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Abstract
Extensive research has identified the mechanisms by which threat perceptions fuel hostility towards
migrants, but less is known about how to counteract these successfully. Outgroup empathy has been pro-
posed as a promising solution, yet its application is hindered by conceptual inconsistencies, methodological
challenges, and an overreliance on self-reported measures. To address these limitations, we introduce
Intersubjective Empathy (IE), a novel relational construct that measures how accurately ingroup members
recognise the emotions of outgroup members given their circumstances. Using surveys of 1,534 British
citizens and 484 young Syrian refugees conducted after the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ and Brexit referendum,
we operationalise and validate IE, demonstrating its association with prosocial attitudes, emotions, and
behaviours. We find that the ability to accurately recognise how refugees feel is linked to reduced threat
perceptions at the identification stage and an increased sense of duty to help them at the mobilisation stage.
However, we also identify diminishing returns, where empathy at higher levels may backfire, potentially
undermining successful desecuritisation. By integrating insights from securitisation theory, social psychol-
ogy, and political behaviour, this article highlights both the potential and limits of empathy in fostering
desecuritisation, advocating for more rigorous and politically sustainable approaches to reducing hostility
towards refugees.
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Introduction
Nativist forces are gaining ground politically in many Western societies, often by fomenting
tension around the arrival of ‘Others’ presented as being inherently dangerous and/or inferior.1
In the case of the UK, several studies have documented the hostile asylum policies of consecu-
tive governments, which treat ethnocultural ‘Others’ as threatening and undeserving of support.2
This ‘securitisation’ of migration, the process of blurring migrant categories together and socially
constructing them as dangerous to the host society, has not only increased prejudice and legit-
imised the suspension of human rights for refugees in the UK and internationally but has also

1Sarah Léonard, and Christian Kaunert, Refugees, Security and the European Union (London: Routledge, 2019).
2E.g. Ian Paterson, and Gareth Mulvey, ‘Simultaneous success and failure: The curious case of the (failed) securitisation

of asylum seekers and refugees in the United Kingdom and Scotland’, European Security, 32:4 (2023), pp. 656–75; Jonathan
Gilmore, ‘From negative to positive internationalised protection: Attenuated solidarity and the practice of refugee protection’,
European Journal of International Security, 9:3 (2024), pp. 301–19.

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of The British International Studies Association. This is an Open
Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution licence (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which
permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and reproduction, provided the original article is properly cited.
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fuelled anti-immigration attitudes, which were a key driver of the ‘Brexit’ vote.3 More recently,
the anti-immigration riots and anti-racism counter-demonstrations that swept across Britain in
August 2024 highlighted the alarming growing societal divisions within refugee-hosting states. Yet
while we know how threat perceptions drive hostility towards migrants, we still lack the required
understanding of how to reverse them, with ‘desecuritisation’ remaining neglected compared to its
conceptual twin.4 In this context, promoting ‘outgroup empathy’ – the ability to put oneself in the
shoes of people who belong to a different group than one’s own – has emerged as a possible solu-
tion. Indeed, strong empirical evidence shows its association with positive immigration attitudes5
and may even be ‘a better predictor of support for immigration than any other predisposition or
socio-demographic factor, save authoritarianism’.6

The high societal value of outgroup/intergroup empathy has been well documented across mul-
tiple fields of study and professional practice and has been celebrated as necessary for deliberative
democracy7 and more inclusive and equitable societies.8 However, at the heart of most empathy
research, including its application to migration studies, lie three fundamental challenges which
should make us cautious. The first challenge is conceptual: empathy is a multifaceted and incon-
sistently defined construct, with research often failing to align its definitions and measurements,
limiting validity and comparability.9 The second challenge is methodological, as the widespread
reliance on self-reported empathy measures introduces biases such as socially desirable respond-
ing10 and gendered framing.11 Self-reported empathy measures are tailored to ingroups taking a
presumed perspective of an outgroup. However, neither ‘perspective-taking’ (cognitive empathy)
nor ‘empathic concern’ (affective empathy) correlate with more accurate perception and compre-
hension of others’ emotions, when self-reported.12 Simply, how can we be sure that the version of
the world one sees through another’s eyes is valid, if we haven’t asked the ‘Other’ in the first place
how they see the world? Lastly, the third challenge arises from empirical observations that empathy
may not always be a ‘silver bullet’ for improving intergroup relations and can sometimes exacerbate

3Matthew Goodwin, and Caitlin Milazzo, ‘Taking back control? Investigating the role of immigration in the 2016 vote for
Brexit’, The British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 19:3 (2017), pp. 450–64.

4Arif Sahar, and Christian Kaunert, ‘Desecuritisation, deradicalisation, and national identity in Afghanistan: Higher edu-
cation and desecuritisation processes’, European Journal of International Security, 7:2 (2022), pp. 189–206; Ian Paterson,
‘Contesting security: Multiple modalities, NGOs, and the security-migration nexus in Scotland’, European Journal of
International Security, 8:2 (2023), pp. 172–91.

5E.g. Claire L. Adida, Adeline Lo, and Melina R. Platas, ‘Engendering empathy, begetting backlash: American attitudes
towards Syrian refugees’, Stanford-Zurich Immigration Policy Lab Working Paper No. 17–01 (2017); Claire L. Adida, Adeline Lo,
andMelina R. Platas, ‘Perspective taking can promote short-term inclusionary behavior toward Syrian refugees’, Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences, 115:38 (2018), pp. 9521–6; Ala Alrababa’h, Andrea Dillon, ScottWilliamson, et al., ‘Attitudes
toward migrants in a highly impacted economy: Evidence from the Syrian refugee crisis in Jordan’, Comparative Political
Studies, 54:1 (2021), pp. 33–76; Faten Ghosn, Alex Braithwaite, and Tiffany S. Chu, ‘Violence, displacement, contact, and
attitudes towards hosting refugees’, Journal of Peace Research, 56:1 (2019), pp. 118–33; Alexandra C. Hartman and Benjamin S.
Morse, ‘Violence, empathy and altruism: Evidence from the Ivorian refugee crisis in Liberia’, British Journal of Political Science,
50:2 (2020), pp. 731–55; Scott Williamson, Claire L. Adida, Adeline Lo, et al., ‘Family matters: How immigrant histories can
promote inclusion’, American Political Science Review, 115:2 (2021), pp. 686–93.

6Cigdem V. Sirin, Nicholas A. Valentino, and José D. Villalobos, Seeing Us in Them: Social Divisions and the Politics of Group
Empathy (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2021), p. 235.

7Michael E. Morrell, Empathy and Democracy: Feeling, Thinking, and Deliberation (University Park: Pennsylvania State
University Press, 2010).

8Stanley Feldman, Leonie Huddy, Julie Wronski, and Patrick Lown, ‘The interplay of empathy and individualism in support
for social welfare policies’, Political Psychology, 41:2 (2020), pp. 343–62.

9Morgan D. Stosic, Amber A. Fultz, Jill A. Brown, and Frank J. Bernieri, ‘What is your empathy scale not measuring?
The convergent, discriminant, and predictive validity of five empathy scales’, The Journal of Social Psychology, 162:1 (2022),
pp. 7–25; SandraH. Sulzer, NoahW. Feinstein, andClaire L.Wendland, ‘Assessing empathy development inmedical education:
A systematic review’, Medical Education, 50:3 (2016), pp. 300–10.

10Adam M. Grant and David M. Mayer, ‘Good soldiers and good actors: Prosocial and impression management motives as
interactive predictors of affiliative citizenship behaviors’, Journal of Applied Psychology, 94:4 (2009), pp. 900–12.

11Feldman et al., ‘The interplay’.
12Stosic et al., ‘What is your empathy’.
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polarisation or conflict.13 Specifically, perspective-taking can amplify cooperation or competition,
fostering positive outgroup attitudes while leaving biases unchanged.14 Crucially, it may trigger
selfish behaviour15 or backfire when the ingroup feels under threat,16 as seen in Ecuador, where
empathy towards Colombian refugees led to temporary desecuritisation, later reversed.17

Reflecting on these challenges, the aim of this paper is to propose a novel relational construct
and measurement of empathy associated with perspective-taking, which we call Intersubjective
Empathy (IE). IE is defined as the degree to which ingroup members can accurately recognise
how outgroup members feel, given their circumstances. This construct requires that an ingroup’s
presumed perspective of an outgroup’s emotions is triangulated with the actual emotional state
reported by the outgroup itself. We propose, operationalise, and validate this concept, empirically
testing its relevance to public attitudes towards refugees and outgroup helping in the UK. Situating
our study within a highly polarised context, after the 2015 ‘refugee crisis’ and the UK’s referendum
to exit the European Union (EU), provides an ideal setting to assess Intersubjective Empathy as a
potential but contingent factor in desecuritising migration, controlling for other established polit-
ical, economic, and sociocultural factors. Driven by a normative agenda, we ask three questions.
First, is Intersubjective Empathy associated with reduced threat perceptions towards refugees?
Second, does Intersubjective Empathy correlate with an increased sense of duty to help refugees?
And third, can Intersubjective Empathy sometimes ‘backfire’?

To respond to these questions and test the usefulness of our proposed measure, we draw on
unique and rare survey data capturing the attitudes of both UK citizens (n = 1,534; October 2017),
and the experiences, emotions, and attitudes of young (18–32 years old) Syrian refugees in the UK
(n= 484; July–September 2017).Thefirst part of the paper outlines the interdisciplinary theoretical
insights which inform our construct and analyses, drawing on securitisation theory, psychology,
and political behaviour.We then operationalise and validate intersubjective empathy, showing that
it correlates significantly with several prosocial attitudinal, affective, and motivational variables.
Next, through multiple regression analysis, we demonstrate that Intersubjective Empathy is asso-
ciated with reduced public perceptions of refugees as a threat, even when controlling for most
other dominant factors identified in the political behaviour literature. Our construct also has a
significant motivational component. The final part of the paper documents this through a general
linear regression analysis, which shows that Intersubjective Empathy correlates with an increased
sense of duty to help refugees, the essence of successful desecuritisation at the stage of mobilisa-
tion. However, there is a caveat: the initial positive effects of increased Intersubjective Empathy on
outgroup helping have diminishing returns after a certain level of IE is reached and may, indeed,
backfire. Our conclusion returns to and summarises conceptual, methodological, and empirical
contributions we are seeking to make and explores their broader real-world implications.

(De)securitisation of migration and outgroup empathy
Migration in Western societies has undergone a process of securitisation, whereby it has come to
be treated predominantly as a threat, not because of its ‘real’ or objective significance but because

13Fritz Breithaupt,TheDark Sides of Empathy (Ithaca,NY:Cornell University Press, 2019); ElizabethN. Simas, Scott Clifford,
and Justin H. Kirkland, ‘How empathic concern fuels political polarization’, American Political Science Review, 114:1 (2020),
pp. 258–69; Jason R. Pierce, Gavin J. Kilduff, AdamD.Galinsky, andNiro Sivanathan, ‘From glue to gasoline: How competition
turns perspective takers unethical’, Psychological Science, 24:0 (2013), 1986–94.

14Aleksandra Sherman, Lani Cupo, and Nancy Marie Mithlo, ‘Perspective-taking increases emotionality and empathy but
does not reduce harmful biases against American Indians: Converging evidence from the museum and lab’, PloS, 15:2 (2020),
e0228784 (p. 15).

15Nicholas Epley, Eugene M. Caruso, and Max H. Bazerman, ‘When perspective taking increases taking: Reactive egoism
in social interaction’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 91:5 (2006), pp. 872–89.

16Claudia Sassenrath, Sara D. Hodges, and Stefan Pfattheicher, ‘It’s all about the self: When perspective taking backfires’,
Current Directions in Psychological Science, 25:6 (2016), pp. 405–10 (p. 405).

17Gabriela Patricia García García, “‘We opened the door [too] much”: The challenging desecuritisation of Colombian
refugees in Ecuador’, European Journal of International Security, 9:3 (2024), pp. 377–97.
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it has been socially constructed as such. According to securitisation theory, perceptions matter
more than objective realities and are socially constructed through language18 and non-discursive
practices and structures.19 Migrants are typically depicted as a threat to the majority ingroup, legit-
imising the suspension of their human rights and, in the case of refugees, violating the international
protection regime enshrined in the 1951 Refugee Convention. The decades-long securitisation of
migration in Europe and the damaging and even deadly outcomes of ‘Fortress Europe’ for refugees
have been well documented.20 Although the different reasons people move are blurred when secu-
rity discourses and practices become dominant in dealing with migration, the content of such
arguments typically evolves around four main axes: an economic axis, about the migrants’ impact
on the national economy; a cultural axis, about the threats they pose to the majority/national iden-
tity; a criminological axis, about the perceived threats they pose to public order; and a securitarian
axis about threats to national security.21 As Lazaridis and Wadia note, ‘asylum seekers and other
migrant categories come to be seen as agents of social instability or as potential terrorists seeking
to exploit immigration systems’.22

The Security Studies literature has, however, not yet provided satisfactory answers to how to
successfully reduce threat perceptions and intergroup competition. Despite some notable advance-
ments centred around the concept of ‘desecuritisation’23 – the untangling of security discourses,
threat perceptions, and security practices – this area remains nascent.24 Securitisation theory’s
initial emphasis on decisive ‘speech acts’ and Buzan and colleagues’ designation of discourse anal-
ysis as ‘the obvious method’ to study it25 not only obscured the contestation that typically occurs
between competing securitising and desecuritising frames26 but also disregarded, conceptually and
methodologically, the role of the audience, which plays the decisive role.27 As Buzan and col-
leagues explain, the audience determines whether something is an existential threat to a shared
value, not the actors who make the claims or those contesting them: ‘thus, security (as with all
politics) ultimately rests neither with the objects nor with the subjects but among the subjects’,
making securitisation ‘an essentially intersubjective process’.28 Later studies29 further specified that
audiences, often the general public, have tomake a dual evaluation: assess first the claim that ‘this is
a threat’ (i.e. the ‘stage of identification’) and, second, the argument that ‘given that this is a threat,
this is what we need to do about it’ (i.e. the ‘stage of mobilisation’). Illuminating the audience’s
role requires diversifying the theory’s methodological toolbox, fertilising and strengthening inter-
disciplinary connections, and incorporating quantitative methodologies to study public attitudes
towards outgroups in general, and migrants in particular.30

18Barry Buzan, OleWæver, and JaapDeWilde, Security: ANew Framework for Analysis (London: Lynne Rienner Publishers,
1998).

19Thierry Balzacq, Securitization Theory: How Security Problems Emerge and Dissolve (London: Routledge, 2011).
20Léonard and Kaunert, Refugees.
21See e.g. Ayse Ceyhan and Anastassia Tsoukala, ‘The securitization of migration in Western societies: Ambivalent

discourses and policies’, Alternatives, 27:1_suppl (2002), pp. 21–39.
22Gabriella Lazaridis and Khursheed Wadia, The Securitisation of Migration in the EU: Debates since 9/11 (Basingstoke:

Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), p. 184.
23E.g. Lene Hansen, ‘Reconstructing desecuritisation:The normative-political in the Copenhagen School and directions for

how to apply it’, Review of International Studies, 38:3 (2012), pp. 525–46; Thierry Balzacq, Contesting Security: Strategies and
Logics (London: Routledge, 2014).

24Sahar and Kaunert, ‘Desecuritisation’.
25Buzan et al., Security, p. 176.
26Ugo Gaudino, ‘A populist desecuritisation? Mélenchon, left-wing populism, and the fight against Islamophobia in France’,

European Journal of International Security (2024), pp. 1–20.
27García García, ‘We opened’.
28Buzan et al., Security, p. 30.
29Paul Roe, ‘Actor, audience(s) and emergency measures: Securitization and the UK’s decision to invade Iraq’, Security

Dialogue, 39:6 (2008), pp. 615–35; Balzacq, Securitization Theory.
30Georgios Karyotis, Ian Paterson, and Andrew Judge, ‘Understanding securitization success: A new analytical framework’,

International Studies Review, 27:1 (2025), https://doi.org/10.1093/isr/viaf006.
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These highlight the critical role of contestation in shaping public attitudes and threat perceptions
– an aspect that is ‘often, and problematically, conceived as synonymous with desecuritisation’.31 In
cases of institutionalised securitisation, as with migration, ‘where the audience has been perpetu-
ally primed about the dangers the arrival of migrants and asylum seekers pose … any attempts to
desecuritise the representation ofmigrants is likely to face resistance’,32 raising doubts as towhether
desecuritisation is ever feasible.33 Empirical findings from Scotland demonstrate that civil society
can, in certain contexts, successfully contest the ‘migration–security nexus’ through discursive and
predominantly non-discursive activities.34 More commonly, however, humanitarian organisations
strive to evoke compassion by employing ‘the politics of pity’, with questionable results.35 For exam-
ple, Shetty finds that the depiction of Calais asylum seekers as ‘helpless victims, who can be helped
only through Western agencies’ and the notable absence ‘of asylum-seeker-produced visuals in the
political debates of Western media’ strip asylum seekers of their agency and voices and may also
backfire by further dehumanising them.36

The affective nature of salient desecuritising attempts, exemplified by the ephemeral wave of
empathy that spread across the UK and Europe following the publication of the image of three-
year-old Alan Kurdi’s dead body on a Turkish beach, underscores the crucial role of emotions
in (de)securitisation contests. Yet hardly any attempts have been made to theorise this connec-
tion or integrate securitisation research with well-established relevant debates in psychology. One
exception is Van Rythoven, who showed that ‘when the capacity to generate collective fears is con-
strained, so too is the practice of securitization’.37 Applying this to migration attitudes, we ask:
could some form of empathy towards ethnocultural ‘Others’ be associated with challenging the
‘Us vs Them’ logic of securitisation? And, in turn, could it be linked to lower threat perceptions
and greater public support to care for them, rather than curtail them? Rejecting the security-threat
framing does not automatically entail a guaranteed increase in the public’s motivation to care for
refugees, as audiences have to make a ‘dual evaluation’ in securitisation contests. Following the
analytical framework proposed by Karyotis, Paterson, and Judge,38 we therefore argue that suc-
cessful desecuritisation should be understood as a two-stage process, reducing threat perceptions
at the stage of identification and activating a sense of duty to care at the stage of mobilisation. To
assess empathy as a potential pathway to the desecuritisation of migration, we must empirically
and rigorously test its effects in relation to both stages.

Indeed, outside Security Studies, the evidence is plentiful that outgroup empathy is associ-
ated with positive immigration attitudes.39 Impressively, this finding has been corroborated across
different Western contexts in Europe and North America;40 across different referent migrant

31Paterson, ‘Contesting security’, p. 173.
32Vaibhava Shetty, ‘The role of non-elites and eyewitness videos in the visual securitisation of Calais asylum seekers’,

European Journal of International Security, 7:4 (2022), pp. 413–34 (p. 417).
33Andreas Behnke, ‘No way out: Desecuritization, emancipation and the eternal return of the political – a reply to Aradau’,

Journal of International Relations and Development, 9 (2006), pp. 62–9.
34Paterson, ‘Contesting security’.
35Jean-Pierre Murray, ‘Contesting the securitization of migration: NGOs, IGOs, and the security backlash’, International

Studies Quarterly, 68:4 (2024), sqae139.
36Shetty, ‘The role’, p. 423. Also see Georgios Karyotis, Dimitris Skleparis, and Stratos Patrikios, ‘New migrant activism:

Frame alignment and future protest participation’, British Journal of Politics and International Relations, 24:2 (2021),
pp. 381–400.

37Eric Van Rythoven, ‘Learning to feel, learning to fear? Emotions, imaginaries, and limits in the politics of securitization’,
Security Dialogue, 46:5 (2015), pp. 458–75 (p. 458).

38Karyotis et al., ‘Understanding securitization success’.
39E.g. Alrababa’h et al., ‘Attitudes toward migrants’; Ghosn et al., ‘Violence, displacement, contact, and attitudes’; Hartman

and Morse, ‘Violence, empathy and altruism’; Williamson et al., ‘Family matters’.
40E.g. Gábor Simonovits, Gabor Kezdi, and Peter Kardos, ‘Seeing the world through the other’s eye: An online intervention

reducing ethnic prejudice’, American Political Science Review, 112:1 (2018), pp. 186–93; Sirin et al., Seeing Us in Them.
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labels, from undocumentedmigrants41 and refugees,42 to ethnicminorities43 and immigrantsmore
broadly’44 and by both ‘traditional’ and experimental public opinion studies.45 However, each of
these studies focuses on different affective, perspective-taking, or motivational aspects associated
with outgroup empathy; most of them rely on self-assessed measures; and none, to our knowledge,
considers the perspectives of citizens and migrants concurrently. In our paper, we are norma-
tively driven by an ambition to develop a construct of outgroup empathy that avoids the pitfalls
of self-report but maintains the prosocial and pro-migrant tendencies that have recently attracted
scholarly attention. To develop our concept, in preparation for empirical testing, we need to delve
deeper into psychology.

The psychology of outgroup empathy
Psychology distinguishes between ingroup and outgroup/intergroup empathy. It considers the for-
mer a prerequisite of any group/community that is positively associated with greater prosocial
behaviour towards one’s own group/community members.46 Outgroup/intergroup empathy, on
the other hand, and more specifically empathy towards outgroup members who are ethnically and
culturally different from the ingroup/majority (i.e. ‘ethnocultural empathy’), is rarer. Along these
lines, while caring for the well-being of ingroup members is common, people are far less likely
to be motivated to alleviate the suffering of outsiders.47 Yet recent studies have shown that this
‘caring for the other side’ can be activated under certain circumstances, even for outgroups that
are perceived to be threatening.48 As Kalla and Broockman found in their experimental research,
‘interpersonal conversations that deploy the non-judgmental exchange of narratives can reduce
exclusionary attitudes’.49 This, however, may be difficult to achieve if we exclusively rely on con-
structs of outgroup empathy that do not account for the actual emotions and attitudes of outgroup
members. As detailed in the introduction, this represents amajor challenge, inspiring us to respond
to Sulzer and colleagues’ plea for a conceptualisation of empathy ‘as relational – an engagement
between a subject and an object’.50 Accordingly, and consistent with securitisation theory, we call
this new construct that our article proposes, validates, and tests Intersubjective Empathy.

A key reference for the necessary qualities that should characterise our new construct and the
most coherent body of work to measure ingroups’ empathy towards different outgroups empiri-
cally is offered by Group Empathy Theory (GET), which employs a multidimensional conception
including affective, cognitive, and motivational components.51 Outgroup empathy, GET posits,
is ‘the ability to take the perspective of others and experience their emotions with the motiva-
tion to care about their welfare’, which is necessarily directed towards groups with whom one
has little in common.52 Outgroup empathy has an affective dimension – empathic concern –

41E.g. Cigdem V. Sirin, José D. Villalobos, and Nicholas A. Valentino, ‘Group Empathy Theory: The effect of group empathy
onUS intergroup attitudes and behavior in the context of immigration threats’,The Journal of Politics, 78:3 (2016), pp. 893–908.

42E.g. Adida et al., ‘Engendering empathy’; Adida et al., ‘Perspective taking’.
43E.g. Simonovits et al., ‘Seeing the world’.
44E.g. Benjamin J. Newman, Todd K. Hartman, Patrick L. Lown, and Stanley Feldman, ‘Easing the heavy hand:

Humanitarian concern, empathy, and opinion on immigration’, British Journal of Political Science, 45:3 (2015), pp. 583–607.
45E.g. Sirin et al., Seeing Us in Them.
46Robert B. Cialdini, Stephanie L. Brown, Brian P. Lewis, Carol Luce, and Steven L. Neuberg, ‘Reinterpreting the empathy–

altruism relationship:When one into one equals oneness’, Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 73:3 (1997), pp. 481–94.
47Diana C. Mutz, and Amber Hye-Yon Lee, ‘How much is one American worth? How competition affects trade preferences’,

American Political Science Review, 114:4 (2020), pp. 1179–94.
48Sirin et al., ‘Group Empathy Theory’.
49Joshua L. Kalla and David E. Broockman, ‘Reducing exclusionary attitudes through interpersonal conversation: Evidence

from three field experiments’, American Political Science Review, 114:2 (2020), pp. 410–25 (p. 413).
50Sulzer et al., ‘Assessing empathy development’, p. 300.
51Sirin et al., ‘Group Empathy Theory’; Cigdem V. Sirin, Nicholas A. Valentino, and José D. Villalobos, ‘The social causes

and political consequences of group empathy’, Political Psychology, 38:3 (2017), pp. 427–48; Sirin et al., Seeing Us in Them.
52Sirin et al., Seeing Us in Them, p. 22.
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which involves a reflexive emotional response to the experiences of another, especially those facing
struggle, discrimination, or need. However, its key component is perspective-taking, i.e. the cog-
nitive ability to put oneself in someone else’s shoes, so that one can see the world through another’s
eyes. Perspective-taking enables individuals to predict the actions and reactions of others, as
noted by Davis.53 This cognitive process may enhance intergroup understanding while avoiding
negative emotional responses.54 Research indicates that perspective-taking, rather than empathic
concern, may be more effective in facilitating negotiations and uncovering hidden agreements.55
Individuals with strong perspective-taking abilities are less likely to stereotype others,56 exhibit
greater tolerance for differing opinions,57 and show a higher propensity for engaging in political
discussions and debates.58 Indeed, the ability to imagine/predict what another person feels/thinks
given their circumstances has been shown to increase positive attitudes towards outgroups,59
including refugees.60

Moreover, a requirement for our construct of Intersubjective Empathy is that it has a motiva-
tional component to alleviate the suffering of ethnocultural ‘Others’. A large body of work has
illustrated the important role of empathy in explaining intergroup/outgroup helping.61 Indeed,
outgroup empathy is strongly associated with prosocial behaviours like supporting war victims,62
donating to charity,63 and volunteering.64 Overall, outgroup empathy is strongly correlated with
support of political actions that have the potential to advance the welfare of an outgroup,65 includ-
ing migrants.66 In all, the operationalisation of outgroup empathy as a multidimensional construct
and its measurement through the ‘Group Empathy Index’ (GEI) produces evidence that ingroups
can see past perceived or objective social divisions and conflicting interests and empathise towards
outgroups, which has immense potential for moderating intergroup tensions67 and promoting
desecuritisation.

53Mark H. Davis, ‘Measuring individual differences in empathy: Evidence for a multidimensional approach’, Journal of
Personality and Social Psychology, 44:1 (1983), pp. 113–26.

54Simas et al., ‘How empathic concern’.
55Ibid.
56Cynthia S. Wang, Gillian Ku, Kenneth Tai, and Adam D. Galinsky, ‘Stupid doctors and smart construction workers:

Perspective-taking reduces stereotyping of both negative and positive targets’, Social Psychological and Personality Science,
5:4 (2014), pp. 430–6.

57Diana C. Mutz, Hearing the Other Side: Deliberative versus Participatory Democracy (New York: Cambridge University
Press, 2006).

58Scott Clifford, Justin H. Kirkland, and Elizabeth N. Simas, ‘How dispositional empathy influences political ambition’, The
Journal of Politics, 81:3 (2019), pp. 1043–56.

59C. Daniel Batson and Nadia Y. Ahmad, ‘Empathy-induced altruism: A threat to the collective good’, in Shane R. Thye
and Edward J. Lawler (eds), Altruism and Prosocial Behavior in Groups (Bingley: Emerald Group Publishing Limited, 2009),
pp. 1–23.

60Adida et al., ‘Engendering empathy’.
61C. Daniel Batson and Laura L. Shaw, ‘Evidence for altruism: Towards a pluralism of prosocial motives’, Psychological

Inquiry, 2:2 (1991), pp. 107–22; Nancy Eisenberg, Natalie D. Eggum, and Laura Di Giunta, ‘Empathy‐related respond-
ing: Associations with prosocial behavior, aggression, and intergroup relations’, Social Issues and Policy Review, 4:1 (2010),
pp. 143–80; Brian M. Johnston, and Demis E. Glasford, ‘Intergroup contact and helping: How quality contact and empathy
shape outgroup helping’, Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 21:8 (2018), pp. 1185–201; Stefan Stürmer, Mark Snyder,
Alexandra Kropp, and Birte Siem, ‘Empathy-motivated helping: The moderating role of group membership’, Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 32:7 (2006), pp. 943–56.

62Esther van Leeuwen, Wilco van Dijk, and Ümit Kaynak, ‘Of saints and sinners: How appeals to collective pride and guilt
affect outgroup helping’, Group Processes and Intergroup Relations, 16:6 (2013), pp. 781–96.

63Cialdini et al., ‘Reinterpreting the empathy–altruism relationship’.
64Stürmer et al., ‘Empathy-motivated helping’.
65Sabrina J. Pagano and Yuen J. Huo, ‘The role of moral emotions in predicting support for political actions in post‐war

Iraq’, Political Psychology, 28:2 (2007), pp. 227–55.
66E.g. Sirin et al., ‘Group Empathy Theory’.
67Sirin et al., ‘Group Empathy Theory’; Sirin et al., ‘The social causes’; Sirin et al., Seeing Us in Them.
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Outgroup empathy has emerged as a leading contender for dislocating prevalent
anti-immigration attitudes and a great motivator for incentivising caring for refugees and a
humanitarian collective response, corresponding to desecuritisation at both the stage of identi-
fication and mobilisation. As discussed, however, this requires that the voices and emotions of
outgroup members are actively listened to, which most empathy research relying on self-reported
measurements does not account for. Our proposed construct of Intersubjective Empathy directly
addresses this, and Pedwell’s critique,68 by shifting empathy from an ingroup-centred, paternalistic
exercise to a relational process that empirically integrates outgroup voices. This ensures that
desecuritisation efforts are grounded in the actual experiences and emotions of those securitised.
With these in mind, our ambition is to propose, operationalise, and validate a new construct –
Intersubjective Empathy – which we employ to empirically assess its relationship with public
attitudes towards refugees and outgroup helping in the UK, controlling for other established
measures.

Hypotheses, data, and methods
Intersubjective Empathy is our proposed novel relational construct of outgroup empathy, based on
the key component of perspective-taking (i.e. cognitive empathy). For measurement, IE requires
that an ingroup’s presumed perspective of an outgroup is always triangulated with that outgroup’s
actual emotional state.This is crucial becausewe hypothesise an ‘empathy gap’ between citizens and
refugees, meaning citizens cannot fully and accurately recognise the emotions of refugees (H1). To
test this, we compare the emotions that refugees actually felt at the time with those that citizens
thought they felt.

Any construct intended to capture outgroup empathy should also include affective and motiva-
tional dimensions. Indeed, empathy without consideration of at least a motivational component is
an oxymoron, since, as Sirin and colleagues aptly put it, ‘sociopaths are known for their keen abil-
ity to detect emotions in others but tend to use that knowledge to manipulate and deceive rather
than help’.69 While we subscribe to a multidimensional understanding of empathy, we advocate for
a minimalist definition that treats the relationship between empathy’s cognitive component and
its affective and motivational elements as empirical rather than definitional questions. Therefore,
unlike other outgroup empathy constructs, affective and motivational components are not built
into IE, so we must establish that our construct demonstrates the qualities expected of outgroup
empathy. We hypothesise that IE correlates with various prosocial attitudinal, affective, and moti-
vational variables (H2). To test this and ensure that IE is not a stand-in for any other measure, we
perform a series of relevant correlations.

We then subject IE to two progressively ‘harder’ tests to establish that our construct is not only
associatedwith the prosocial qualities of outgroup empathy but also correlateswith successful dese-
curitisation at both stages. Specifically, we hypothesise that IE is associated with reduced threat
perceptions towards refugees, at the stage of identification (H3), and an increased sense of duty to
help them, at the stage of mobilisation (H4). To test the former, we perform a multiple regression
analysis to assess the relationship between IE and public attitudes towards refugees, controlling for
several established factors. For the latter, we conduct a general linear regression analysis to deter-
mine the relationship between IE and UK citizens’ sense of duty to help refugees, controlling for
the same variables.

We also acknowledge the possibility that there might be instances where outgroup empathy
may ‘backfire’. This is particularly pertinent for intersubjective empathy, given that perspective-
taking has been described as a ‘relational amplifier’ that may lead to diminishing or negative
returns in competitive situations. Moreover, this is especially relevant to outgroup helping within
the context of intergroup relations between citizens and refugees, which are predominantly framed

68Carolyn Pedwell, Affective Relations: The Transnational Politics of Empathy. (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014).
69Sirin et al., Seeing Us in Them, p. 22.
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in ‘zero-sum game’ terms in public discourse. Hence, we hypothesise that there is a non-linear
relationship between Intersubjective Empathy and the sense of duty to help refugees, resulting in
potentially diminishing or negative returns at higher levels of IE (H5). To test this, we include
both the linear (Intersubjective Empathy) and quadratic (IE Squared) terms in our general linear
regression analysis.

We rely on two sources of data to capture the emotions of refugees and the attitudes and emo-
tions of citizens in theUK. For the first element, we conducted 484 surveyswith young (18–32 years
old) Syrian refugees from July to September 2017. We recruited 13 peer researchers, comprising 6
young Syrians living in England and 7 in Scotland, all native Arabic speakers.We prioritised female
researchers (10 women and 3men) to reduce known barriers to survey participation among female
migrants.70 Two peer researchers were based in Coventry, with one each in London, Manchester,
Sheffield, and Newcastle. In Scotland, one was based in Aberdeen, one in Edinburgh, and five in
Glasgow. This design was influenced by the fact that, at the time, Scotland had welcomed over a
third of the UK’s Syrian refugees71 and by the UK government’s policy of ‘dispersed accommoda-
tion’, which had resulted in certain local authorities hosting a disproportionately large number of
refugees and asylum seekers relative to their populations.72 To challenge traditional power dynam-
ics in refugee research and promote active listening, we involved all peer researchers in designing
the questionnaire, ensuring that their perspectives shaped both the questions and overall approach.
Additionally, they received training on how tominimise the influence of their own experiences and
biases in interactions with participants, as well as how to recognise signs of distress and respond
with sensitivity.

The majority of the surveys (77 per cent) were conducted in person using Computer-Assisted
Personal Interviewing (CAPI). Peer researchers used tablet devices equippedwith an offline version
of Qualtrics survey software to carry out these face-to-face interviews. On average, each inter-
view lasted around 45 minutes. The remaining 23 per cent of surveys were completed through
Computer-Assisted Self-Interviewing (CASI), allowing us to expand our geographical coverage
and reach a larger number of respondents. A link to the online version of the questionnaire was
distributed via local authorities and the personal networks of the fieldworkers. For these self-
administered surveys, more detailed written instructions were provided to account for the absence
of an interviewer. The questionnaire was identical for both methods and was available in Arabic
and English, featuring both closed and a few open questions.73

Convenience sampling was employed, necessitated by the lack of publicly available official data
regarding the detailed demographic breakdown and characteristics of the Syrian population in the
UK. Despite limitations, convenience sampling is considered one of the most appropriate avenues
for data collection among hard-to-reach populations, whereby the primary selection criterion
relates to the ease of obtaining a sample, considering the cost of locating individuals of the target
population, the geographic distribution of the sample, and obtaining the interview data from the
selected individuals.74 An overview of the demographic characteristics of our sample is presented
in the online Supplementary Materials.

For the corresponding citizens’ data, we draw on a national survey administered on our behalf
online to a randomised sample of British citizens (n = 1,534) by polling organisation Survation in
October 2017. In the regression models, data were weighted to the profile of all adults in the UK

70Erin R. Hamilton, ‘Gendered disparities in Mexico–U.S. migration by class, ethnicity, and geography’, Demographic
Research, 32:17 (2015), pp. 533–42.

71Esther Addley and Helen Pidd, ‘Scotland has taken in more than a third of all UK’s Syrian refugees’, The Guardian (27
May 2016), available at: {https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/27/scotland-welcomes-third-of-uk-syrian-refugees-
resettlement}.

72Kate Lyons, ‘We want more Syrian refugees: Council offers exceed official UK pledge of 20,000’, The Guardian (9 March
2017), available at: {https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/mar/09/we-want-more-syrian-refugees-offers-exceed-official-
uk-pledge-of-20000}.

73The full questionnaire is available on our project website: https://www.crisispolitics.net/.
74Jean Faugier andMary Sargeant, ‘Sampling hard to reach populations’, Journal of AdvancedNursing, 26:4 (1997), pp. 790–7.
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aged 18+ by age, sex, region, household income, education, 2017 General Election Vote, and 2016
EU Referendum Vote. Demographic descriptives for the citizens survey are given in the online
Supplementary Materials. The two questionnaires included all standard measurements of polit-
ical behaviour and attitudes as they appear in cross-national surveys like the European Social
Survey and World Bank and UNCHR surveys on forced displacement but also included original
instruments we developed pertinent to our research aims. The question wording and coding for
variables used in our subsequent analyses are presented in the online Supplementary Materials.
Both studies were reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee at one of the co-authors’ uni-
versities, ensuring the rights, welfare, and dignity of the participants were protected. Informed
consent was obtained from all participants, and their confidentiality and anonymity were main-
tained throughout the studies. Any potential risks were minimised, and participants were given
the right to withdraw from participation, at any time without any consequences.

Intersubjective empathy: Operationalisation, measurement, and validation
Given the challenges in empathy research outlined earlier, the key question, as Stosic and colleagues
explain, is not what ‘the best measure of empathy’ is, but instead, ‘which facet of empathy is most
relevant to my research question and which scale measures that particular facet most validly’.75
Considering that empathy scales are not interchangeable but distinct constructs, it is crucial ‘to
clarify whether one is talking about an empathy trait (e.g. the motivation to understand others’
emotions) or an empathy ability (e.g. accurately identifying emotional content)’.76

Intersubjective Empathy is a construct we seek to operationalise and validate in this paper. IE
is defined as the degree to which ingroup members can accurately recognise how outgroup mem-
bers feel, given their circumstances, and is operationalised by drawing upon both our refugees’
and citizens’ surveys. This differentiates our construct from others in three important ways: first,
IE is an ability, rather than a trait. It considers only the cognitive dimension of outgroup empa-
thy and triangulates an ingroup’s presumed perspective of an outgroup with that outgroup’s actual
emotional state. Second, IE is situational, rather than dispositional.77 This entails that IE is always
context-dependent and outgroup-specific, in line with key tenets of securitisation research78 and
recent findings on outgroup empathy in social neuroscience.79 Lastly, IE is measured through just
2 questions, compared to, for instance, the 14 items used in GEI. The outgroup is asked ‘How do
you feel?’ The ingroup is asked separately ‘How do you think the outgroup feels?’

In our survey, we asked young Syrian refugees ‘How do you feel about your current situation in
the UK? Which of the following emotions best capture your feelings?’ We rotated the emotions to pre-
vent order effects and allowed participants to choose up to four items. The frequency of responses
was as follows: Hopeful (266), Happy (195), Grateful (123), Confident (118), Anxious (116), Afraid
(58), Proud (58), Sad (57), Desperate (30), Angry (9), Don’t know (9), None of the above (8). We
excluded the latter two and created 10 dummy variables by weighting each of the remaining fre-
quencies according to their overall count (1,030) to find the proportion of the sample identifying
with each of these emotions. We also asked British citizens ‘How do you think Syrian Refugees feel
about their current situation in the UK? Please select UP TO 4 emotions from the list below that best
describe THEIR feelings in your opinion’. We presented them with the same rotated list of emo-
tions and the frequency of responses was as follows: Hopeful (539), Happy (221), Grateful (396),

75Stosic et al., ‘What is your empathy’, p. 10.
76Ibid.
77See Eisenberg et al., ‘Empathy‐related responding’.
78See Paterson, ‘Contesting security’.
79See Erika Weisz and Jamil Zaki, ‘Motivated empathy: A social neuroscience perspective’, Current Opinion in Psychology,

24 (2018), pp. 67–71.
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Figure 1. Emotions experienced by young Syrian refugees, as identified by them and UK citizens (%).

Confident (109), Anxious (573), Afraid (420), Proud (57), Sad (337), Desperate (414), Angry (141),
Don’t know (309).80

The percentage frequencies of young Syrian refugees’ and UK citizens’ responses are shown
in Figure 1.Thedifferences betweenwhat young Syrian refugees feel, compared towhatUK citizens
think they feel, are immediately striking. While refugees report predominantly positive emotions
of hope (25 per cent), happiness (19 per cent), gratefulness (12 per cent), and confidence (11 per
cent), only one of these is recognised by citizens, who assume that they instead predominantly
feel anxious (16 per cent), hopeful (15 per cent), afraid (12 per cent), and desperate (12 per cent).
As this indicates, UK citizens were not particularly good at recognising what refugees actually
felt at a time of heightened anxiety and polarisation around migration, security, and sovereignty.
This supports the idea of the existence of an ‘empathy gap’ between citizens and refugees (H1) and
underscores the need for a relational approach to measuring outgroup empathy, which is based on
the triangulation of an ingroup’s presumed perspective of an outgroup with that outgroup’s actual
emotional state.

To calculate Intersubjective Empathy, we gave British citizens who selected ‘Don’t know’ a zero
score. The reason for this is twofold. Conceptually, research shows that cognitive empathy involves
actively recognising another person’s mental state. A ‘Don’t know’ response can be interpreted

80We acknowledge the challenge of treating the emotions of young Syrian refugees as representative of all Syrian refugees,
and this is a limitation of our findings. However, this is a common challenge in refugee research, where non-representative
samples are often the only viable option due to practical constraints. We deliberately chose not to include the term ‘young’
in the question directed at British citizens to avoid adding unnecessary complexity to an already-difficult question, which is
evident in the high proportion of ‘don’t know’ responses. At the time of our survey, fewer than 20,000 Syrians had been granted
refugee status in the UK, and only a small percentage of them would have fallen within the 18–32 age range covered by our
sample. As such, it would have been unrealistic to expect British respondents to make accurate assessments specifically about
the emotions of young Syrian refugees.
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as an inability or unwillingness to engage in the cognitive processes necessary to empathise
with members of an outgroup, which may reflect a deficit in cognitive empathy. Indeed, from a
behavioural perspective, not knowing or being unwilling to guess how members of an outgroup
feel can imply indifference or lack of concern about an outgroup’s perspective, which is a critical
aspect of empathy. Thus, in practical terms, since we aim to capture ‘actionable’ empathy – i.e. cog-
nitive empathy that is likely to also have a motivational dimension – we take that a ‘Don’t know’
response implies that an individual is unlikely to engage in empathetic actions. This approach
alignswith findings that individuals who lack implicit cognitive empathymay still perform relevant
emotion recognition tasks when explicitly instructed through vignettes, for example, but other-
wise do not engage in empathetic processes.81 Our sensitivity analysis (see online Supplementary
Materials) shows that Intersubjective Empathy has a similar effect on outcomes in the regression
models, regardless of whether the ‘Don’t know’ responses are excluded from the calculation of
Intersubjective Empathy.

Intersubjective Empathy was calculated for each UK citizen by multiplying each selected pre-
sumed Syrian refugees’ emotion by the proportion of young Syrian refugees who actually selected
that emotion and adding them together:

IntersubjectiveEmpathy = (FeelHopeful*.258) + (FeelHappy*.189) + (FeelGrateful*.119) +
(FeelConfident*.115) + (FeelAnxious*.113) + (FeelProud*.056) + (FeelAfraid*.056) +
(FeelSad*.055) + (FeelDesperate* .029) + (FeelAngry*.009)

Mathematically, the formula can be represented as:

IE = ∑
n

i=1
(ei ⋅ pi)

This formula captures the essence of calculating Intersubjective Empathy by considering the
alignment of emotions selected by British citizens with those actually felt by young Syrian refugees,
while also accounting for uncertainty or lack of knowledge indicated by selections of ‘Don’t know’.
This weighted formulation ensures proportional relevance by reflecting the true distribution of
emotions within the refugee population, making the empathy score context-specific and accurate.
Secondly, it enhances precision and sensitivity, capturing subtle differences in perspective-taking.
Thirdly, it avoids the pitfalls of arbitrary equal weighting seen in additive indices, instead empha-
sising more frequently experienced emotions. Fourthly, assigning a zero score to ‘Don’t know’
responses effectively integrates uncertainty, preventing the inflation of empathy measures. Lastly,
it provides a standardised metric that facilitates consistent comparison and benchmarking across
different groups and contexts, making it a reliable tool for tracking changes in outgroup empathy
over time.

The calculated variable (n = 1,534) has a mean of .237 (SD = .195), median = .207, and a range
of 0 to .682.The scores of our Intersubjective Empathy scale are shown in Figure 2.The distribution
is right-skewed, and the highest density (peak) is at the lower end of the scale. Density gradually
decreases as Intersubjective Empathy scores increase, with a long tail extending towards higher
values. This suggests some variation, but high empathy scores are relatively rare. The density plot
shows some fluctuations, indicating that there are multiple local peaks and troughs, which may
suggest subgroups within the population with varying levels of Intersubjective Empathy towards
Syrian refugees. Overall, this pattern supports the idea that most citizens find it challenging to
accurately recognise the emotional states of Syrian refugees, likely due to a combination of social,
psychological, and informational factors, which fall beyond the scope of our study.

This pattern is hardly surprising since refugees are a ‘shadowpopulation’. According toUNHCR,
as of November 2022, there were 231,597 refugees in the UK, making up less than 0.5% of the total
population. Statistically speaking, then, chances of intergroup contact that could, perhaps, fos-
ter citizens’ Intersubjective Empathy towards refugees are extremely slim. This, essentially, entails
that the vast majority of citizens can only glimpse refugees’ experiences indirectly, through media

81See Shou-An A. Chang, Scott Tillem, Callie Benson-Williams, and Arielle Baskin-Sommers, ‘Cognitive empathy in
subtypes of antisocial individuals’, Frontiers in Psychiatry, 12 (2021), 677975.
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Figure 2. Density plot of UK citizens’ intersubjective empathy towards Syrian refugees.

portrayals and political cues, which have been shown to impact immigration attitudes.82 Salient
public representations of refugees in Western societies feature limited direct and nuanced engage-
ment with what refugees actually experience, feel, and say, opting instead for ephemeral and
sensational affective portrayals of them mainly as ‘victims or villains’.83 Future research may fruit-
fully explore the extent towhichmedia and political frames drive IE. In this paper, we are interested
in its desecuritising potential, namely, IE’s hypothesised association with reduced threat percep-
tions at the stage of identification and an increased sense of obligation to help refugees at the stage
of mobilisation.

Validation of IE calls for ‘an examination of the nomological network of empirical relationships
(positive, negative, andnull) explicitly and implicitly theorised for that scale and its construct’.84 We,
therefore, need to explore through a series of correlations what attitudes, affects, and behaviours IE
relates to, as well as ensure that it is not a stand-in for any established predictors. For our (cognitive)
scale to really capture the qualities of multidimensional outgroup empathy, we would expect it to
be correlated with relevant positive attitudinal, affective, and motivational components, such as
prosocial attitudes, emotions, and behaviours. Table 1 presents a summary of these relationships
(see full correlation matrix in the online Supplementary Materials).

82E.g. Jakob-Moritz Eberl, Christine E. Meltzer, Tobias Heidenreich, et al., ‘The European media discourse on immigration
and its effects: A literature review’, Annals of the International Communication Association, 42:3 (2018), pp. 207–23; René D.
Flores, ‘Can elites shape public attitudes towards immigrants? Evidence from the 2016 US presidential election’, Social Forces,
96:4 (2018), pp. 1649–90.

83Heaven Crawley, Simon McMahon, and Katharine Jones, Victims and Villains: Migrant Voices in the British Media
(Coventry: Centre for Trust, Peace and Social Relations, Coventry University, 2016).

84Stosic et al., ‘What is your empathy’, p. 8.
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Table 1. Means, standard deviations, and correlations between IE and relevant affective andmotivational empathy compo-
nents.

Variable M SD 1

1. Intersubjective Empathy 0.24 0.19

2. Volunteerism 1.27 0.44 .12**
[.07, .17]

3. Egalitarianism 2.94 1.08 .08**
[.02, .13]

4. Personal Political Influence 3.11 1.14 .07**
[.02, .13]

5. Interpersonal Trust 5.34 2.61 .12**
[.06, .17]

6. Anxious towards 0.29 0.45 .15**
[.10, .20]

7. Desperate towards 0.09 0.29 .08**
[.03, .13]

8. Afraid towards 0.17 0.37 .06*
[.01, .11]

9. Angry towards 0.15 0.36 .03
[-.02, .08]

10. Sad towards 0.35 0.48 .24**
[.19, .28]

11. Confident towards 0.07 0.25 .09**
[.04, .14]

12. Hopeful towards 0.30 0.46 .31**
[.26, .35]

13. Proud towards 0.09 0.29 .20**
[.15, .24]

14. Happy towards 0.09 0.29 .13**
[.08, .18]

15. Grateful towards 0.07 0.26 .14**
[.09, .19]

Note: Values in square brackets indicate the 95 per cent confidence interval for each correlation. The confidence interval is a plausible range
of population correlations that could have caused the sample correlation (Geoff Cumming, ‘The new statistics: Why and how’, Psychological
Science, 25:1 (2014), pp. 7–29). * indicates p< .05. ** indicates p< .01.

As hypothesised (H2), IE correlates with several prosocial attitudinal, affective, andmotivational
items, including several citizens’ prosocial emotions towards refugees. Emotions are characterised
as having action tendencies,85 meaning that they prepare us for action towards or away from an
emotion-eliciting stimulus. In a review, van Kleef and Lelieveld identify various clusters of emo-
tions – such as opportunity and affiliation, appreciation, distress, and dominance – with different
tendencies towards social action.86 Opportunity and affiliation emotions, such as happiness and
hope, are often associatedwith prosocial behaviour.87 With specific reference to refugees, happiness

85Nico H. Frijda, ‘Emotion, cognitive structure, and action tendency’, Cognition and Emotion, 1:2 (1987), pp. 115–43.
86Gerben A. Van Kleef and Gert-Jan Lelieveld, ‘Moving the self and others to do good: The emotional underpinnings of

prosocial behavior’, Current Opinion in Psychology, 44 (2022), pp. 80–8.
87Lara B.Aknin, JuliaW.VandeVondervoort, and J. KileyHamlin, ‘Positive feelings reward andpromote prosocial behavior’,

Current Opinion in Psychology, 20 (2018), pp. 55–9.
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and hope have been found to predict prosocial concern.88 Similarly, appreciation emotions, such
as gratitude, are linked to increased concern for others.89

However, we find that some negative emotions are also correlated with IE. Distress emotions,
such as anxiety, desperation, fear, and sadness, have mixed effects, since sometimes distress leads
us to escape uncomfortable or aversive situations while at other times it leads to prosocial inter-
vention.90 Feeling sadness towards refugees, for instance, is likely to motivate a desire to help.91
Emotions associated with threat perceptions, like anxiety, fear, and desperation, predict hostility
towards refugees.92 Yet the latter can be more difficult to interpret since it can be seen in a proso-
cial or antisocial way. Dominance emotions, such as pride and anger, can lead to aggressive social
actions, but, again, this depends on the context and the object towards which these emotions are
directed.93 For example, feeling pride towards refugees has been found to predict prosocial con-
cern.94 It is also important to note that anger does not correlate with IE in our study. Lastly, IE
does not appear to be a stand-in for any other measure. Overall, as this rigorous assessment indi-
cates, IE is plausible as a measure of outgroup empathy, demonstrating both prosocial affective and
motivational dimensions, which are crucial for its desecuritising potential.

Attitudes towards refugees and outgroup helping: Operationalisation
For H3, we draw on the securitisation of migration literature to operationalise a multidimen-
sional construct of public attitudes towards refugees that covers the four key axes that make up
the ‘migration–security nexus’: economy, majority/national identity, public order, and national
security.

We thus constructed a scale variable, ‘Attitudes towards refugees’, whichmeasures threat percep-
tions across these four key dimensions. Specifically, we asked to what extent participants agreed or
disagreed with the following four statements (5-point Likert scales): ‘Refugees are generally good for
the host country’s economy’, ‘Refugees increase crime rates’ (reversed), ‘Refugees are to blame for the
rise of terrorism’ (reversed), and ‘How important, if at all, do you consider cultural differences are in
causing any divisions between Syrians and citizens in the UK?’ (the latter using a not at all–extremely
scale; reversed). The scale (Figure 3) had good reliability (α = .76). The mean score was calculated
so that a higher score indicates more positive attitudes towards refugees and, thus, reduced threat
perceptions at the stage of identification.

To test H4, we consider whether IE could also be associated with public support to care
for refugees at the stage of mobilisation, which is essential for successful desecuritisation.
Desecuritising counter-narratives and calls for a more inclusive, humanitarian, and empathetic
engagement with ‘Others’ often challenge dominant security discourses and practices. These
tend to emphasise that the real threat is not refugees, but rather the intolerance and racism

88Harriet R. Tenenbaum, Tereza Capelos, Jessica Lorimer, and Thomas Stocks, ‘Positive thinking elevates tolerance:
Experimental effects of happiness on adolescents’ attitudes towards asylum seekers’, Clinical Child Psychology and Psychiatry,
23:2 (2018), pp. 346–57.

89LawrenceK.Ma, Richard J. Tunney, and EamonnFerguson, ‘Does gratitude enhance prosociality? Ameta-analytic review’,
Psychological Bulletin, 143:6 (2017), pp. 601–35.

90GloriaK.Manucia, Donald J. Baumann, andRobert B. Cialdini, ‘Mood influences on helping:Direct effects or side effects?’,
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 46:2 (1984), pp. 357–64.

91Magdalena Bobowik, Janis H. Zickfeld, Borja Martinović, and Maykel Verkuyte, ‘The effects of refugees’ emotional tears
on felt emotions and helping behaviors’, International Journal of Intercultural Relations, 103 (2024), 102091.

92Helen Landmann, Robert Gaschler, andAnette Rohmann, ‘What is threatening about refugees? Identifying different types
of threat and their association with emotional responses and attitudes towards refugee migration’, European Journal of Social
Psychology, 49:7 (2019), pp. 1401–20.

93Janne van Doorn, Marcel Zeelenberg, and Seger M. Breugelmans, ‘The impact of anger on donations to victims’,
International Review of Victimology, 23:3 (2017), pp. 303–12.

94Jenny Phillimore, Marisol Reyes-Soto, Gabriella D’Avino, and Natasha Nicholls, “‘I have felt so much joy”: The role of
emotions in community sponsorship of refugees’,VOLUNTAS: International Journal of Voluntary and Nonprofit Organizations,
33:2 (2022), pp. 386–96.
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Figure 3. Density plot of UK citizens’ attitudes towards refugees.

towards them, and, hence, the appropriate and necessary response is to stand with and care for
refugees.95 Accordingly, we used the ‘Duty toHelp’ scale variable as ameasure for outgroup helping.
Specifically, we asked our participants ‘To what extent do you agree or disagree with the follow-
ing statement: Everyone has a duty to help refugees?’ (5-point Likert scale). The mean score was
calculated so that a higher score indicates an increased sense of duty to help refugees. Figure 4
presents the frequencies of our outgroup helping variable.

The relationship between UK citizens’ Intersubjective Empathy and their sense of duty to
help refugees is visually plotted in Figure 5. The graph shows a slight positive trend, suggest-
ing that higher levels of Intersubjective Empathy are associated with increased motivation to
help outgroups. However, the relationship is curvilinear, which suggests that the impact of IE on
duty to help does not increase at a constant rate. The curve peaks towards the middle range of
Intersubjective Empathy and then slightly declines as IE increases further. This non-linear pat-
tern could imply that the initial positive effects of increased Intersubjective Empathy might have
diminishing returns after a certain level of IE is reached. Hence, to test H5, we include in our analy-
sis both the linear (IntersubjectiveEmpathy) and quadratic (IntersubjectiveEmpathy2) terms.With
our construct of Intersubjective Empathy validated and operationalised, we proceed to respond to
our three empirical questions.

Is Intersubjective Empathy associated with reduced threat perceptions towards
refugees?
As a first test of the desecuritising potential of our construct, we explore the relationship between
IE and public threat perceptions towards refugees, at the stage of identification. For reliability,

95Ian Paterson and Georgios Karyotis, “‘We are, by nature, a tolerant people”: Securitisation and counter-securitisation in
UK migration politics’, International Relations, 36:1 (2022), pp. 104–26.
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Figure 4. Frequency plot of UK citizens’ sense of duty to help refugees (outgroup helping).

we have to test the effects of IE on attitudes, controlling for most key established economic,
political, sociocultural, and sociodemographic measures that have been identified in the political
behaviour literature.96 We thus ran amultiple regression analysis, controlling for sociodemographic
characteristics, economic, political and ideological factors, variables associated with different con-
ceptions of national identity, and intergroup contact factors. All assumptions for linear regression
were met. Quadratic terms were added to the model to see if the model was improved using
the car package in R.97 Adding urban residence and importance of religion for British identity
(IdentityReligion) as quadratic terms improved the model. The model as a whole is very strong,
explaining a substantial portion of variance in attitudes toward refugees (R2 = 0.551, adjusted
R2 = 0.533). IE contributes unique explanatory power, controlling for traditional sociodemo-
graphic, economic, political, and cultural predictors. Results are presented in Table 2.

Results show that IE has a positive and statistically significant relationshipwith attitudes towards
refugees (B=0.43, β=0.09, p=0.002), as per our third hypothesis (H3). Individuals who demon-
strate a higher ability to recognise the emotions of Syrian refugees tend to have reduced threat
perceptions towards them, indicative of the clear desecuritising potential of IE. Specifically, a one-
unit increase in IE corresponds to a 0.43-point decrease in threat perceptions on a 5-point scale,
controlling for all other established factors. Moving from the lowest to the highest level within the
observed range of IE (0 to 0.682) results in a 0.29-point decrease in threat perceptions, further
highlighting its practical significance. Compared to other factors in the model, IE has a relatively
modest but statistically significant standardised effect size (β=0.09). Some factors, such as the

96For comprehensive literature reviews, seeAlinM.Ceobanu andXavier Escandell, ‘Comparative analyses of public attitudes
towards immigrants and immigration using multinational survey data: A review of theories and research’, Annual Review of
Sociology, 36:1 (2010), pp. 309–28; Jens Hainmueller and Daniel J. Hopkins, ‘Public attitudes towards immigration’, Annual
Review of Political Science, 17:1 (2014), pp. 225–49.

97John Fox and Sanford Weisberg, An R Companion to Applied Regression (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2019).
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Figure 5. Scatter plot of UK citizens’ IE vs Sense of duty to help refugees.

perceived importance of having been born in the UK for British identity (IdentityBirth, β=-0.21,
p<0.001), produce stronger effects on public threat perceptions. However, IE is more impactful
than some established measures, such as ethnic minority status (β=-0.02, p=0.363) or higher
education (β=0.02, p=0.454).

Overall, in line with our theoretically informed expectations, we find that our novel measure of
outgroup empathy – Intersubjective Empathy – adds explanatory power to the model, providing
a unique, additional dimension to understanding public attitudes towards refugees. While mod-
est in size, the positive impact of Intersubjective Empathy is robust, underscoring its importance
as a complementary measure that may indeed promote a reduction in public anxieties about the
presence of ethnocultural ‘Others’. Simply put, citizens’ ability to recognise how refugees actually
feel given their circumstances in the host society is a measure that contributes meaningfully to
promoting desecuritisation at the stage of identification, controlling for many other established
explanatory factors.

Our findings are also important for the broader migration attitudes literature. On average,
we find that sociocultural variables – i.e. different conceptions of national identity, and qual-
ity of intergroup contact – are more closely associated with public attitudes than economic
and political-ideological variables. Among these, variables related to different conceptions of
national identity show the strongest associations, reaffirming their previously identified impor-
tance. Exclusionary understandings of what it means to be British, specifically the perceived
importance of having been born in the UK, being able to speak English, being a Christian,
and sharing British customs and traditions for British identity are strongly linked to high threat
perceptions towards refugees. These findings may be a testament to the dominance of nativist
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Table 2. Summary of multiple regression analysis on positive attitudes towards refugees (‘stage of identification’).

Predictors B 𝛽 CI Standardized CI p Std p

IntersubjectiveEmpathy 0.43** 0.09 0.16–0.71 0.03–0.14 0.002 0.002

Married −0.02 −0.01 −0.13–0.08 −0.07–0.05 0.666 0.666

DualCitizenship 0.04 0.02 −0.07–0.15 −0.03–0.08 0.456 0.456

EthnicMinority −0.09 −0.02 −0.28–0.10 −0.07–0.03 0.363 0.363

HigherEducation 0.04 0.02 −0.06–0.14 −0.03–0.07 0.454 0.454

UrbanResidenceScaled −0.08** −0.09 −0.14– −0.02 −0.15– −0.02 0.006 0.006

UrbanResidenceScaled2 0.02 0.02 −0.03–0.07 −0.04–0.07 0.492 0.492

Age 0.05* 0.09 0.00–0.09 0.01–0.16 0.031 0.031

Sex 0.06 0.03 −0.05–0.16 −0.03–0.09 0.288 0.288

Religious 0.07 0.04 −0.04–0.19 −0.02–0.10 0.208 0.208

ProspectiveEgocentric 0.07 0.07 −0.01–0.15 −0.01–0.15 0.093 0.093

RetrospectiveEgocentric 0.03 0.02 −0.06–0.11 −0.05–0.10 0.536 0.536

ProspectiveSociotropic −0.17*** −0.18 −0.26– −0.07 −0.28– −0.08 <0.001 <0.001

RetrospectiveSociotropic 0.09 0.09 −0.01–0.19 −0.01–0.18 0.073 0.073

IncomeSatisfaction 0.03 0.04 −0.02–0.09 −0.03–0.12 0.256 0.256

UnemployedInactive 0.02 0.01 −0.10–0.14 −0.05–0.07 0.781 0.781

Leave −0.23*** −0.13 −0.35– −0.11 −0.19– − 0.06 <0.001 <0.001

RecVoteRight −0.01 −0.00 −0.14–0.12 −0.08–0.07 0.897 0.897

Egalitarianism 0.02 0.03 −0.04–0.09 −0.04–0.10 0.439 0.439

Authoritarianism −0.05 −0.07 −0.11–0.00 −0.13–0.00 0.051 0.051

IdeologyRight −0.07*** −0.18 −0.10– −0.04 −0.26– −0.10 <0.001 <0.001

IdentityBirth −0.14*** −0.21 −0.19– −0.09 −0.28– −0.13 <0.001 <0.001

IdentityLanguage −0.11** −0.10 −0.18– −0.04 −0.17– −0.04 0.002 0.002

IdentityReligionScaled −0.16*** −0.16 −0.25– −0.07 −0.25– −0.07 0.001 0.001

IdentityReligionScaled2 0.05 0.05 −0.02–0.12 −0.02–0.12 0.159 0.159

IdentityCustoms −0.14*** −0.17 −0.21– −0.07 −0.25– −0.09 <0.001 <0.001

DiverseNeighbourhood 0.06 0.05 −0.02–0.15 −0.01–0.11 0.115 0.115

ContactSee −0.11*** −0.16 −0.17– −0.05 −0.24– −0.07 <0.001 <0.001

ContactSpeak 0.08* 0.12 0.01–0.15 0.01–0.23 0.027 0.027

ContactSocialise 0.06* 0.10 0.01–0.11 0.01–0.19 0.029 0.029

(Intercept) 4.35*** −0.07 3.63–5.08 −0.16–0.02 <0.001 0.144

Observations 800

R2/R2 adjusted 0.551/0.533

* p<0.05 ** p<0.01 *** p<0.001

narratives in public discourse in the period around the ‘Brexit’ referendum. But they may also
reveal a more pervasive securitising effect of the UK’s strategy to create a ‘hostile environment’
towards asylum seekers that dates to the late 1980s.

Does Intersubjective Empathy correlate with outgroup helping?
As a final test of the usefulness of our construct, we explore whether IE correlates with an
increased UK citizens’ sense of duty to help refugees, which captures the motivational component
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of desecuritisation. Our model controls for all variables used in the previous analysis and also
incorporates a quadratic term for IE (IntersubjectiveEmpathy2) to test for a potential curvilin-
ear relationship. A linear regression model was tested with weights applied, and the addition of
quadratic terms was evaluated using the car package in R. Quadratic terms were added for the fol-
lowing variables to improve the model fit: Intersubjective Empathy, Urban Residence, Prospective
Egocentric, and the Importance of Religion for British Identity (IdentityReligion). To mitigate
multicollinearity between the linear and quadratic terms, these variables were scaled prior to anal-
ysis. Scaling ensures that both linear and quadratic terms are on comparable scales and stabilises
coefficient estimates. The analysis demonstrates that the model provided a good fit to the data
(R2 = 0.375, adjusted R2 = 0.351; F(32, 283) = 15.45, p < .001), explaining approximately 38 per
cent of the variance in motivating a sense of duty to help refugees among the audience. The coef-
ficients for all predictors, including scaled variables and their quadratic terms, are presented in
Table 3. Robust standard errors (HC3) were calculated using the sjPlot package98 to ensure an
accurate estimation of effects.

Results show that Intersubjective Empathy (scaled;B = .18, β = .13, p< .001; unscaledB = 1.96)
is indeed strongly associated with a greater sense of duty to help refugees among UK citizens,
supporting our H4. However, the quadratic term for IE (scaled; B = -0.08, β = -0.07, p = .039;
unscaled B = -2.21) is also significant, indicating a curvilinear relationship. This suggests that the
positive association between IE and the sense of duty to help refugees diminishes at higher levels
of empathy.

Specifically, moving from the lowest to the highest observed levels of IE (0 to 0.682) is linked to
a predicted net increase in the sense of duty from 2.80 to 3.11. This calculation reflects the com-
bined effects of both the linear (B = 1.96) and quadratic (B = −2.21) terms. The analysis suggests
that increases in IE are linked to a stronger sense of duty to help refugees up to a breakpoint of
approximately 0.44 (the vertex of the quadratic curve), beyond which further increases in empa-
thy are associated with a decline in this perceived obligation. At the mean level of IE (0.24), the
linear effect of a one-unit increase in unscaled IE is estimated to produce a 1.96-point increase,
while the quadratic term introduces a modest counteracting effect at higher levels.

These findings support H5 of a curvilinear association between Intersubjective Empathy and
the sense of duty to help refugees. While the overall relationship is positive, its effect diminishes
as empathy increases beyond a moderate level. In simple terms, ‘too much’ IE towards refugees
may reduce the perceived obligation to assist them, aligning with recent findings on the limits
of empathy.99 This highlights the normative value of moderate levels of Intersubjective Empathy
in fostering a sustainable sense of duty to help, at the stage of mobilisation. Encouraging citizens
to accurately recognise refugees’ emotions – without making unfounded assumptions about their
experiences – could foster a more caring and compassionate public response. Providing structured
opportunities for refugees to voice their actual emotions and for host citizens to engage in active
listening may contribute to a more sustainable desecuritisation of asylum-seeking. Our findings
indicate that such opportunities have the potential not only to reduce threat perceptions at the
stage of identification but also to enhance the audience’s sense of duty to care for refugees, at the
stage of mobilisation.

Identifying what specifically drives the curvilinear relationship between IE and outgroup help-
ing is worthy of further investigation, which is beyond the scope of our paper. This relationship
is further complicated by the fact that refugees expressed, in our case, predominantly posi-
tive emotions about their situation in the UK. Highly Intersubjectively Empathic citizens who
can recognise these emotions may conclude that refugees are coping well in the host country
and may feel less compelled to offer help, assuming it’s not needed. Another possibility is that,
instead of simply assuming that help isn’t needed, these citizens may actively decide against

98Daniel Lüdecke, Alexander Bartel, Carsten Schwemmer, et al., ‘sjPlot: Data visualization for statistics in social science’, R
package version 2.8.16, available at: {https://CRAN.R-project.org/package=sjPlot}.

99Breithaupt, The Dark Sides; Simas et al., ‘How empathic concern’.
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Table 3. Summary of general linear regression analysis on outgroup helping (‘stage of mobilisation’).

Predictors B (unscaled) 𝛽 CI Std CI p Std p

IntersubjectiveEmpathy 0.18 (1.96)*** 0.13 0.09–0.27 0.06–0.20 <0.001 <0.001

IntersubjectiveEmpathy2 −0.08 (−2.21)* −0.07 −0.16– −0.00 −0.13– −0.00 0.039 0.039

Married 0.01 0.00 −0.16–0.17 −0.06–0.07 0.947 0.947

DualCitizenship −0.01 −0.00 −0.19–0.17 −0.07–0.06 0.909 0.909

EthnicMinority −0.29 −0.06 −0.63–0.05 −0.12–0.01 0.098 0.098

HigherEducation 0.14 0.05 −0.02–0.30 −0.01–0.11 0.082 0.082

UrbanResidence −0.05 (−.15) −0.04 −0.14–0.04 −0.11–0.03 0.281 0.293

UrbanResidence2 0.02 (.02) 0.02 −0.06–0.10 −0.05–0.08 0.641 0.641

Age 0.02 0.03 −0.05–0.09 −0.06–0.12 0.543 0.543

Sex 0.20* 0.08 0.03–0.36 0.01–0.15 0.020 0.020

Religious 0.24** 0.10 0.07–0.41 0.03–0.17 0.007 0.007

ProspectiveEgocentric 0.07 (−.19) 0.06 −0.05–0.18 −0.03–0.16 0.263 0.213

ProspectiveEgocentric2 0.04 (.05) 0.03 −0.02–0.10 −0.01–0.08 0.177 0.177

RetrospectiveEgocentric 0.06 0.04 −0.08–0.19 −0.06–0.14 0.409 0.409

ProspectiveSociotropic −0.12 −0.10 −0.25–0.02 −0.21–0.02 0.100 0.100

RetrospectiveSociotropic 0.11 0.08 −0.04–0.26 −0.03–0.19 0.156 0.156

IncomeSatisfaction 0.10* 0.09 0.01–0.18 0.01–0.18 0.029 0.029

UnemployedInactive 0.12 0.05 −0.06–0.30 −0.02–0.12 0.185 0.185

Leave −0.43*** −0.18 −0.62– −0.24 −0.26– −0.10 <0.001 <0.001

RecVoteRight −0.18 −0.08 −0.41–0.04 −0.17–0.02 0.110 0.110

Egalitarianism 0.10* 0.09 0.01–0.18 0.01–0.16 0.037 0.037

Authoritarianism −0.11** −0.10 −0.19– −0.03 −0.18– −0.03 0.005 0.005

IdeologyRight −0.05 −0.10 −0.10–0.00 −0.20–0.01 0.075 0.075

IdentityBirth −0.13*** −0.15 −0.20– −0.06 −0.24– −0.07 <0.001 <0.001

IdentityLanguage −0.11* −0.08 −0.23– −0.00 −0.16– −0.00 0.048 0.048

IdentityReligion −0.04 (−.15) −0.03 −0.17–0.09 −0.13–0.07 0.568 0.560

IdentityReligion2 0.07 (.03) 0.05 −0.04–0.18 −0.03–0.13 0.223 0.223

IdentityCustoms −0.03 −0.03 −0.14–0.07 −0.13–0.07 0.561 0.561

DiverseNeighbourhood 0.05 0.03 −0.08–0.17 −0.05–0.10 0.495 0.495

ContactSee −0.08 −0.10 −0.17–0.00 −0.19–0.00 0.058 0.058

ContactSpeak 0.06 0.08 −0.02–0.15 −0.03–0.19 0.156 0.156

ContactSocialise 0.12** 0.16 0.05–0.20 0.06–0.26 0.002 0.002

(Intercept) 4.12*** −0.03 3.00–5.24 −0.17–0.10 <0.001 0.625

Observations 856

R2/R2 adjusted 0.375/0.351

* p< 0.05 ** p< 0.01 *** p< 0.001

helping because they perceive a zero-sum dynamic between refugees and their own commu-
nity. Simply put, highly Intersubjectively Empathic citizens may believe that refugees’ well-being
is achieved at the expense of citizens – perhaps in terms of resources, opportunities, or social
cohesion – which may lead them to withhold help as a way of protecting their own group’s
interests.
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Indeed, perceived self-threat is the most plausible explanation as to why Intersubjective
Empathy may backfire at higher levels. Self-threat arises when an ingroup is asked to take the
perspective of an outgroup that is perceived to be too threatening or dissimilar to the self, when
perspective-taking contradicts favourable views about the self, or when the outgroup is seen as
undermining the ingroup’s self-interests, especially in competitive, ‘negative interdependent con-
texts’.100 Any or all of these factors might be relevant to (de)securitisation contests, where refugees
are dealt with as a multifaceted threat to host countries, due to institutionalised securitisation.
As Sassenrath and colleagues succinctly put it, ‘both motivational and cognitive forces [work] to
create the self-threat that hinders self-other overlap and the associated positive consequences of
perspective taking’.101

Beyond IE, demographic and socioeconomic factors also significantly shaped attitudes towards
outgroup helping. Sex was a significant correlate, with females showing a higher level of duty to
help (B = 0.20, β = 0.08, p = .020). Religious identification also positively influenced this sense
of obligation to assist refugees (B = 0.24, β = 0.10, p = .007). Additionally, income satisfaction
was found to be a significant positive influence, suggesting that individuals who are more satis-
fied with their income are more likely to be motivated to help (B = 0.10, β = 0.09, p = .029).
Political-ideological variables had particularly strong associations, a testament, perhaps, to the
highly politicised nature of the obligation to help refugees. Negative associations were observed
for variables such as ‘Vote Leave’ (B = −.43, β = −0.18, p< .001) and authoritarianism (B = −0.11,
β = −0.10, p = .005). As previously, sociocultural variables appear to play a significant role in shap-
ing attitudes towards outgroup helping. Exclusionary conceptions of national identity in the sense
of placing a high importance on being born in the UK (B = −0.13, β = −0.15, p< .001) and speak-
ing English (B = −0.11, β = −0.08, p = .048) as a prerequisite for being British were linked to lower
levels of the moral obligation to help refugees. In contrast, frequent socialisation with ethnocul-
tural ‘Others’ (B = 0.12, β = 0.16, p = .002) was linked to higher levels of UK citizens’ sense of
duty to help.

Overall, these findings highlight the importance of outgroup empathy, as measured by
Intersubjective Empathy, in fostering UK citizens’ willingness to help refugees, a key component
of desecuritisation at the stage of mobilisation. When citizens are able to accurately recognise the
emotions of ethnocultural ‘Others’, they are more likely to perceive a moral obligation to assist
them. However, the results also reveal a curvilinear relationship, suggesting that, beyond a certain
point, further increases in Intersubjective Empathy may lead to emotional and/or cognitive over-
load. This, in turn, can diminish the perceived duty to help, tempering its desecuritising potential
in highly polarised contexts.

Conclusion
The sociopolitical value of outgroup empathy in today’s world of increasing securitisation of
migration is obvious. Yet the application of the concept to desecuritisation efforts is hindered
by conceptual inconsistencies and methodological limitations. To this end, we proposed a mini-
malist and relational conceptualisation and measurement of outgroup empathy as the degree to
which ingroup members can accurately recognise how outgroup members feel, as reported by
them. We call this concept Intersubjective Empathy and position it as a potential yet contingent
factor in desecuritising migration, with its effect dependent on the audience’s dual evaluations
within a specific context. We show that Intersubjective Empathy is associated with the proso-
cial qualities and positive outcomes expected from a measure of outgroup empathy, while it
avoids commonproblems arising from relying, predominantly, on self-reportmeasurements across
fields. Because affective and motivational components are not built into our construct, to validate
it we established its association with several prosocial attitudes, emotions, and behaviours. For

100Sassenrath et al., ‘It’s all about the self ’, p. 408.
101Ibid., p. 407.
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measurement, Intersubjective Empathy necessitates that an ingroup’s presumed perspective of an
outgroup is always triangulated with that outgroup’s actual emotional state. Since ethnocultural
‘Others’ are usually rendered invisible, and their voices are often misrepresented or silenced in
Western societies that host them102 – a form of disempowerment and disenfranchisement103 – it
may not surprise us to find that UK citizens were not very accurate in recognising how Syrian
refugees actually felt.

Our study reflects an understanding of securitisation as a contest, in our case involving com-
peting messages about how threatening refugees are and what should be done about it. The
audience is the ultimate judge. It also highlights the value of enriching securitisation research
with interdisciplinary insights and methodologies from psychology and political behaviour, which
can facilitate rigorous analyses of the dual evaluations that audiences are called to make. Results
demonstrate that Intersubjective Empathy is strongly associated with reduced threat perceptions
towards refugees, even when accounting for other economic, political, sociocultural, and sociode-
mographic factors. Providing outgroupmembers with opportunities to share their experiences and
emotions, and making these accessible in public discourse, therefore, may support desecuritising
efforts at the stage of identification. Crucially, Intersubjective Empathy is also linked to positive
motivational outcomes that may encourage more inclusive public responses. This lends empirical
evidence in support of Kalla and Broockman’s experimental findings104 that recognising another’s
actual emotions and viewpoints does indeed reduce defensive reactions towards an outgroup and
may also have behavioural consequences promoting more caring desecuritising responses at the
stage of mobilisation.

However, the ability to recognise how ethnocultural ‘Others’ actually feel is not a panacea for
desecuritising migration. Our findings suggest that the positive effects of Intersubjective Empathy
on highly politicised and polarising issues, such as the moral obligation to help refugees, may have
a threshold. In situations where an outgroup is framed and perceived to be a threat, engaged in a
competitive ‘zero-sum game’ with an ingroup, higher levels of Intersubjective Empathy may not
always mobilise inclusive responses. Instead, ingroup members may withhold support, prioritis-
ing their own group’s security and cohesion. Overall, our case study highlights the relevance of
Intersubjective Empathy in understanding outgroup helping105 and its potential value in strategies
aimed at reducing intergroup conflict, which we find is significant, albeit not immune to polarising
effects at its extremes.106

A limitation of our proposed measure is that it captures the extent to which ingroup members
can accurately identify the average emotional state of an outgroup. However, each forcibly dis-
placed person experiences refugeehood uniquely, and previous studies have found that refugees’
settlement experiences in theUKdepend, amongothers, on theirmode of access into the country107

and their region of settlement.108 The simplicity of our construct, which requires just two questions
administered to both ingroups and outgroups, is arguably advantageous but may also raise prob-
lems. We recognise that this approach might not always be possible and that, in some cases,
including our own, there are complex practical (e.g. access and resources) and ethical considera-
tions that must be negotiated to capture an outgroup’s emotions and attitudes accurately. However,
not all securitised outgroups are equally invisible, protected, or vulnerable – and therefore hard

102Philipp Lutz and Marco Bitschnau, ‘Misperceptions about immigration: Reviewing their nature, motivations and
determinants’, British Journal of Political Science, 53:2 (2023), pp. 674–89.

103Sophia Dingli, ‘We need to talk about silence: Re-examining silence in International Relations theory’, European Journal
of International Relations, 21:4 (2015), pp. 721–42.

104Kalla and Broockman, ‘Reducing exclusionary attitudes’.
105See also Johnston and Glasford, ‘Intergroup contact and helping’.
106See also Simas et al., ‘How empathic concern’.
107Georgios Karyotis, Gareth Mulvey, and Dimitris Skleparis, ‘Young Syrian refugees in the UK: A two-tier system of

international protection?’, Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 47:3 (2021), pp. 481–500.
108GarethMulvey,Dimitris Skleparis, andBrianBoyle, ‘Territorial variance in theUK’s refugee politics and its consequences:

Young Syrian refugees in England and Scotland’, Environment and Planning C: Politics and Space, 41:5 (2023), pp. 958–75.
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to reach – as Syrian refugees in the UK. We hope our construct may be of use for application,
testing, and refinement across fields of studies, where empathy features prominently but often
promiscuously. Finally, we conclude that Intersubjective Empathy is a valuable theoretical and
methodological construct that enables the accurate assessment of empathic understanding in inter-
group contexts in general, and the systematic analysis of desecuritisation contests aroundmigration
in particular. This may also help understand the dynamics of (de)securitisation contests in con-
texts where the audience’s dual evaluations are embedded in racialised, colonial, and gendered
discourses and collective memories of victimisation.109 Its further application in Western and non-
Western contexts will facilitate refined comparative evaluations of how successfully it accounts for
intergroup attitudes and desecuritisation effects across cases.

Supplementary material. The supplementary material for this article can be found at https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2025.15.
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