to fear of deportation.
3There is also evidence that attitudes towards migrants in Colombia have deteriorated: according to Gallup’s Migrant Acceptance Index, it ranks

third among countries where acceptance dropped the most between 2016 and 2019.
4Of course, there have been other crises in Colombia during this period; this list did not intend to be comprehensive but only to offer relevant

options besides COVID-19).
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stem from the growing significance of the refugees’ economic situation amid the pandemic in Colombia.

Second, we cannot distinguish statistically negative effects of the COVID priming treatment on the self-reported

measures of altruism and policy altruism of treated respondents compared to the control group. The point estimates

are negative but their standard errors are large.

Third, we observe that people in their impressionable years—that is, ages 18 to 25—report substantial improve-

ments in altruism after priming, relative to the control group. As a result, this age bracket could be an excellent target

for programs to improve prosocial behaviors and reduce prejudice. Interestingly, the effects are not significant for

older populations.5 In fact, Giuliano and Spilimbergo (2014) show that individuals who are exposed to economic

crises when young tend to be more prosocial later in life.

Finally, we repeated our survey experiment with 2,915 different Colombians after news of a successful trial of a

COVID-19 vaccine there. Our objective was to test whether our findings would hold after natives received good news

about the economic outlook. Notably, we did not observe significant effects of the priming on any of our five outcomes

after this event. This suggests that although crises increase antipathy towards migrants, it is reversible in response to

favorable developments. These findings suggest that the effects of crises on attitudes toward migrants are temporary

and tend to disappear as economic conditions improve. Another explanation for the results of our second experiment

could be that the temporary shock caused by COVID-19 induced only temporary effects on attitudes, and the shift in

our second experiment was unrelated to the vaccine news.

Relation to the literature: Our research relates closely to four branches of the literature. The first one studies how

attitudes and behaviors towards migrants can change in experimental settings. One subset of this work has focused

on the effects of information provision and has documented high levels of misinformation among respondents in

developed countries regarding the size and characteristics of the migrant population (Alesina et al., 2022; Grigorieff

et al., 2020). While providing information about the true size and characteristics of the migrant population can improve

attitudes, it does not improve behaviors or policy preferences regarding undocumented migration (Grigorieff et al.,

2020). Yet, giving subjects information about research that shows no adverse labor market impacts of migration can

shift both attitudes and behaviors towards low-skilled immigrants more positively (Haaland and Roth, 2020).6 A

second subset in this area promotes perspective taking through mental exercises, videos, and games. For example, US

inhabitants who were asked to imagine themselves as refugees were more likely to write a letter in support of refugees

to the president (Adida et al., 2018). Furthermore, an online game and video increased altruism and improved the

attitudes of Colombians towards Venezuelan migrants (Rodrı́guez Chatruc and Rozo, 2021).

5Examples of this type of program were implemented by Rodrı́guez Chatruc and Rozo (2021), where natives were randomly assigned either to
play an online game that immersed them in the life of a Venezuelan migrant or to watch a documentary about Venezuelans crossing the border on
foot.

6Information provision that is done in an anecdotal manner seems to be more effective in shifting attitudes than that conducted in a factual way
(Alesina et al., 2022).
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The second branch of work analyzes the determinants of individual attitudes and preferences regarding income re-

distribution and altruism. These studies have shown that context, culture, and history—both individual and collective—

shape attitudes about redistribution (Luttmer and Singhal, 2011), as do individual characteristics such as income, race,

sex, and education (Alesina and Giuliano, 2010; Facchini and Mayda, 2006). Most of the evidence regarding the

impacts of migration on prosocial behaviors has centered on preferences for redistribution and trust. These stud-

ies conclude that typical misconceptions about the characteristics of immigrants in receiving countries affect native

preferences regarding redistribution and prosocial behaviors (Alesina et al., 2019). Analyses of trust and reciprocity

between natives and immigrants have yielded mixed results. For example, in the Dutch context, Cettolin and Suetens

(2018) �nd that natives trust and reciprocate less to immigrants who come from non-Western countries. In contrast,

when immigrants have similar languages, cultures, and religions, natives might be more trusting and altruistic towards

immigrants than towards other natives (Hassan et al., 2019).

The third branch of research is grounded in psychology and examines the effects of priming. This method has

recently become popular in economic research. Some of its most common uses highlight individual characteristics

(Benjamin et al., 2010; Cohn et al., 2015; Benjamin et al., 2016) or recall past traumatic events to examine causal

effects on economic behavior (Lerner et al., 2003; Callen et al., 2014).

Finally, we also contribute to a recent and growing literature that uses survey experiments to study the impacts of

the COVID-19 pandemic on people's attitudes. Some studies have used modules to prime respondents and measure

outcomes of interest such as interpersonal trust, values, and policy preferences (Daniele et al., 2020) or solidarity and

fairness (Cappelen et al., 2020). Others have used information provision to examine changes in personal views about

the trade-offs between public health conditions and civil liberties (Alsan et al., 2020), as well as changes in economic

anxiety (Fetzer et al., 2020).

We contribute to the literature by examining the effects of an economic crisis on the self-reported prosocial be-

haviors and attitudes of natives towards migrants. We also examine whether natives exhibit heterogeneous responses

according to age and gender.

II CONTEXT: VENEZUELAN MIGRATION TO COLOMBIA

Venezuela, once known as the “economic gem” of Latin America, was an extremely prosperous country in the late

1980s and early 1990s. This began to change in 1998 following the successive elections of populist regimes that

expropriated private property and changed the country's constitution, creating a profound institutional and economic

crisis. In recent years, the economic crisis has worsened as oil prices fell, the United States imposed drastic sanctions,
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and the private sector virtually disappeared (Bahar et al., 2021). Since 2015, social protests and political violence have

become rampant, and Venezuelans have been forced to migrate on a scale never seen before in Latin America (Ibáñez

et al., 2021).

By 2020, the Venezuelan exodus had become one of the world's largest humanitarian crises with more than �ve

million people having �ed the country. Colombia is the primary host of these forced migrants. That same year,

the Colombian government reported that more than 1.72 million Venezuelans had registered with the United Nations

Refugee Agency to stay in the country. Nonetheless, the real number of Venezuelan migrants in Colombia is likely

larger due to irregular migration.

Colombia is also one of the most generous countries in terms of the support it has offered these migrants. In 2018,

the government regularized approximately half a million Venezuelans and in 2020, it granted all irregular migrants

access to complete health services. Moreover, in 2021, it also offered a temporal regularization (for up to 10 years) to

all irregular migrants living there.7

As in other countries that have experienced large migration in�ows in a short period of time, the Venezuelan

migration has sparked strong reactions from Colombian natives (Rozo and Vargas, 2021). Some Colombians have

welcomed the migrants, but others resent them and blame them for current socioeconomic problems.

III THE SURVEY EXPERIMENT

We conducted an online survey experiment in Bogotá with 3,400 Colombian Facebook users. Bogotá has a population

of 10.7 million, of which 7.8 million use Facebook. As noted above, we recruited respondents through Facebook

ads and strati�ed the experiment by age group and gender. Table A.1 of the Appendix compares sociodemographic

characteristics of the survey respondents with those of the Bogotá population (as collected by the population census

conducted by the Colombian Statistics Agency in 2018). As the table illustrates, our survey respondents were com-

parable to the rest of the population in terms of age distribution and income (measured as economic strata). Yet, our

respondents were more educated than the average inhabitant of Bogotá. This aligns with our expectations as Facebook

access requires respondents to read, write, and pro�ciently use digital apps and surveys.

Figure A.1 illustrates our recruiting ads. Without mentioning migrants or the COVID-19 pandemic, these ads

invited users to answer questions about the current situation in Bogotá. In total, 47,376 individuals in Bogotá clicked

on the ads and 34,034 went to the �rst page of the survey. Of these, 5,908 began the survey and 4,333 �nished

it. These numbers imply a success rate of 12.7 percent of the population exposed to the ads. The actual number

7See Ib́añez et al., 2022 for details on the impacts of the amnesty offered in 2018.
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of completed surveys was 3,413 because some respondents were not Colombians, did not consent to participate in

the experiment, were not living in Bogotá, or answered the survey more than once. Figure A.2 illustrates the actual

location of respondents.

All respondents answered 31 questions divided into �ve modules: (i) basic sociodemographic characteristics, (ii)

COVID-19, (iii) crises, (iv) attitudes towards migrants, and (v) social desirability.8 Table A.2 presents the order in

which the treatment and control groups answered each module. We chose the order carefully to avoid priming the

control group before asking them about prosocial behaviors and attitudes towards migrants. The treatment group

answered the modules in the order listed above, whereas the control group answered them in the following order:

(i) basic sociodemographic characteristics, (ii) attitudes towards migrants, (iii) crises, (iv) COVID-19, and (v) social

desirability. Respondents were not able to identify the different modules as we applied a continuous questionnaire.

Speci�cally, each module collected the following information, respectively:

1. Basic sociodemographic characteristics:included gender, age, education, economic strata (measured in Colom-

bia according to the area of residence), religion, and political orientation (measured in scale of one to 10 from

left to right).

2. COVID-19: this module asked individuals to think about their situation in March 2020 (before the pandemic)

and compare it with their current situation to assess whether someone in their family had lost their job or expe-

rienced a reduction in working hours. They were also asked how many people they knew who had contracted

COVID-19, and to report their perceptions on poverty trends in Colombia as a consequence of the pandemic.

3. Crises:this module's objective was to verify whether the COVID-19 module made the crisis more salient to the

treatment group. For this purpose, we asked individuals two questions. The �rst was an open-ended question

about the worst crisis faced by Colombia in the last 50 years. Using the answers to this question, we created

an indicator variable equal to one for any answer that included the words “pandemic,” “COVID-19,” or “Coro-

navirus.” The second question asked individuals to rank the following three crises in Colombia from worst to

least bad: illegal drug traf�cking, internal armed con�ict, and COVID-19. We then created a variable that gave

a score of three to anyone who ranked COVID-19 as the worst crisis, two if COVID-19 was the second-worst

crisis, and one if it was the third-worst crisis.

8We used a reduced scale since Facebook surveys must be short to increase response rates. Since the original index counts each question as
one or zero depending on the answer, summing the number of questions still yields changes in the same direction. Dahr et al., 2022 also applied a
reduced-form version of the scale.
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4. Prosocial behaviors and attitudes towards migrants:this module collected information on our �ve main out-

comes of analysis and additional secondary outcomes for exploratory analysis. Our �ve main outcomes include

two measures of altruism: one was a self-reported measure and the other measured policy altruism related to

voter support for public aid to migrants. The other three outcomes measured native attitudes towards migrants

(described in detail in the next section). We also collected information on respondents' perceptions of Venezue-

lan migrants (the share of Venezuelans in the Colombian population and their levels of education) and elicited

native perceptions about migrants' impacts on Colombian labor markets, culture, and crime.

5. Social desirability:this module included four questions to construct a social desirability scale for each individ-

ual. We measure social desirability bias by using four questions from Crowne and Marlowe's social desirability

scale (see Crowne and Marlowe, 1964 for details). The questions assess whether or not respondents are con-

cerned with social approval. A high number of socially desirable responses suggests the respondent is concerned

with social approval. Particularly, we used four of the 33 questions of the scale to construct an index from one

(no social desirability) to four (maximum social desirability) and standardize it for ease of interpretation. We

used only four questions in order to minimize the duration of the survey and increase response rates. Each an-

swer was assigned a score of one or zero depending on whether the scale identi�ed the respondent as someone

who wanted social approval. The four questions—with possible answers of true or false—were:

• It is sometimes hard for me to go on with my work if I am not encouraged. (False was associated with

social desirability).

• There have been times when I was quite jealous of the good fortune of others. (False was associated with

social desirability).

• I am always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable. (True was associated with social desirability).

• I'm always willing to admit it when I make a mistake. (True was associated with social desirability).

Descriptive statistics for all survey variables are in Table I. Figure I offers a timeline illustration of the different

pandemic shocks and survey rounds.
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IV EMPIRICAL STRATEGY

We estimate the average treatment effect as speci�ed in the pre-analysis plan of Rodr�́guez Chatruc and Rozo (2019),

using the following model:

Yi = � + �T i + � i (1)

where the dependent variableYi represents the outcome for individuali as measured in the survey and standardized

using the mean and standard deviation of the control group for ease of interpretation, andT 2 f 0; 1g is the assigned

treatment status to COVID priming. Finally,� i represents the error term.

We examine the effects of COVID priming on �ve main outcomes, including: (i)Altruism, measured as the self-

reported willingness to donate to good causes (ranges from one to 10, where 10 corresponds to “very willing to

donate”);9 (ii) Policy altruism, measured as agreement with “the Colombian government should support Venezuelan

migrants” (Likert scale from one to four, where four corresponds to “strongly agree”); (iii)Opinion on effort, an

indicator variable equal to one if the respondent answered that Venezuelan migrants were poor due to circumstances

beyond their control and zero if the respondent answered that Venezuelan migrants were poor due to lack of self-effort;

(iv) Opinion on economy, which asked whether migrants were good for the economy (Likert scale from one to four,

where four corresponds to “strongly agree”); (v)Opinion on taxes, which asked whether Venezuelan migrants paid

more or fewer taxes than Colombians (a scale from one to �ve, where �ve represents a lot more).10 The �rst two

variables attempt to capture natives' prosocial behaviors in general, and variables (iii) through (v) attempt to capture

natives' attitudes towards migrants.

We examine the effects for the entire sample and broken down by gender and age group (18–25, 35–44, 45–54,

and 55+), as mentioned in the pre-analysis plan. For that purpose, we interact an indicator variable for males and an

indicator variable for theimpressionable years(18 to 25) with the main explanatory variables in Equation 1.

9The self-reported question is an assessment of each participant's willingness to give to good causes in general. It was adapted from Falk et al.
(2018), who validated the question experimentally in Colombia, among many other countries. The authors selected this question as the one that
best approximated experimental variation in altruism. The question asks: “How willing are you to give to good causes without expecting anything
in return?” Respondents answer by choosing a value on a Likert scale from zero to 10, where zero means “completely unwilling to do so” and 10
means “very willing to do so.”

10It corresponds to the following statement: “Consider two individuals, Carlos and Diego, who currently live in Colombia with their families.
Carlos was born in Colombia and Diego was born in Venezuela and moved �ve years ago to Colombia. They are both 35 years of age, have
three children, and earn low incomes. In your opinion, does Diego the Venezuelan pay less, the same, or more taxes than Carlos the Colombian?”
Respondents could select a response from a �ve-item Likert scale where one represented “a lot more” and �ve represented “a lot less.” The question
was adapted from Alesina et al. (2022).
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V RESULTS

V.1 Experiment success

First, we demonstrate a successful randomization of the priming treatment by testing whether there were statistically

signi�cant differences between participants in the treatment and control groups on the sociodemographic variables we

collected. The results are in Table II and are reassuring because both groups were generally balanced in all observed

variables. Moreover, the variables are not jointly statistically different between groups, as con�rmed by the joint

orthogonality test.

We also tested the ef�cacy of our priming treatment by asking both groups to answer two questions. As explained

above, we constructed an indicator variable that took the value of one if words like “COVID-19,” “Coronavirus,” or

“pandemic” appeared in answers to the open-ended question: “What is the worst crisis that Colombia has faced in

the last 50 years?” When coding this variable, we included corrections for phonetic approximations of these words

to account for possible spelling mistakes. The second question asked individuals to rank three of Colombia's crises

in the last 10 years, from worst to least intense: illegal drug traf�cking, internal armed con�ict, and the COVID-19

pandemic. We then created a score that took one of three values: “3” for respondents who ranked COVID-19 as the

most serious crisis, “2” for those who ranked it second, and “1” for those who ranked it third.

Although both groups answered these questions, the treatment group answered themafter the COVID-19 module

whereas the control group answered thembeforethe COVID-19 module andafter the module on attitudes towards

migrants. Thus, the treatment group was primed to think about COVID-19 before answering the crisis questions while

the control group was not. Also, since respondents in the control group answered these questions after we assessed

their attitudes towards migrants, they were not primed to think about any crisis before we elicited their opinions.

The formal test of the ef�cacy of our treatment is in Table B.1 and is illustrated in Figure II. The table shows a

regression of the two variables that measure the salience of the pandemic on a treatment indicator for priming. Our

results strongly support the notion that our treatment succeeded in making the COVID-19 crisis salient for treatment

recipients. In particular, treatment recipients more often ranked the pandemic as the worst problem in the last 10 years,

compared to the control group (column (1)). They were also 7.3 percentage points more likely than the control group

to report that COVID-19 was the worst crisis Colombia had experienced in the last 50 years (column (2)).
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V.2 Main results

Figure II depicts the main results of our experiment, which are also presented in Table III. The �gure illustrates the

point estimates of Equation (1) and its 95 percent con�dence intervals. The coef�cients for all our primary outcomes

suggest the COVID-19 crisis worsened Colombian attitudes towards Venezuelan migrants. Speci�cally, we identify

negative effects of the treatment on opinions regarding migrant effort, opinions concerning the effect of migrants on

the Colombian economy, and opinions about migrant tax payments. The effects are small for the �rst two outcomes

but larger for the last one. Notably, the results in columns (3), (4), and (5) show that primed individuals experienced

reductions of 0.071 sd in their opinions regarding the effort of migrants, 0.067 sd in their opinions of the effects

that migrants had on the Colombian economy, and 0.19 sd in their opinions regarding whether Venezuelan migrants

paid more taxes than Colombians. The last outcome can be interpreted as the result that after priming, respondents

believed that Venezuelans paid less taxes than Colombians. These responses may stem from the increased salience

of the Venezuelan refugee situation amid the pandemic in Colombia. The estimates are robust to multiple hypotheses

testing, as shown in Table B.2.

We cannot, however, distinguish any statistically signi�cant effects of the priming treatment on altruism (in gen-

eral) or on our measure of policy altruism as illustrated in columns (1) and (2). Our results accord with previous

studies on how economic downturns affect the attitudes of white people towards African Americans in the United

States (Bianchi et al., 2018).

In interpreting the results, a valid concern is whether these changes in attitudes re�ect more discrimination towards

migrants during the COVID-19 pandemic or updated beliefs about how the pandemic affected the migrant commu-

nity. Venezuelan refugees typically work in sectors such as construction and services. Since these sectors suffered

heavily due to the Colombian lockdowns, an increase in the salience of the pandemic's economic consequences could

potentially make the negative employment shocks to Venezuelans more salient as well. A negative treatment effect on

beliefs concerning how much tax Venezuelans pay would thus be a rational response and less likely due to resentment.

These confounding effects are only problematic for the respondents' opinions on migrant impacts on the economy and

their tax contributions, but not—for example—for respondents' opinions on migrant effort. Our �ndings, however,

show negative changes in all three outcomes. This suggests that even if the results partly arise from updated beliefs

about the crisis's effect on Venezuelan migrants, there is also signi�cant change in the perceptions of how responsible

migrants are for their own poverty due to lack of effort.
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V.3 Heterogeneous effects

We examine heterogeneous effects of our treatment by gender and age as speci�ed in our pre-analysis plan. The results

are in panels B and C of Table III.

Gender

We cannot estimate any statistically signi�cant heterogeneous effects of the program by gender, as evidenced by the

�rst row of panel B. Yet, the marginal effects of our main outcomes for males are statistically signi�cant for the

variables of opinions regarding the economy and taxes. They suggest, in general, that males have worse attitudes

towards migrants, relative to females. In fact, the coef�cient of the marginal effects for males is negative for all our

main outcomes.

Impressionable Years

Two main results emerge in this regard. First, respondents in theirimpressionable years(ages 18 to 25) showed

remarkably higher altruism after priming relative to other adults (see the �rst row of panel C in Table III). The results

on attitudes towards migrants (as measured by opinions on migrant effort, the economy, and taxes) of individuals in

this age group are mixed, exhibiting both negative and positive coef�cients. Second, we observe that participants in

this age group, in both the treatment and control groups, had more positive views about migrants (as illustrated by the

estimated coef�cients for the indicator variable of population ages 18–25). Overall, these two �ndings translate into

positive marginal effects of theimpressionable yearson altruism.11

V.4 Assessing social desirability bias

Another relevant concern about the validity of our results is that individuals may have responded to our questions in a

more socially desirable way rather than one that accurately re�ected their true thoughts or feelings. These behaviors

could be problematic if the treatment and control groups showed different social desirability biases. We were especially

concerned that treated individuals might exhibit more social desirability bias and thus be afraid to honestly report their

views about migrants.

To assess this threat, we used the social desirability index (described in section III) to determine any heterogeneous

effects of the priming treatment according to each individual's index. These results are in Table B.3 and suggest

a disproportionate response among treatment recipients, who had a higher social desirability index for two of our

main outcomes (opinions on migrant effort and the economy). However, the same people also showed more negative

attitudes towards migrants—proving that a higher social desirability bias did not prevent honesty.

11We also examined the treatment effects in the �ve age groups we proposed in our pre-analysis plan but did not see any clear patterns in the
heterogeneous effects of the treatment by smaller age groups.
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V.5 Exploratory analysis

Impacts on beliefs about migrants

We also studied if changes in attitudes towards migrants after priming could be explained by or relate to beliefs about

the impacts migrants have on the economy: (i) migrants increase competition for national jobs, (ii) migrants increase

crime, or (iii) migrants bring new ideas. These results are in Table B.4. We cannot identify signi�cant changes in any

of these three outcomes. Yet, the signs of the coef�cients suggest that respondents in the treatment group have more

negative views than those in the control group.

Impacts on misinformation

Moreover, we explored whether the treatment could impact misconceptions about Venezuelan migration (see Alesina

et al., 2022; Grigorieff et al., 2020). To do this, we analyzed treatment effects on beliefs about the Venezuelan share

of the Colombian population and the migrants' average years of education. Results show the treatment did affect

these variables, increasing misconceptions among the general public regarding the size of the migration shock and

the average years of education (see Table B.5). In particular, after priming, respondents reported substantially larger

migration shocks relative to the control group. They also said migrants had lower levels of education.

VI DOES POSITIVE NEWS AFFECT ATTITUDES TOWARDS MIGRANTS?

We repeated our survey with 2,915 individuals after news of a successful trial of the �rst COVID-19 vaccine in

Colombia. Our objective was to test if our �ndings held after respondents received positive information related to

the crisis. The results are in Appendix C (Tables C.1 and C.2). We could no longer distinguish signi�cant effects

of the priming on any of our �ve outcomes. Our results suggests that altruism and attitudes towards migrants depend

dramatically on the general economic context. Although crises increase antipathy towards migrants, these effects seem

to be temporary and reversible in reaction to good news.

VII CONCLUSION

We explore how crises, such as the one caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, affect altruism and attitudes towards

migrants in contexts of large migration in�ows. For this purpose, we conducted a survey experiment that primed

Colombians to think about the COVID-19 pandemic before eliciting self-reported behaviors and attitudes towards

migrants. We �nd that priming negatively affects these attitudes; this result supports the validity of theresentment

channel. Respondents in theirimpressionable yearsreacted otherwise, showing more altruism after priming.

13



Our results highlight the importance of support for migrants during crises as these vulnerable populations could

experience more prejudice and receive less assistance from hosting communities. Our �ndings also suggest that the

impressionable yearsare a period in which treatments to improve prosocial behaviors could be most effective.

Our study highlights multiple avenues for future research. First, it is likely that users of Facebook—our survey

platform—have speci�c characteristics that may not compare directly to the rest of the population. Facebook users,

for example, have more exposure to media content in Facebook platforms. They also read and are pro�cient users of

technology, and as such, have higher education levels than non-users. Moreover, our respondents reported an unusually

high likelihood of job loss due to COVID-19. This may explain why they had time to take part in our experiment. If

these characteristics are comparable across treatment and control groups, it should not affect our results. However,

future research initiatives should examine whether our results can be generalized to other groups such as rural residents

with limited internet access. Second, Colombia is a country that is relatively new to international migration in�ows. As

such, future research could also study the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic in countries where international migration

is more common, such as those in the Global North. Third, our analysis only addresses the effects of worldwide crises

that affect sending and receiving countries equally. It is possible, therefore, that localized crises can trigger different

effects that are more directly associated with migrants, as shown by Rozo and Vargas (2021) concerning the voting

effects of Venezuelan migration in Colombia. The authors show that voters responded to higher immigration in�ows by

supporting more right-wing ideologies because they associated migrants with the leftist regime in Venezuela. Fourth,

future studies should assess the validity of our results in situations where respondents truly sacri�ce something when

they report being more altruistic.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY EXPERIMENT DETAILS

Table (A.1) Comparison between survey respondents and Bogotá inhabitants

Variable Sample DANE
Average Std. Deviation Average Std. Deviation

Male[=1] 0.53 0.50 0.47 0.50

Age (Age groups)
18 years - 24 years [=1] 0.18 0.007 0.13 0.000
25 years - 34 years [=1] 0.21 0.007 0.24 0.000
35 years - 44 years [=1] 0.21 0.007 0.20 0.000
45 years - 54 years [=1] 0.20 0.007 0.17 0.000
� 55 years [=1] 0.20 0.007 0.25 0.000

Education (Education Level)
Nothing [=1] 0.00 0.001 0.04 0.000
Primary [=1] 0.03 0.003 0.15 0.000
Secondary [=1] 0.28 0.008 0.38 0.000
Technical [=1] 0.33 0.008 0.13 0.000
University [=1] 0.24 0.007 0.22 0.000
Postgraduate [=1] 0.12 0.006 0.08 0.000

Economic Strata
Strata 1 [=1] 0.09 0.005 0.09 0.000
Strata 2 [=1] 0.35 0.008 0.41 0.000
Strata 3 [=1] 0.39 0.008 0.36 0.000
Strata 4 [=1] 0.12 0.006 0.09 0.000
Strata 5 [=1] 0.04 0.003 0.03 0.000
Strata 6 [=1] 0.01 0.002 0.02 0.000

Notes: We use the CNVP 2018 (National Population and Housing Census 2018) to construct the following variables: male, age and education
levels for Bogotá, Colombia. To construct the economic strata data, we use the EM 2017 (Multipurpose survey 2017). Both, CNVP 2018 and EM
2017 were designed and implemented by the National Administrative Department of Statistics (DANE) from Colombia.

Table (A.2) Order of survey modules in treatment and control groups

Treatment Control
1) Sociodemographics 1) Sociodemographics
2) COVID-19 2) Attitudes towards migrants
3) Crisis questions 3) Crisis questions
4) Attitudes towards migrants 4) COVID-19
5) Social Desirability 5) Social Desirability
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