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Abstract

How do emotions affect policy views? How do they influence the way people process factual
information? We address these questions using a survey experiment in Italy, which randomly exposes
12,000 participants to (i) sensational news about immigrant crimes, (ii) statistical information about
immigration, or (iii) the combination of both. First, we find that highly emotional news stories
significantly increase the demand for anti-immigration policies, while less emotional news has a
smaller or no impact. Consistent with a causal role of emotions, this differential effect persists when
we provide statistical information that holds posterior beliefs constant across the different news
treatments. Second, we find that providing information generally helps correct factual beliefs, even
though learning is slightly disrupted when participants are emotionally triggered. Third, we show that
emotions strongly influence whether belief updating leads to changes in policy views. When presented
alone, factual information reduces anti-immigration attitudes. When paired with emotional news, the
emotional reaction overrides the effect of information, leading participants to adopt anti-immigration
views as strongly as when exposed to emotional news alone. Once negative emotions are triggered,
having more accurate factual knowledge no longer matters for forming policy views. (JEL: C90, D72,
D83, D91, F22, J15)
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1. Introduction

How do people form their views on policy issues? The literature has documented
various factors, notably related to factual knowledge and understanding of the issue,
self-interest or sociotropic concerns, or partisanship (Stantcheva 2020, 2021, 2022).
While these factors describe cold, slow cognitive processes, less is known about the role
of hot visceral factors in shaping policy views. This question is important given how
often emotions are used in politics to persuade voters, in particular in populist rhetoric
(Gennaro and Ash 2022; Grosjean, Masera, and Yousaf 2023; Webster and Albertson
2022). Emotions are also prevalent in the news, particularly in the media coverage of
polarized issues, such as immigration. In addition to factual information, the media
often report sensational news stories, with, typically, emotional cues appealing to
fear, anxiety, and other negative feelings.! As a result, news consumers are generally
exposed to a mix of factual data and sensational stories, possibly influencing them both
at a cognitive and affective level.

This paper examines the effect of sensational news and of the emotions they trigger
on policy views. A simple conceptual framework, illustrated in Figure 1, can help
clarify the goals and contribution of the paper. As proposed by Alesina, Miano, and
Stantcheva (2020), the standard framework to think about how information affects
policy views is shown on the left panel: Policy views are formed as functions of factual
perceptions, that is, subjective beliefs about relevant statistical parameters such as, for
example, the population share of immigrants or the share of national income going to
the top 1% (Arrow B). These perceptions in turn depend on the information signals
that people receive (Arrow A). To this usual framework, we add the influence of
sensational news, which differs from the typical information signal in that it triggers an
emotional reaction, while the former does not (or to a lesser extent). The first question
we investigate is whether news-induced emotions affect policy views (Arrows C and
D). The second question is whether emotions influence the way people respond to
factual information. More specifically, we explore whether emotions influence (i) the
learning of new facts, that is, belief updating (Arrow A), and (ii) the way in which
belief updating translates into a change in policy views (Arrow B).

We address these questions by examining policy views on immigration. The
interaction between emotions and beliefs is particularly relevant in the context of
immigration given the high level of factual misperceptions (Alesina, Miano, and
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1. Figure A.1 in the Online Appendix A illustrates the headlines of some sensational stories about
immigrants in the US, UK, French, and Italian news media.
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FIGURE 1. Emotions, beliefs, and policy views.

Stantcheva 2023), possibly contributing to the widespread opposition to immigration
in the public opinion of receiving countries.

We conduct an online survey experiment in Italy with 12,000 adult participants.
To estimate the causal influence of emotions on policy views, the experiment
randomly exposes participants to sensational news stories about crimes perpetrated
by immigrants. We focus on immigrant crime as it is the typical issue that the media
cover with sensational stories appealing to readers’ emotions.? Italy is no exception—
to the contrary, Italian mass media display significant bias in the coverage of crime
news—especially of crimes committed by immigrants—and exert a strong influence
on political opinion.>

The key identification challenge of the experiment is that news stories about
immigrant crime may not only induce emotions but also impact factual beliefs about
immigrants. To disentangle the attitudinal effect of emotions from that of beliefs, we
use two strategies. First, we expose participants to news stories reporting different
types of crime: either a violent crime, that is, the rape or the murder of a woman,
or a petty offense, that is, the theft of a woman’s handbag. Given the different severity
of the crime, we expect that these news stories trigger different emotional reactions.*
Furthermore, as they all report an immigrant’s crime, we expect these news stories to
have a similar impact on beliefs about immigrants’ criminality. Nonetheless, it could be
that the news stories differentially affect beliefs about the type of crime that immigrants

2. See media communication analysis in Harris and Gruenewald (2020) and Haynes, Merolla, and
Ramakrishnan (2016), among others.

3. See Barilari et al. (2025), Bove, Elia, and Ferraresi (2023), Mastrorocco and Minale (2018), and Orru
(2017) for media bias and its effects and Barone, D’Acunto, and Narciso (2015) and Durante, Pinotti, and
Tesei (2019) for the influence of Italian mass media on people’s views.

4. To trigger participants’ emotions, we use two different news stories (rape or murder news)—instead
of one—to make sure that the results are not driven by a “crime fixed effect”.
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tend to commit, which, in turn, may change policy views on immigration. To address
this concern, our second strategy is to examine the effect of the news stories conditional
on having accurate and relevant statistical information about immigration and about
immigrant crimes. We thus randomly expose participants to statistical information, to
each of the crime news stories, or to the combination of both. Once provided with the
statistics, the news stories should not influence respondents’ beliefs, as they do not
bring any additional information other than the description of a specific realization of
the statistical distribution of crimes. Conditional on having correct knowledge of the
statistics, the news stories become uninformative from a quantitative point of view,
which allows us to isolate the effect of their qualitative features, which is to trigger
emotions. Furthermore, the information treatments allow us to answer our second
research question, namely, to assess how news-induced emotions influence the way
people process and respond to factual information.

Our experimental design comprises eight between-subjects conditions in a 4 x
2 design. In our first treatment dimension, we vary the type of article participants
read. We use a neutral news story about a food festival as control and three crime
news stories (rape, murder, and theft). For comparability, and to make the experiment
more realistic, all news stories were selected from the mainstream Italian newspaper
“La Repubblica” (without disclosing the name of the newspaper to participants).
In our second treatment dimension, we vary whether participants receive statistical
information along with the article. When providing statistical information, we
randomize the order in which the statistics and the news article appear on the
survey screen.’ We measure prior and posterior beliefs by asking a series of questions
about the same statistics provided in the information treatment, before and after the
treatments, respectively. We also elicit emotions by asking participants how strongly
they felt positive (joy and surprise) and negative (fear, anger, contempt, and disgust)
emotions while reading the news article. Toward the end of the questionnaire, we
measure attitudinal outcomes by asking participants’ views on whether the number
of immigrants arriving in Italy should be reduced or increased, their willingness to
sign a petition to decrease or increase the number of residence permits for foreigners,
and their views on whether immigration makes Italy a better or worse place to live in.

The results of the experiment are as follows. First, news stories that induce
stronger negative emotions also trigger a stronger attitudinal response. While the
highly emotional rape and murder news stories significantly increase the demand for
anti-immigration policies compared to the control, the less emotional news of a petty
theft has smaller or insignificant effects on attitudes. This is consistent with a causal
influence of emotions on policy views (Arrow D), as we show that: (i) There is little
difference in belief updating across the news stories, either in terms of perceived share
of crime committed by immigrants, or in terms of beliefs about the relative frequency
of rape, murder, and theft among immigrant offenses, and (ii) More emotional news
stories have a stronger attitudinal impact, also conditional on providing statistical
information that holds posterior beliefs constant across different news.

5. The statistical information had a clear indication of the source, namely, the Italian National Institute
of Statistics (ISTAT).
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Second, when provided with statistical information, participants correct their
beliefs toward the truth, although learning is a little reduced when participants are
emotionally triggered by the crime news stories. Hence, while they slightly disrupt
it, emotions do not impede factual learning (Arrow A). In contrast, the exposure to
sensational news strongly influences whether belief updating translates into a change
in policy views (Arrow B). When presented in isolation, information significantly
reduces anti-immigration views, as the statistics learned by the participants tend
to contradict their prior beliefs, making them realize that the percentage of crime
committed by immigrants is lower and that rape and murder are less frequent types of
crime compared to what they initially thought.

However, when information is presented alongside emotional news, the emotional
reaction trumps the effect of information, leading participants to adopt anti-
immigration views as strongly as when exposed to emotional news alone. Hence, the
negative effect of emotional news on attitudes remains unaffected by the provision
of statistical information. These findings suggest that once negative emotions are
triggered, having more accurate factual knowledge no longer matters for forming
policy views on immigration.

Our paper contributes to four strands of literature. The first is the vast literature
that documents the importance of emotions in influencing judgments, decisions, and
choices.® Emotions can notably be understood as “visceral factors” directly influencing
preferences and behaviors (Loewenstein 1996, 2000). For example, anger has been
shown to cause destructive behaviors in the ultimatum game, and lower contributions
in public good games (Drouvelis and Grosskopf 2016; Van Leeuwen et al. 2018);
fear tends to increase risk aversion in financial decisions (Cohn et al. 2015; Guiso,
Sapienza, and Zingales 2018), and emotional shocks can even influence court decisions
(Eren and Mocan 2018). Emotions can also provide information about people’s own
tastes (e.g.,“How do I feel about this?”), that can be used to form evaluative judgment
(Schwarz 2012). We contribute to this literature showing that the emotional reaction
to sensational news can move respondents’ views on immigration, independently of
factual beliefs.”

Second, our paper contributes to the growing literature on information provision
experiments (Haaland, Roth, and Wohlfart 2023). In particular, given the high level
of factual misperceptions about immigration, there has been a growing interest in
testing whether correcting people’s perceptions could reduce anti-immigration views.
Various interventions have been tested by providing survey participants with statistical
information about either the size of the immigrant population (Alesina, Miano, and
Stantcheva 2023; Grigorieff, Roth, and Ubfal 2020; Hopkins, Sides, and Citrin 2019),
the labor market impact of immigration (Haaland and Roth 2020), or its economic

6. See Lerner et al. (2015); Rick and Loewenstein (2008).

7. Emotions are also increasingly studied in political psychology, and notably their role in the demand
and supply of populism. Some work shows that populist rhetoric uses more appeals to negative emotions
than non-populists, and also that anger and resentment are important determinants of populist voting
(Ali, Desmet, and Wacziarg 2024; Altomonte, Gennaro, and Passarelli 2019; Webster 2020; Webster and
Albertson 2022; Widmann 2021).
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benefits for host societies (Cattaneo and Grieco 2021; Facchini, Margalit, and Nakata
2022; Lergetporer, Piopiunik, and Simon 2021). Some studies also examine whether
fact-checking can counteract the effects of politicians’ misleading statements about
refugees (Barrera et al. 2020). While information is usually found to improve factual
knowledge, results are mixed on whether belief updating leads to a change in political
attitudes and behaviors. Policy views are sometimes found to be resistant to change
in response to factual information. So far, the most common explanation of this
phenomenon has been motivated reasoning, that is, the biased interpretation of new
information in a way that aligns with prior attitudes and ideology (Zimmermann 2020).
We add to this literature by uncovering the role of emotions as a new alternative
explanation.

Third, our paper relates to a recent set of studies on the influence of news media on
attitudes toward immigration (Benesch et al. 2019; Couttenier et al. 2024; Djourelova
2023; Keita, Renault, and Valette 2024; Schneider-Strawczynski and Valette 2025). In
particular, media have been shown to influence people’s views either by increasing
the salience of the immigration issue (bringing people’s attention to it) or by selecting
the news event they cover, typically over-reporting negative news about immigrants.
We instead provide evidence of a different persuasion mechanism based on emotional
appeals. Furthermore, while these studies exploit observational data, we use a survey
experiment, which allows us to abstract from the typical challenges of causal inference.

Finally, our paper echoes recent evidence that narratives and anecdotes may exert
stronger influence on people’s perceptions of outgroups compared to interventions
providing hard statistical information (Alesina, Miano, and Stantcheva 2023; Bursztyn
and Yang 2022). More generally, anecdotal stories can be easier to recall in memory
than statistics because they provide contextual cues (Graeber, Roth, and Zimmermann
2024). We complement this evidence by showing that emotional news stories can exert
a stronger influence on attitudes than statistical data (even when the story does not
bring additional quantitative information). Emotions may therefore provide another
explanation for the differential effects of stories compared to statistics.

We also acknowledge two closely related contemporaneous studies that appeared
after our initial submission. Algan et al. (2025) document the recent rise of emotional
content in media news and political speeches and show that emotional stimuli—
particularly those eliciting anger—can influence policy preferences across a broad set
of issues. Despite its wide scope, this study does not address (i) the role of emotions in
information processing and belief updating, nor (ii) the relative importance of beliefs
and emotions in shaping policy views. Taubinsky et al. (2024) examine the effect
of household-level emotional events on inflation expectations, showing that beliefs
are shaped through biased recall of positive or negative experiences depending on
individuals’ affective states. In contrast, we focus on the direct effect of emotions on
beliefs rather than on recall-mediated channels and, crucially, we demonstrate that
emotions can influence policy attitudes independently of beliefs.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 describes the experimental
design and the data. Section 3 reports the experimental results and discusses the
potential mechanisms underlying the observed evidence. Section 4 summarizes and
concludes.
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FIGURE 2. Structure of the survey experiment.

2. Experimental Design

In this section, we first describe the basic structure of the experiment (2.1) and our
treatments (2.2), then report details about the preregistration, the main characteristics
of our sample, and the outcome variables used for the empirical analysis (2.3).

2.1. Structure of the Survey Experiment

Upon clicking on the survey link, participants were redirected to a Qualtrics survey (an
English translation of the survey is reported in Online Appendix B). The design of the
survey is composed of several blocks that follow the order we summarize in Figure 2.
We describe the blocks in detail below.

Informed Consent and Initial Sociodemographics. In the first block, participants are
informed about the sensitive contents of the survey and asked whether they want to
proceed further. Alongside, we elicit gender, age, and region of residence.

Prior Beliefs. In the second block, we elicit prior beliefs about a series of statistics
about immigration pertaining to the year 2022. First, we ask the percentage of

920z A\ 61 U0 Jasn Leo810lqIq 1ZIAISS - oweblag Ip eustaniun Aq 96€ 1998/91 06eAl/easl/c601 "0 /10p/ajonie-aouBApE/Eaal/WOoo dno olwapede//:sdiy Woll papeojumod]


art/jvag016_f2.eps
https://academic.oup.com/jeea/article-lookup/doi/10.1093/jeea/jvag016#supplementary-data

8 Journal of the European Economic Association

foreigners in the population residing in Italy. Second, we ask them to estimate the
percentage of foreigners among people reported to the judicial authority. Furthermore,
we ask the percentage of (i) petty theft, (ii) murder, and (iii) sexual assault
among crimes committed by foreigners. In these three cases, we also provide the
corresponding percentages for natives as a benchmark. Participants answer these five
questions using an open-ended format. These statistics are the ones that will be later
presented to participants in our information treatments (see below).

Additional Sociodemographics. Survey participants are asked about the demographic
composition of their household, how religious they are, and their political orientation
on a spectrum from left to right (left, center-left, center, center-right, right). We elicit
the latter before the treatments to be able to conduct heterogeneity analyses with a
measure unaffected by the treatments. At the end of this section, we also include a
favorite-color attention screener following Haaland, Roth, and Wohlfart (2023).

Treatments. Participants are presented with one of the four articles and/or statistics
about immigration (see next subsection for details on the treatments).

Emotions. After the treatments, participants are asked to report their emotions about
the article they read. We present participants with a list of seven emotions and ask
them on a scale from 1 to 7 how strongly they felt each emotion while reading
the article (Bosman and Van Winden 2002; Bosman, Sutter, and van Winden 2005).
Following Ekman et al. (1999), we chose seven basic emotions: anger, contempt,
disgust, fear, joy, sadness, and surprise. All emotions were presented on the same
screen, and the order in which the emotions were presented was randomized across
participants.

Attention Checks. In order to assess whether participants read the article carefully,
we ask them whether they remembered the topic of the article (rape, murder, theft,
culture, or other) and the location (north, center, or south of Italy). These variables are
elicited using multiple-choice questions.

Posterior Beliefs. We ask again the same questions about immigration statistics to
measure how the treatments have changed respondents’ posterior beliefs.

Attitudes. In this part, we elicit attitudes toward migration using three questions.
The first question asks whether the number of migrants arriving in Italy every year
should be reduced a lot/reduced a bit/left unchanged/increased a bit/increased a lot.
The second is taken from the European Social Survey and asks whether the arrival of
immigrants from different countries has made Italy a better or a worse place to live on
a scale from 0 to 10. Finally, we ask whether participants would like to sign a petition
to the Italian Parliament. They could select one of the following three options: (a) I
would like to sign a petition to increase the number of residence permits issued each
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year to foreigners; (b) I would like to sign a petition to reduce the number of residence
permits issued each year to foreigners; or (c) I am not willing to sign any petition.

Final Sociodemographics and Views on the Study Purpose. We include a set of
additional sociodemographic questions, and, at the end of the survey, we include two
questions to control for experimenter demand effect. We first ask respondents whether
they thought about the research objective while answering the questionnaire. If yes,
we then ask whether these objectives had any influence on the way they answered the
questionnaire.

2.2. Treatments

Our treatments vary between subjects along two dimensions: (i) the topic of the article
and (ii) whether participants are provided or not with statistical information. Table 1
summarizes the treatment conditions, which we describe in detail below.

TABLE 1. Treatment conditions.

Neutral Low emotions High emotions
No info Control Theft news Rape news Murder news
Info Info Info + Theft news Info + Rape news Info + Murder news

No Info Treatments. In the No info treatments, participants receive no statistical
information, and are asked to read a short newspaper article. All articles are selected
from the online version of a mainstream Italian newspaper (“La Repubblica”).
Participants are only told that the articles are selected from an Italian newspaper
without any mention of its name to avoid partisan associations. In Control, we select
an article about a food festival in Italy. In Theft news, participants are asked to read an
article about a petty theft of a woman’s handbag committed by an immigrant. In Rape
news and Murder news, participants read about a rape perpetrated by an immigrant
against a young woman on her way to work, and a murder perpetrated by an immigrant
against a woman in a bar, respectively. In all crime articles, the police eventually
arrest the perpetrator. We included this feature to prevent participants from thinking
perpetrators were mistakenly held responsible. Table 2 reports the English translation
of the four articles.

Info Treatments. In all the Info treatments, in addition to the articles described above,
participants were also presented with a series of statistical facts about immigration.
Participants were informed that all data were taken from the Italian National Institute
of Statistics (ISTAT) and refer to the year 2022. The order in which participants saw the
news article and the statistics was randomized within each treatment. As mentioned
above, the statistical information contains all the data that was previously asked in the
prior beliefs block (and subsequently asked in the posterior beliefs block). Hence, we
provided data on (i) the percentage of foreigners in the population residing in Italy, (ii)
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TABLE 2. News articles: (a) control (b) theft (c) rape (d) murder.

(a) Organic food even during happy hours: Sana 2022, the International Organic Fair,
teaches us how it’s done.

From September 8th to 11th in Bologna, the event dedicated to natural eating.

Six pavilions and three areas reserved for good food. There are also expert nutritionists to provide
essential advice. Choosing organic for breakfast and during happy hours. In the first case, to
make what is already considered an important meal for health even healthier, and in the second
case, to positively enrich a habit often labeled as unhealthy. The proposal comes from the
International Organic and Natural Exhibition, Sana 2022, organized by BolognaFiere in
collaboration with AssoBio, FederBio, and Cosmetica Italia, scheduled at the Bologna exhibition
center from September 8 to 11, 2022.

(b) Theft in Piazzale della Pace, a foreigner reported (to the police)

On Monday evening in Piazzale della Pace, during a karaoke show, a woman was at risk of being
robbed. Taking advantage of the confusion, a Moroccan boy born in 1987 approached a
59-year-old woman who was watching the show and had placed her bag on the grass not far from
her. The young man grabbed the bag and fled, under the eyes of the victim and some onlookers
who tried to chase him. In the meantime, a report was made to the emergency number 113,
which triggered the alarm.

The foreigner, wearing dark jeans and a gray cap, had escaped into the alley that runs alongside
the Chamber of Commerce to climb over the fence wall. He ventured into a poorly lit area where
he was tracked down by patrol officers. The bag was returned to its rightful owner, while the
young man was taken to the police headquarters.

(c) Sexual assault on a woman on her way to work at the hospital, a man arrested thanks to
DNA evidence.

The rape occurred on the morning of August 9th in a construction area near San Raffaele. The victim
filed a complaint, leading to an investigation by the Police Scientific Division, which eventually
reconstructed the identity of the assailant, thanks in part to surveillance cameras.

The assault on the young woman took place on the street near the Cascina Gobba area, not far
from the hospital. The arrested individual is a 31-year-old man. The rape occurred at 6 in the
morning in a construction area located between the subway station and the hospital, which some
employees use as a shortcut to arrive earlier. The man approached the woman from behind and
dragged her into an internal ditch within the construction site, where he sexually assaulted her.
The woman sought help from her colleagues in a state of shock, and the following day she went
to Mangiagalli, where the assault was confirmed. [...] The arrested individual is a 31-year-old
Egyptian who arrived in Lampedusa on a boat a few weeks ago. He was living with others in an
apartment in the Dergano area.

(d) Femicide in Luserna: the killer waited until only women were in the bar — “He could
have killed any one of us”

He would occasionally stop by for a chat at the Primavera bar on Via Primo Maggio in Luserna
San Giovanni, in the province of Turin. On Monday evening, he was there with a female friend,
talking about everyday struggles. She had no idea that just hours later, a 34-year-old Moroccan
man would stab her to death.” He killed her because she was the closest, but he could have
massacred any one of us,” said the bar owner.” They talked for a bit, then he started filming us.
[...] Then he pulled out the knife. He even took a photo before running away,” she added. The
killer fled on foot, throwing the knife behind the cigarette vending machine at the tobacconist’s, a
few hundred meters down the road, not far from his home. He didn’t hide—he kept wandering
along Via Primo Maggio. When the police stopped him shortly after, he was still wearing a
blood-stained shirt.
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1) Among people residing in Italy, what was the percentage
of foreigners (individuals without Italian citizenship) in

3) What percentage of crimes committed by foreigners in
Italy in 2022 were sexual assaults?

20227

According to ISTAT, sexual assaults accounted for 0.9% of
crimes committed by foreigners in Italy in 2022. The
corresponding figure for Italian citizens was 0.6%.

According to ISTAT, foreigners represented 8.5% of the
population living in Italy in 2022.

Percentage of sexual violences over the total number of
Percentage of foreigners over the total population crimes reported to the judicial authority in 2022

in 2022

0,9%

Foreigners Italians

(a) Example of pie chart (b) Example of bar chart

FIGURE 3. Graphical presentation of statistical facts.

the percentage of foreigners among people reported to the judicial authority, and the
percentage of (iii) petty theft, (iv) murder, (v) sexual assault among crimes committed
by foreigners. To ease participants’ understanding, we use graphical representations to
present the statistical facts. For (i) and (ii), we presented the statistics using pie charts,
while for (iii)-(v), we used bar charts. Figure 3 reports an example of the screens that
participants saw in the experiment.

2.3. Preregistration, Sample, and Outcome Variables

The experiment was preregistered on AEA RCT Registry. The preregistration includes
the experimental design and hypotheses, power calculation and determination of
the sample, and a detailed pre-analysis plan. It can be accessed at https://www.
socialscienceregistry.org/trials/16216.

Our respondents were recruited using Cint, a multinational market research
platform. The survey was run in July 2025. Our estimation sample is composed of
12,000 Italians aged between 18 and 65 years old, and we implemented sampling
quotas to ensure that the participants are representative of the adult 18-65 Italian
population on gender, age, and geographical area.® Table A.1 in the Online Appendix A
presents balance tests of each treatment against the control group, correcting for

8. Usingdata from the Italian population census, we imposed quotas on gender (49% male, 51% female),
on age groups (26% 18-33, 34% 34-49, 40% 50-65) and on geographical area (46% North, 20% Center, 34%
South + Islands).
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multiple hypotheses testing. We find no significant differences in the variables reported
in Online Appendix Table A.1.

Below, we describe the construction of our outcome variables as preregistered in
the pre-analysis plan.

Policy Preferences and Attitudes toward Immigration. Online Appendix Figure A.2
shows the distribution of (i) policy preferences on immigration levels, (ii) willingness
to sign a petition for increasing/decreasing the number of residence permits issued to
foreigners, and (iii) views on whether immigration makes Italy a better or a worse place
to live in, by treatment. As preregistered, our first outcome variable is constructed as
a binary indicator that takes the value 1 if the respondent thinks that the number of
immigrants should be reduced a lot and zero otherwise. This outcome measures the
demand for anti-immigration policies aimed at drastically cutting immigration levels.
Our second outcome variable is constructed as a binary indicator taking value 1 if the
participant is willing to sign a petition to increase the number of residence permits and
zero otherwise. Our third outcome variable is a continuous measure (scale from 0 to 10)
of respondents’ views about whether the arrival of people from different countries has
made Italy a better or worse place to live (with 0 being a worse place, 5 being neutral,
and 10 a better place).

Beliefs. Our main belief measure is the fraction of foreigners among individuals
reported to the judicial authority. In some specifications, we will also use the belief
about the overall proportion of foreigners in the population. In other cases, we use the
specific beliefs on rape and theft to examine whether the news causes an update in the
relevant crime domain.

Emotions. We use two measures of emotions. The first is constructed as the average
of all the negative emotions (fear, anger, sadness, disgust, and contempt), with values
between 1 and 7. In line with recent literature on emotions (Fiala and Noussair 2017;
Noussair et al. 2024), we also construct a variable labeled “negative emotional
valence” as the difference between negative emotions (fear, anger, sadness, disgust,
and contempt) and positive ones (joy and surprise). The variable is standardized to take
values between —1 and 1, with higher values representing a more negative emotional
state, and 0 a perfect balance between positive and negative emotions.

3. Results

In this section, we first present our estimation strategy (3.1). We then focus on
our main research questions by examining whether news-induced emotions affect
attitudes toward immigration (3.2), and by analyzing the combined effect of statistical
information and sensational news (3.3). Next, we present additional results, robustness
checks, and heterogeneity analyses (3.4). Finally, we discuss how our results are related
and inform the extant theoretical models (3.5).
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3.1. Estimation

To investigate how the treatments affect respondents’ beliefs, emotions, and policy
views on immigration, we estimate the following equation using OLS:

7
Yi=a+ ) yT/ +X/B+e 1)
j=1

where Y; is the outcome for individual i Tij (j =1,...,7) are dummies indicating the
seven treatments, with Control used as the reference group. X; is a vector of controls
including gender, age (dummies for the 18-24, 25-34, 25-44, 45-54, 55-65 age groups),
respondents’ and parental birthplace (foreign or native born), marital status (four
categories), highest educational attainment (four categories), number of adults and
under-18 household members, current occupation (five categories), family income
(six brackets), area of residence (North, Center, or South Italy), and self-reported
placement on the political scale (left, center-left, center, center-right, right). When
examining the treatment impact on a posterior belief (or belief updating), we also
include the prior belief in the regression controls. ¢; is an individual-specific error term.
We use heteroscedasticity-robust standard errors for all specifications.

To facilitate the presentation of the estimation results, we first focus on the effects
of the rape, murder, and theft news treatments in Section 3.2, and then turn to
examining the effects of information provision, either in isolation or combined with
the crime news in Section 3.3.

3.2. Effects of Rape, Murder, and Theft News

How do emotions triggered by sensational news influence attitudes toward
immigration? In order to isolate the causal impact of emotions, we compare the effects
of news stories with different emotional loads. The stories report three different types
of crimes, namely, rape, murder, and theft, which are all committed by an immigrant
against a woman. As the petty theft of a woman’s handbag reported in the theft news
is much less violent (in terms of physical and psychological harm) than the rape and
murder, we expect the emotional reaction of respondents to be less intense. In contrast,
as the informational signal conveyed by the three types of news is relatively similar,
we expect that they affect factual beliefs in a similar way.

We provide evidence that the treatments work as intended. The left panel of
Figure 4 shows the distribution of respondents’ posterior beliefs about the share of
immigrants among offenders, as elicited after the treatments. While beliefs are higher
in the three crime news treatments relative to the control group, the shift is very similar
between the rape, murder, and theft news. The right panel of Figure 4 shows the
distribution of the emotional reaction to the crime news as measured with negative
valence relative to control. All three crime news significantly increase respondents’
negative emotional valence; the emotional reaction appears much stronger for the
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FIGURE 4. Posterior beliefs and emotions across treatments.

rape and murder news than for the theft news. Looking at the specific emotions that
the crime news triggers, we find a general increase in all negative emotions, that is,
anger, fear, sadness, contempt, and disgust (see Figure A.3 in the Online Appendix A),
although less pronounced for the theft news.

Table 3 reports the OLS estimates of the effects of the crime news relative
to the control group. Columns 1 and 2 confirm that, while Theft news increases
the feeling of negative emotions, the emotional response it triggers is significantly
less intense—about one third weaker—compared to Rape news and Murder news.
Column 2 in particular shows that, relative to the control group, the intensity of
negative emotions almost triples after reading the rape or murder news, while it only
doubles for the theft news. In contrast, we find little difference in belief updating
(i.e., posterior minus prior) between the different types of news (columns 3-7).
When exposed to crime news, the perceived share of immigrants among offenders
increases by 1.5-2.5 percentage points (column 4), with no significant differences
between the theft news and the rape and murder news, as the differential effects
reported at the bottom of Table 3 indicate. The same is true for the perceived
share of immigrants in the population. Beliefs about the relative frequency of rape,
murder, and theft among immigrant offenses adjust upward and to a similar extent
irrespective of which type of crime respondents are exposed to. With one exception:
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TABLE 4. Rape, murder, and theft news: effects on attitudes.

@ @) 3
Dependent var.: Support for  Sign pro-immigration Immigration makes Italy
less immigration petition a better place to live (11pts scale)

Rape news 0.083*** —0.044** —0.376"**

(0.016) (0.013) (0.090)
Murder news 0.074*** —0.034** —0.292*

(0.016) (0.014) (0.091)
Theft news 0.041** —0.013 —0.119

(0.016) (0.014) (0.089)
R? 0.143 0.099 0.130
Observations 12,000 12,000 12,000
Mean outcome in 0.365 0.216 3.658
control group
Differential effect:
Rape vs. Theft news 0.042* —0.030** —0.257**
Murder vs. Theft 0.033** —0.021 —0.173**
news
Rape vs. Murder news 0.009 —0.010 —0.084

Notes: The table shows the estimation results of equation (1), in which the regressors include the seven treatment
variables: Rape, Murder, and Theft news, Info, and the combination of Info with each crime news. The regression
controls are the same as in Table 3. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. ™*p < 0.01,*p < 0.05,*p < 0.1.

when exposed to the rape news, the perceived share of rape increases significantly
more, by an additional 1.2 percentage points, compared to the theft news treatment
(column 5). Besides this exception, the difference in belief updating between the three
types of crime is small (always < 1 ppt in absolute value) compared to the prior
beliefs averages (standing at 15-25 ppt) and standard deviation (standing at 24-26
ppb).

We now turn to examine the effects of the crime news on attitudes toward
immigration. Table 4 reports the OLS estimates, relative to the control group. The
exposure to the rape and murder news significantly increases the support for less
immigration by 8.3 and 7.4 percentage points, respectively. This represents a more
than 20% increase with respect to the control group average. The rape and murder
news also significantly decreases the willingness to sign a pro-immigration petition by
4.4 and 3.4 percentage points, and leads to a comparable reduction in pro-immigrant
sentiment, as elicited with the question on whether immigrants contribute to making
Italy a better place to live.

The attitudinal effects of Theft news are orders of magnitude smaller than the ones
of Rape news and Murder news. While Theft news significantly increases the demand for
less immigration, the effect is only half as large as that of rape and murder news. Theft
news has no significant impact on the other two attitudinal outcomes. When testing
the equality of regression coefficients, we can reject that Theft news has the same effect
as Rape news for all three outcomes and that it has the same effect as Murder news for
two outcomes.
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TABLE 5. Attitudinal effects conditional on statistical information.

@ @) 3
Dependent var.: Support for less  Sign pro-immigration Immigration makes Italy a better
immigration petition place to live (11pts scale)

Differential effect relative to Info + Theft news:

Info + Rape news 0.048"** —0.036™** —0.307**
(0.017) (0.014) (0.093)
Info + Murder news 0.056*** —0.025* —0.205**
(0.017) (0.014) (0.092)
R? 0.143 0.099 0.130
Observations 12,000 12,000 12,000

Notes: The table shows the estimation results of a slightly modified version of equation (1). The reference group
is the Info + Theft news treatment and the regressors include seven binary indicators: Control, Rape news, Murder
news, Theft news, Info, Info + Rape news, and Info + Murder news. Apart from this, the regression controls are the
same as in Table 3. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. “*p < 0.01, **p < 0.05,*p < 0.1.

While the stronger attitudinal effect of more emotionally loaded news points
to a possible causal role of emotions in shaping policy views, it could still be that
(even small) differences in belief updating across treatments drive this result. To
address this concern and better establish causality, we examine the effects of the crime
news conditional on receiving relevant statistical information about immigration
and immigrant crimes. Conditional on statistics, the crime news stories become
uninformative from a quantitative point of view, which allows us to isolate the impact
of the emotions they trigger. To confirm this, Online Appendix Table A.2 shows that,
once statistical information is provided, there is no significant difference in belief
updating across the three types of news and, in particular, no difference in beliefs
about the relative frequency of the type of crime described in the news story. Moreover,
the rape and murder news continue to trigger stronger emotions than the theft news,
conditional on information.

Table 5 presents the effects on attitudes conditional on information, using Info +
Rape news and Info + Murder news as regressors and Info + Theft news as reference
group. The rape and murder news continue to have significantly stronger impacts
than the theft news, for all three attitudinal outcomes. The differential effects (of
rape/murder vs. theft news) conditional on information are of comparable size to
the unconditional effects reported at the bottom of Table 4. Taken together, these
results point to the important role of emotions in the formation of attitudes toward
immigration, which leads to our first result.

RESULT 1. Rape and murder news trigger a strongly negative emotional reaction and
increase respondents’ anti-immigration attitudes. The exposure to less emotionally loaded
news about a petty theft has smaller or insignificant effects on attitudes. High-emotional
news triggers a stronger attitudinal response, also conditional on providing statistical
information that holds posterior beliefs constant across different news.
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3.3. The Combined Effects of Information and High-Emotion News

We now turn to examine how news-induced emotions influence how people process
statistical information. We explore two questions: (i) Do emotions affect the learning of
statistical information, that is, belief updating? (ii) Do emotions affect how (posterior)
beliefs translate into attitudes toward immigration?

We address the first question by examining the treatment effects on beliefs, and
the second question by looking at the effects on respondents’ attitudes. For both,
we compare the effects of the Info treatment (statistics plus a neutral article) with
treatments that combine statistical information and crime news (Info + Theft news,
Info + Rape news, Info + Murder news). To simplify the presentation of the results, and
given that they have similar effects, we group the rape and murder news into an Info
+ High-Emotion news treatment (results are unchanged if we use the two treatments
separately; we report these results in Online Appendix Tables A.4-A.6).

Figure 5 displays the distribution of prior and posterior beliefs about the share of
immigrants in the population (Panel a) and the share of immigrants among offenders
(Panel b), for the control group, the Info treatment, the Info + High-Emotion news
treatment, and the Info + Theft news treatment. Figure 5 shows that respondents in
the Info treatment revise their beliefs substantially toward the truth, as compared to
the control group, for which posteriors remain fairly unchanged relative to priors.
Importantly, respondents in the Info + High-Emotion news treatment also correct their
beliefs to a similar extent as the ones in the Info treatment. This is also the case for the
Info + Theft news treatment. Online Appendix Figures A.4-A.6 display the distribution
of prior and posterior beliefs about the relative frequency of rape, murder, and theft
among immigrant offenses, respectively. The improvement in factual knowledge also
occurs for these beliefs, both in the Info, Info + High-Emotion news, and Info + Theft
news treatments.

To quantify the extent to which the respondents update their beliefs toward the
truth in the information treatments, we follow the literature reviewed in Haaland,
Roth, and Wohlfart (2023) by calculating learning rates. To estimate such learning
rates, we use the following specification:

Updating; = «; [Info] x Perc.-gap; + o5 [Info]
+ B1 [Info + High Emotion news] x Perc.-gap;
+ B, [Info + High Emotion news]
+ 1 [Info + Theft news] x Perc.-gap; + y, [Info + Theft news]
+ & Perc.-gap; + X/ A + ¢; @)
where Updating; is defined as the difference between the respondent’s posterior and
prior belief. The perception gap, Perc.-gap; is the difference between the true statistics

and the respondent’s prior belief. The key coefficients of interest «1, 1, 1 capture the
learning rate, that is, the extent of belief updating toward the truth when provided
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FIGURE 5. Prior and posterior beliefs on statistical facts by treatment. This figure shows the
histogram of the distribution of individual Prior (pre-treatment) and Posterior (post-treatment)
beliefs by treatment. High-emotion news groups together the rape and murder news treatments.
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with the information, on top of any updating that also happens for respondents in
the control group. The latter is captured by §, which can be different from zero, for
example, because respondents think more carefully about the question once they are
asked a second time. The «,, B,, y, coefficients capture the average treatment effect on
respondents’ beliefs that does not depend on individual priors. In addition to including
the same sociodemographic controls as equation (1), the vector X; also includes the
treatment variables High-Emotion news and Theft news and their interaction with
Perc.-gap;.

Table 6 presents the OLS estimates of the learning rates of the three information
treatments for the five different beliefs. Estimates are between 0.2 and 0.5, in a range
consistent with previous studies (see Table 1 in Haaland, Roth, and Wohlfart 2023).
Column 1 shows that, for the belief about the share of immigrants in the population,
the learning rate of the Info treatment is 0.334, implying that, on average, respondents
with a prior belief one percentage point higher (lower) than the truth adjust downward
(upward) their posterior by 0.334 percentage points, on top of any updating in the
control group (which stands at 0.185). When, in addition to information, respondents
are also exposed to the High-Emotion news, they continue to revise their knowledge
of statistical facts, but to a lesser extent compared to the Info treatment. The learning
rate in the Info + High-Emotion news is significantly lower, standing only at 0.229,
that is, a third lower than in the Info treatment. For the other four beliefs, the learning
rate of the Info 4+ High-Emotion news is about 10%-15% lower than the one in the Info
treatment. The learning rate of Info + Theft news follows the same pattern as Info +
High-Emotion news, as we fail to reject the equality of learning rate between the two
treatments. Overall, the evidence suggests that respondents correct their beliefs toward
the truth in all three information treatments, but not to the same extent: When also
exposed to highly emotional news, or even to less emotional ones (i.e., the theft news),
their ability to learn statistical facts is slightly reduced. This leads to our second result:

RESULT 2. When presented with statistical information, respondents tend to update
their beliefs toward the truth irrespective of whether they are also exposed to emotional
news stories. Nevertheless, learning rates are a little lower when respondents are
emotionally triggered, either by highly emotional news (rape/murder news) or by less
emotional one (theft news). While not impeding factual learning, emotional content can
disrupt it slightly.

Next, we explore the treatment effects on attitudes toward immigration. Table 7
presents the OLS estimates. When presented in isolation, information reduces anti-
immigration attitudes. The Info treatment significantly decreases the support for
less immigration by 4.4 ppts (column 1) and significantly increases the view that
immigrants make Italy a better place to live (column 3). The attitudinal effect of
Info likely results from belief updating, as the statistics learned by the respondents
tend to contradict their prior beliefs: respondents realize that immigrants are fewer in
the population, that the percentage of crime committed by immigrants is lower, and

920z A\ 61 U0 Jasn Leo810lqIq 1ZIAISS - oweblag Ip eustaniun Aq 96€ 1998/91 06eAl/easl/c601 "0 /10p/ajonie-aouBApE/Eaal/WOoo dno olwapede//:sdiy Woll papeojumod]



21

Emotions, Beliefs, and Policy Views

Manzoni et al.

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/jeea/advance-article/doi/10.1093/jeeal/jvag016/8661396 by Universita' di Bergamo - Servizi bibliotecari user on 19 May 2026

‘10 > d,500 > d,, ‘100 > d,,, 'sesoyjuared Ul a1k SIOLId PIEPUL)S }SNQOY '€ [ UI SE S[01)U0d sO1YdeISowaporoos auwes
3y} apN[our os[e S[01)U0d YL, *'d8-1017d 22494 YIIM UOTIOBIUI I} JO YOBS PUR ‘SMIU foY ] PUB SMIU UOLIOULH-YSIH ‘SIMaU 3oy ], + ofu] ‘Smau uooug-ySiE + ofuf ‘ofuf sajqerrea
JUSUIIEAT) AAY A} SIPN[OUT UOISSAISI AL, 'SJUSWILAI) Smau 1dpanw pue ader oy 1939803 sdnoid smou uonowrg-ySiy *(z) uonenba jo s)nsar uonewnsa ) SMOYS d[qe) Y], :S9JON

¥10°0 600°0— 7€0°0— 100°0— ¥20°0— uonouwry ySIH-oJu] ‘sA JJaUL, + oJuf
s LOT0— 9€0°0— S100— £990°0— +080°0— OJu[ "SA oy, + oju]
wxL80°0— SY0°0— 80°0— #L90°0— P01 0— ojuy "sa uonowrq ySty + ojuy
TU99M]9q 9T SUTUIRI] [BNUIIPI
L6S'T— £PT°0 9T T— 688°€— 12 1— dnoid [01U0D U SW02INO SFRINAY
000°CT 000°CT 000°CT 000°CT 000°CT SUONBAIISqO
0S¥°0 S6£°0 9TY0 L6E°0 9¢7°0 A
(020°0) (L10°0) (120°0) (020°0) (820°0)
#9910 2576070 wsxCLT°0 +:70C°0 ++E8T°0 de3 uondaorag
(#£0°0) (8£0°0) (L£0°0) (z€00) (¢¥0°0)
#0570 #::9LY"0 #:: L8V°0 #5050 ST 0 ded uondaoiag ,smau 1oy, + oyuy
(820°0) (620°0) (0£0°0) (920°0) (L£00)
s ELY0 w90 w70 wsP0S°0 w+62T°0 ded uondaordd ,smau uonowd-YsIH + ojur
(££0°0) (6£0°0) (L£0°0) (€€0°0) (¥+0°0)
1+£+095°0 w5 1S°0 219610 5xTLS"0 ,esPEE0 des uondaorag ,ojur
sasudpjo jueidrww Suowe s19puayjo Juowre uonerndod ur
139U} JO 2IRYS Japinui Jo areys oder jo areys sjueISTWIWI JO 3IeYS 1A Juapuadag
() (2] (©) @ (M

‘Sunepdn o119 UO SJUSWILAT) UOIIEWLIOFUT JO S}O9J9 :Sd)el SUIUIBd] 9 ATV,



22 Journal of the European Economic Association

that rape and murder are a less frequent type of crime perpetrated by immigrants,
compared to what they initially thought.” Conversely, Info has little effect on
respondents’ emotions, with an increase in negative emotions three times smaller
compared to the crime news stories (theft or rape/murder news). Also, information
provision barely alters respondents’ emotional reaction to the crime news: the latter
remains almost identical irrespective of whether respondents are also provided with
statistical information (see Online Appendix Table A.3).1

When combined with the High-Emotion news, information no longer leads to an
improvement in immigration attitudes. On the contrary, the Info + High-Emotion news
treatment significantly exacerbates anti-immigration views (for all three attitudinal
outcomes), despite respondents holding more correct factual beliefs. This indicates
that the negative effect of the highly emotional news trumps the positive effect of
statistical information. Moreover, the effects of Info + High-Emotion news are virtually
identical to the ones of High-Emotion news, for all three attitudinal outcomes. This
means that the emotions triggered by the High-Emotion news completely eliminate
the belief-correcting impact of information. The pattern is similar for the attitudinal
effect of theft news, which dominates and cancels the impact of information, with Info
+ Theft news having significantly more negative effects than Info, and Info 4+ Theft news
and Theft news having identical impacts.

These results have two implications. First, they show that, conditional on holding
correct beliefs (i.e., in comparison with Info), the High-Emotion news still increases
anti-immigration views, which provides additional evidence for a direct causal role of
emotions in shaping policy views.!! Second, they suggest that, once negative emotions
are triggered by sensational news, having more correct factual beliefs no longer matters
for forming policy views on immigration. Emotions thus make policy views more
resistant to change in response to new information. Interestingly, this occurs not only
for highly intense emotions triggered by news of violent crime (rape/murder), but also
for less intense ones, as felt in reaction to news of minor crime (theft). This leads to
our third result:

RESULT 3. When presented in isolation, statistical information tends to reduce anti-
immigration attitudes; when information is combined with emotional news, the impact
of the latter dominates and participants increase their anti-immigration views, despite
holding more correct factual beliefs.

9. See Section 3.4 for results confirming this.

10. The difference in the emotional impact of Info + High-Emotion news and High-Emotion news is
less than 8% of the effect size of High-Emotion news (for both emotion outcomes). The difference in the
emotional impact of Info + Theft news and Theft news is less than 4% of the effect size of Theft news.

11. The small difference in belief updating between Info + High-Emotion news and Info is unlikely to
explain the difference in attitudinal response. In fact, if this were the case, we would a fortiori expect that
the large difference in belief between High-Emotion news and Info + High-Emotion news should translate
into much more anti-immigration views in the High-Emotion news than in the Info + High-Emotion news
treatment group. But this is not the case. Also, note that the emotional reaction to the High-Emotion news
is almost the same between High-Emotion news and Info + High-Emotion news.
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TABLE 7. Effects of treatments on policy preferences and attitudes toward immigration.

@ ©) 3)
Dependent var.: Support for less ~ Sign pro-immigration = Immigration makes Italy a
immigration petition better place to live (11pts scale)
Info —0.044** 0.024 0.184**
(0.017) (0.015) (0.091)
Info + High-Emotion 0.085%* —0.043"** —0.348"*
news (0.014) (0.012) (0.080)
High-Emotion news 0.078** —0.039"** —0.334%*
(0.014) (0.012) (0.079)
Info + Theft news 0.033** —0.013 —0.092
(0.016) (0.014) (0.092)
Theft news 0.041** —0.013 —0.119
(0.016) (0.014) (0.089)
R? 0.143 0.098 0.130
Observations 12,000 12,000 12,000
Mean outcome in 0.365 0.216 3.658
control group
Differential effects between:
Info + High-Emotion 0.130*** —0.067** —0.532%*
news vs. Info
Info 4+ High-Emotion 0.007 —0.004 —0.014
news vs. High-Emotion
news
Info + Theft news vs. 0.077** —0.036™* —0.276™*
Info
Info + Theft news vs. —0.008 0.001 0.027
Theft news

Notes: The table shows the estimation results of a slightly modified version equation (1). High-emotion news
groups together the rape and murder news treatments. The regression includes the five treatment variables Info,
Info + High-Emotion news, Info + Theft news, High-Emotion news, and Theft news. The controls also include
the same sociodemographics controls as in Table 3. Robust standard errors are in parentheses. **p < 0.01,
*p < 0.05,*p < 0.1.

3.4. Robustness and Additional Results

Robustness. In Online Appendix Tables A.4-A.6, we examine the robustness of
the main results to alternative sample and regression controls, as preregistered. We
estimate the attitudinal effects of the seven treatment variables (each of the three crime
news and their combination with the info treatment, plus the Info treatment), relative
to the control group. Regarding the sample, we estimate OLS regressions either in
the entire sample (12,000 observations, as in the baseline estimates) or in the sample
restricted to individuals who both (i) correctly answered the favorite-color attention
screener (98.2% of respondents) and (ii) correctly identified the topic of the news
story when exposed to the rape, murder, or theft news (92.4% of respondents). This
is meant to select only respondents who have read the news with sufficient attention.
For both the full and restricted sample, we run four specifications starting with a
regression without any controls and then progressively adding controls to the right-
hand side. In particular, we add (i) age, sex, and educational attainment, (ii) other
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sociodemographic characteristics (birthplace, marital status, occupation, etc.), and (iii)
political orientation.

Overall, for the three attitudinal outcomes, we obtain estimates that are similar
across specifications and samples. For opinions about whether immigration makes
Italy a better place to live (Online Appendix Table A.6), the effects of the crime news
(combined or not with Info) are somewhat larger in the restricted sample compared
to the entire sample. Most importantly, we can almost always reject (at 10% or lower
statistical significance) that the theft news has the same effect as the rape or murder
news, either unconditionally or conditional on Info. We can also always reject (at
5% or lower statistical significance) that the combination of information and crime
news has the same effect as the Info treatment. In contrast, we always fail to reject
that the combination of information and crime news has the same effect as crime
news presented in isolation. Overall, we conclude that our main findings, namely that
(i) higher emotional news causes stronger attitudinal reaction and (ii) news-induced
emotions dominate the impact of information, are robust to alternative regression
controls and to restricting the sample to attentive respondents.

These conclusions are further reinforced by evidence from our earlier working
paper (Manzoni et al. 2024), which analyzes a different dataset based on a smaller
sample and a less comprehensive experimental design. Despite these limitations, that
study documents similar effects of emotions on policy attitudes, lending additional
support to the robustness and replicability of our findings.

Order Effects of News and Info. We test whether the order of exposure to information
and emotional news influences respondents’ belief updating, their emotional reaction,
and their attitudinal response.!? Online Appendix Table A.7 shows the heterogeneous
impact of Info + High-Emotion news treatment depending on whether respondents
were first shown the statistical information followed by the news, or vice versa. Panel
A shows the differential effect on the learning rates of the statistics. For the belief about
the share of the immigrants in the population and among offenders (columns 1 and 2),
the learning rates are slightly lower (about 30% and 10% lower in terms of coefficient
size) when the emotional news comes first, followed by the information, compared to
the reverse order. This suggests that factual learning is disrupted slightly more when
respondents are in an emotional state before receiving the information. Panel B shows
the effects on emotions and attitudes. The emotional reaction to the news is a little less
pronounced (about 8% lower in terms of coefficient size) when the news comes first.
There is no significant difference in respondents’ attitudinal response depending on
the order of news and information.

Heterogeneity. In Online Appendix Figure A.7, we explore various dimensions of
heterogeneity of treatment effects on the main attitudinal outcomes. Specifically, we
examine heterogeneity in terms of gender, prior beliefs, political orientation, and

12. The analysis in this section is exploratory in nature and was not preregistered.
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education. For each of these variables, we estimate a separate regression and report
the coefficients of the treatment effect fully interacted with each category of the
variable. To simplify the analysis, we use as a dependent variable an index of attitudes
toward immigration, constructed as a principal component analysis (PCA) of the
three attitudinal outcomes (support for less immigration, pro-immigrant petition, and
opinion as to whether immigration makes Italy a better place to live).

Panel A of Online Appendix Figure A.7 shows the heterogeneous effects in terms
of gender. While significantly negative for both genders, the attitudinal effect of the
High-Emotion news (combined or not with Info) is significantly stronger for women,
possibly because they are of the same gender as the victim reported in the rape news
and murder news. Panel B examines the heterogeneity of the treatment effects depend-
ing on whether the respondent’s prior belief overestimates or underestimates the share
of crime committed by immigrants. We find that the Info treatment reduces anti-
immigration attitudes to a greater extent for respondents with overestimated priors,
as it makes them realize that immigrants’ criminality is lower than what they initially
thought. In contrast, Info has no significant impact for respondents with underesti-
mated priors. Importantly, the Info + High-Emotion News and High-Emotion News
treatments have significantly negative and similar effects on attitudes for respondents
with overestimated priors. This implies that emotions dominate the belief-correcting
effect of information, even for individuals who are the most positively impacted by
information. Interestingly, the High-Emotion news has no significant heterogeneous
effects between individuals with right-wing and left-wing views (Panel C), which
suggests that emotional news does not act as a polarizing force. The Info treatment has
significantly more positive effects for right-wing individuals, consistent with the fact
that they have more biased prior beliefs compared to left-wing individuals. Finally, we
find no significant treatment heterogeneity in terms of education, as Panel D shows.

Experimenter Demand Effects. A potential concern with our results is that treatment
effects could be biased due to experimenter demand effects (Zizzo 2010). While recent
evidence suggests that this bias may not be quantitatively important (De Quidt,
Haushofer, and Roth 2018; Mummolo and Peterson 2019), we take additional steps
to address this concern. Following Haaland, Roth, and Wohlfart (2023), we measure
respondents’ beliefs about the study purpose with an open-ended question at the
very end of the questionnaire, and ask respondents whether they thought about it
while answering the survey. A total of 48% of respondents either could not identify
or did not think about the study purpose. If experimenter demand effects were driving
the results, we would expect the attitudinal effects of the treatments to be weaker
for these respondents, that is, those who did not know the intent of the study or
were not thinking about it during the survey. In Online Appendix Table A.8, we test
whether the treatment effects differ between respondents who had the study purpose
in mind and those who did not. Panel A shows that there are no statistically significant
differences in the treatment effects between the two groups of respondents. For all
three attitudinal outcomes, we cannot reject the test of joint nullity of the interacted
coefficients (treatments x study purpose not in mind). For respondents who thought
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about the study purpose, we also asked whether it had any influence on the way they
answered the survey. A total of 8% of respondents said it had some influence. In Panel
B of Online Appendix Table A.8, we show that our results are robust to the exclusion
of these respondents from the estimation sample.

Additional evidence that experimenter demand effects seem unlikely to drive our
results comes from the fact that higher emotional news (rape/murder news) have
stronger impacts on attitudes than less emotional ones (theft news). Given that the
two types of news stories report a crime perpetrated by an immigrant, we would expect
experimenter demand effects to influence answers to attitudinal questions in a similar
way between the two treatment groups.

3.5. Discussion

In this section, we discuss how our Results 1-3 can be integrated within existing
theoretical accounts in psychology and economics, and we outline ways in which our
findings may inform future theoretical developments.

Result 1 - The Role of Emotions in Decision Making. We show that exposure to
highly emotional news (rape, murder) worsens attitudes toward immigrants, while
less emotional news (about a petty theft) has a smaller or no impact. This differential
effect persists when respondents are provided with statistical information. This finding
aligns with research showing that immediate emotional states—experienced at the
moment a judgment is made—can directly shape decision making (Lerner et al. 2015;
Loewenstein 1996; Rick and Loewenstein 2008).

Two mechanisms may explain how immediate emotions influence behavior in our
experiment. The first concerns risk perception under uncertainty: emotional arousal
alters how people assess potential harms. Johnson et al. (1993), for example, show
that individuals assign a higher value to insurance against emotionally vivid risks (e.g.,
terrorism) even when probabilities are equal or lower than for more general risks. Our
results suggest a similar affective amplification of perceived threat. This is consistent
with models linking fear to heightened risk aversion (Andersson 2022).

The second channel concerns how emotions shape social or belief-dependent
preferences. People have been shown to be more generous toward identifiable
victims compared to statistical ones and, conversely, more punitive toward identified
wrongdoers than toward unidentified ones, with both effects driven by emotional
reactions (Small and Loewenstein 2003, 2005). To account for this, Loewenstein,
O’Donoghue, and Bhatia (2015) propose a dual-process model in which rapid,
affect-driven appraisals dominate slower deliberative evaluations in socially charged
contexts. With respect to belief-dependent preferences, the model of anger by
Battigalli, Dufwenberg, and Smith (2019) postulates that individuals who experience
a gap between their expectation and the current situation (frustration) may punish
others as a response to this frustration. In our context, emotional news about violent
immigrant crimes may create such frustration, prompting punitive attitudes and
worsening views about migrants.
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Result 2 - The Role of Emotions in Belief Updating. 'We show that respondents provided
with statistical information revise their beliefs toward the truth even when exposed to
emotional news. However, learning is slightly disrupted when the statistics are paired
with emotionally charged content.

This result aligns with research showing that emotions shape how information
is encoded and retained in memory. Psychology studies find that emotional stimuli
receive deeper processing and are remembered more vividly than neutral ones, making
them more accessible during later judgments (Brosch et al. 2013). Economic research
similarly argues that emotional arousal diverts cognitive resources from deliberative
reasoning, thereby constraining and limiting analytical learning (Loewenstein 1996;
Kaufman 1999). In our context, this would imply that highly emotional crime stories
are more easily stored in memory than statistics, reducing accuracy in the recall of
the latter. Consistent with this mechanism, we find a stronger disruption to Bayesian
updating when emotional stories precede—rather than follow—the statistical
information. This complements evidence from Graeber, Roth, and Zimmermann
(2024), which shows that stories are more easily retained than statistics because they
provide richer context and enhance associative memory (Kahana 2012).

Result 3 - The Combined Effect of Emotional News and Statistics on Policy Views.
Result 3 indicates that, when statistical information is presented alongside highly
emotional news, the emotional reaction overrides the effect of the statistics. As a result,
respondents express anti-immigration views just as strongly as when no statistical data
is provided. One possible explanation involves attentional processes: once emotionally
triggered, respondents seem inattentive to statistical information when forming policy
views, even though they retain it cognitively and update their beliefs accordingly.
Recent economic research conceptualizes attention as a scarce cognitive resource
that shapes decision-making by determining which features of a choice environment
are mentally represented and weighted in evaluation and decision processes (see
Loewenstein and Wojtowicz 2025 for a review). Attentional processes can either be
top-down—where individuals actively decide how to allocate attention, as in the model
by Bolte and Raymond (2024)—or bottom-up, that is, triggered automatically by the
properties of external stimuli, outside of volitional control, as in salience models
(Bordalo, Gennaioli, and Shleifer 2012, 2013). In both frameworks, decision-makers
behave as if they distort probabilities: Attention-driven weighting yields subjective
probability transformations even when objective probabilities are fully understood.
While not inconsistent with our results, neither approach can fully account for them.
Bolte and Raymond (2024) model emotions as a top-down mechanism:
anticipating negative emotional reactions from certain outcomes prompts individuals
to deliberately divert attention away from them, reducing their influence on decisions.
While emotions may matter as anticipatory feelings, our findings suggest that they
are also important as reactive feelings. Because deliberate attention allocation requires
cognitive effort, emotions may lower this cost by providing internal sensory cues that
automatically guide attention toward relevant information. Neuroscience research
argues that rapid emotional responses can interrupt and redirect cognitive processing
toward potentially high-priority concerns, such as imminent sources of danger

920z A\ 61 U0 Jasn Leo810lqIq 1ZIAISS - oweblag Ip eustaniun Aq 96€ 1998/91 06eAl/easl/c601 "0 /10p/ajonie-aouBApE/Eaal/WOoo dno olwapede//:sdiy Woll papeojumod]



28 Journal of the European Economic Association

(Armony et al. 1995, 1997; De Becker 1997). In line with this, our findings point to the
need for models of attention that account for emotions as reactive forces that redirect
attention toward emotionally charged or threatening stimuli.

In Bordalo, Gennaioli, and Shleifer (2012, 2013), attention is driven by context-
dependent contrast between attributes or outcomes of a choice. For example, in
decisions under risk (Bordalo, Gennaioli, and Shleifer 2012), when choosing between
different lotteries, decision makers tend to focus disproportionately on the states
where the differences in utility between the lotteries are greatest, giving those states
extra weight in their evaluation. A decision maker can thus be risk-seeking when a
lottery’s upside is salient and risk-averse when its downside is salient. This notion of
salience is not well-suited to explain why, in our experiment, respondents express very
different judgments on immigration between the Info and Info + High-Emotion News
treatments. In both treatments, the objective probabilities of the various possible states
of the world (rape, murder, theft, or no crime) are fixed, and so are the (dis)utilities
of the different possible outcomes; therefore, the emotional news does not change
salience as defined in Bordalo, Gennaioli, and Shleifer (2012, 2013). A potential link
between salience-based models and our findings is provided by Bonomi, Gennaioli,
and Tabellini (2021), who study the role of issue salience in shaping beliefs, policy
views, and polarization. In their theoretical framework, political conflict increases
the salience of specific social cleavages, leading individuals to adjust their beliefs
toward the stereotypical positions of the group they identify with. Our results could be
interpreted within this framework if emotions are viewed as an alternative mechanism
through which group identities become salient or shift, thereby offering a channel
through which emotional news may affect attitudes. However, a key implication
of the model is that increased salience amplifies polarization: individuals who are
initially pro-immigration (anti-immigration) should become more (less) favorable to
immigration as the issue becomes salient. In contrast, we find that emotional news
generates no significant heterogeneous effects by political affiliation (a proxy for group
identity), suggesting that this explanation cannot fully account for our results.

4. Summary and Conclusions

Using a large-scale survey experiment, this paper investigates the combined effect
of sensational news stories and the provision of statistical information. We find
evidence that the emotional reaction to news of violent immigrant crime moves policy
views, with a significant increase in anti-immigration attitudes. Providing statistical
information tends to correct factual beliefs, irrespective of whether participants are
also exposed to emotional news. While the exposure to emotional news has little
influence on factual learning, it strongly determines whether belief updating translates
into change in policy views. When presented in isolation, information significantly
reduces anti-immigration views, as it makes participants realize that immigrants’
propensity to commit crime (in particular, violent crime) is lower than what they
initially thought. Yet, when information is combined with emotional news, the
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emotional reaction to the news dominates and even eliminates the beliefs-correcting
effect of information: participants increase their anti-immigration views to the same
extent as when exposed to the emotional news only.

Although we focus on attitudes toward immigration to test our hypotheses, we
view our findings as a proof of concept with broader implications for both (i) the
formation of policy preferences and (ii) the interplay between beliefs, emotions, and
preferences. With respect to policy attitudes, recent evidence indicates that emotions
can indeed shape views on diverse issues such as climate change, taxation, etc.
(Algan et al. 2025). With respect to information processing, our results provide novel
evidence on how individuals react to informative versus emotional content. First,
we document that Bayesian updating can be disrupted when people are emotionally
triggered, thereby limiting the scope for rational learning. This is consistent with prior
work showing belief perseverance in clinical contexts following emotionally salient
feedback (Bottemanne et al. 2025), and with evidence from financial decision-making,
where fear or euphoria can disrupt rational assessment of risks and probabilities
(Cohn et al. 2015). Second, the finding that, once in an emotional state, statistics
become irrelevant for forming policy views sheds light on the conditions under which
beliefs matter for judgments and decisions. While earlier research highlights cognitive
uncertainty as one reason individuals may fail to act on their beliefs (Yang 2023), our
results suggest that emotional responses constitute an additional mechanism through
which beliefs lose influence over decision-making.

Finally, the result that emotions may trump cognition in the formation of policy
views has also important policy implications. First, news media should be aware that
reporting facts and statistics can correct people’s factual beliefs but may not move their
policy views if sensational stories are reported alongside them. Second, in the political
arena, populist rhetoric appealing to emotions is often responded to with factual and
rational arguments. Yet, relying only on voters’ cognition might not be the best strategy.
How to counteract the effects of emotional communication is an important question
for future research.
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