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Identity and Immigration Debate

Criteria for suspicion 
judgments? 

• features associated with 
poverty and 
disempowerment and 
race/ethnicity… 
assimilation to dominant 
identity? 

(Moran & Mauldin, 2010; Nier, Gaertner, Nier, & Dovidio, 
2011)



Identity Defense

• Support for tough laws may have a basis in desire 

for exclusion of ethnic/racial others whom 

Americans perceive as a threat to racialized

constructions of national identity 
(e.g., Devos & Banaji, 2005)



Identity Defense
• White, U.S. citizens who endorse an assimilationist 

construction of American identity demonstrated an 
ethnocentric bias in law enforcement 

– They supported the punishment of undocumented 
immigrants but not U.S. employers who exploit them 
(Mukherjee, Molina,& Adams, 2012)

– They supported the punishment of Mexican immigrants 
compared to Canadian immigrants

• EVEN when the Mexican immigrant had a documented 
immigration status (Mukherjee, Molina, & Adams, 2013) 



Present work

• Examine whether support for tough immigration 
legislation reflects identity-neutral enforcement 
of law or identity-relevant defense of privilege. 

• Examine the extent to which identity fit of 
target —i.e., individuals assimilating to 
mainstream American values—influences 
judgment of suspicion.
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Present work

• Examine whether support for tough immigration 
legislation reflects identity-neutral enforcement of law 
or identity-relevant defense of privilege. 

• Examine the extent to which identity fit of target —
i.e., individuals assimilating to mainstream American 
values—influences judgment of suspicion and 
evaluation of treatment

Mukherjee, Adams, & Molina, in prep



Method: Participants
Study 1

155 adults (83 females, M = 35.3 yrs., SD = 12.7)

Study 2

145 adults (74 females, M = 34.1 yrs., SD =10.1)

Studies 1 & 2

• Amazon Mechanical Turk Workers

• U.S. citizens

• Identify as White/Caucasian American
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Method: Procedure 

• Participants read a transcript of a traffic stop where an officer 

stopped the driver and passengers in a car for driving 6 miles 

over the speed limit, and subsequently detained them. 

• Manipulated two factors (National Origin and Identity Fit) to 

determine whether cues about occupant(s) identity influenced 

participants’ perceptions of the incident. 
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Methods: Manipulation

• Origin: Mexican vs. Canadian (Study 1)/ Mexican vs. 

Irish (Study 2)  (e.g., flag bumper sticker) 

• Fit: High vs. Low (e.g., music, sport, accent) 
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Hypotheses

• Anglocentric conformity: Does assimilation matter?

• Ethnocentric exclusion: Does origin matter? 

• Interaction effects: 

– Benefits of assimilation afforded equally to Mexican vs. 

Canadian/Irish targets? 
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Manipulation: Time point 1
On a recent evening, Officer XXXXX was sitting in his patrol car 
in a neighborhood where new arrivals in town tend to cluster due 
to relatively inexpensive housing options. 

He observed a dusty, red sedan in poor condition pass by at a 
speed of 41 mph in a 35 mph zone. The car had a large bumper 
sticker displaying a Mexican/Irish/Canadian flag and carried a 
driver and three passengers  who were singing along in 
Spanish/English/French to Mexican Ranchera/Irish folk 
/French rock music that was blaring from the radio. 
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Manipulation: Time point 2
Officer [on his dispatcher]: I am approaching a dusty, red Ford Escort. It looks like it could be a 2000 model year with 
license plate XXXXX, but I’m not sure because the vehicle is in poor condition.  The vehicle has three passengers in addition 
to the driver. Can you run it through our database [to determine whether someone has reported it as a stolen car].  

Dispatcher: The vehicle checks out OK.

[Officer approaches car].

Officer: How are you doing today? Can you please turn down the music? [loud American Rock/ Mexican Ranchera/Irish 
folk music blaring from the radio]

[The driver turns down the music]

Officer:   Do you know why I stopped you? 

Driver:  No. I don’t know. [with a heavy Spanish/Irish/French accent].

Officer: This is a 35 mph zone and you were going 41mph. That’s 6 miles over the speed limit. You also failed to come to a 
complete stop at that intersection. Can I see your driver’s license? 

Driver: Here’s the license 

Officer: Are you Mr. Lopez/O’Lear/Ramsey?

Driver: Yes. 

Officer: What is your date of birth?

Driver: August twenty-first, nineteen eighty-nine.

[Officer checks Driver’s response against the date on the driver’s license.] 
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Manipulation: Time point 3
Officer: Mr. Lopez/O’Lear/Ramsey Can I see your vehicle registration? 

Driver: It’s in the glove compartment. Can I get it? 

[After a minute search of the glove compartment, the driver speaks again to the officer.] 

Driver: Here’s the registration. 

Officer: Mr. Lopez/O’Lear/Ramsey, your registration expired two weeks ago. Do you 
know that I can cite you for driving with an expired registration?

Driver: I didn’t know that my registration expired. I just moved from my old address 
and didn’t get any renewal notice. I will go renew the registration first thing tomorrow. 
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Manipulation: Time point 4

Officer: I need to see identification documents of all the people 

in the vehicle. Do you have documentation of residence status?

Driver: We’re coming from a soccer/baseball game. We all left 

our identification at home so it wouldn’t get lost during the game.
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Manipulation: Time point 5
The officer takes Lopez’s/O’Lear’/Ramsey’s license and registration back to his patrol 
car, asks the dispatcher to consult a computerized database, and calls for “back-up”. In 
about ten minutes, additional officers arrive on the scene and he again approaches the 
car.

Officer: I need all of you to step out of the vehicle right now. Please step out of the 
vehicle with your hands visible and sit here on the sidewalk. 

[The occupants step outside and are seated on the sidewalk. The officer continues.]  

Officer (as he and other officers begin to handcuff occupants): I am placing you under 
arrest for suspicious behavior and failure to provide identification to verify residence 
status in accordance with the law. Because you failed to provide documentation, I have 
to take you to the police station to confirm that you are lawfully present in the country.
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Methods: Measured Variables

1. Judgments of Suspicion: Participants rated the extent to 

which there was ‘reasonable suspicion’ that at least some of 

the occupants were unlawful residents of the U.S. 

– Scale: 1 (no suspicion) to 7 (high suspicion) 

– 5 items

– Reliability: Study 1, α = .90 ; Study 2, α = .88
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Methods: Measured Variables
2. Appropriateness of law enforcement action: Participants 

rated the extent to which they considered the actions as 
appropriate 

– Scale: 1 (not at all appropriate) to 7 (very appropriate) 

– 8 items
• Traffic violations: 4 items (e.g., speeding ticket; ɑ1 = .71; ɑ2 = .74) 

• Immigration violations: 4 items (e.g., handcuffed for suspected violations of 
immigration law; ɑ1 = .89; ɑ2 = .85)
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Methods: Measured Variables

3. Being ‘truly’ American (S2 only): Participants rated the 

extent to which each occupant in the car was considered 

“truly” American. 

– Scale: 1 (not at all American) to 7 (truly American) 

– 4 items

– Reliability: Study 2, α = .79
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Results: Suspicion
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Results: Appropriateness of law enforcement action

Traffic violations (n = 4; e.g., speeding ticket; ɑ1 = .71; ɑ2 = .74) 

Immigration violations (n = 4; e.g., handcuffed for suspected violations of immigration 
law; ɑ1 = .89; ɑ2 = .85)
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Study 2: Appropriateness of law enforcement action
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Results: Being ‘truly’ American
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Conclusion

Suspicion

• Participants consider Mexican targets as more suspicious, 

compared to Canadian and Irish targets: 

– Especially when Mexican targets do not assimilate 

– Effects of origin are non-significant when Mexican targets assimilate
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Conclusion

Traffic Violations

• Assimilation benefits Canadians; assimilation does not matter 

for Irish and Mexicans but in different ways:

– Treatment of Mexicans is perceived as appropriate regardless (S1)

– Treatment of Irish is perceived as inappropriate regardless 
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Conclusion

Immigration Violations

• Assimilation generally beneficial for all targets

– Especially for Mexicans: High fit > Low Mexicans
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Conclusion
• Mexican targets may feel a greater pressure to assimilate since assimilation 

has significant effects for them  immigration concerns

– Irish/Canadian targets may not feel the pressure to assimilate as much, as there 

are not too many ‘costs’ to not assimilating
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“We have a country, where, to 

assimilate, you have to speak 

English. And I think that where [Jeb 

Bush] was, and the way it came out 

didn’t sound right to me. We have to 

have assimilation — to have a 

country, we have to have 

assimilation….This is a country 

where we speak English, not 

Spanish.”

-Donald Trump, September 2016



Assimilation does not always afford benefits

• Small traffic violations: Harsh treatment deemed as appropriate for 

Mexicans regardless of assimilation 

• Perceptions of ‘American-ness’: Mexican targets not afforded the 

benefits of assimilation 
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Questions or Feedback? 

Email: smukherj@gettysburg.edu

Thank you!


