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Abstract
Nativism is one of the defining phenomena of the contemporary era. Yet, we know 
little about how malleable citizen attitudes associated with nativism and national-
ism are to priming effects when media frames which deal with key issues such as 
immigration are introduced. In this article, we present the findings from a survey 
experiment fielded to a nationally representative sample of voters in Australia in 
May 2019. In it, we explore whether the attitudes of voters for different political 
parties can be primed by introducing two contrasting media frames to measure these 
effects. We find positive and negative frames have no effect on the attitudes of vot-
ers for Australia’s populist radical right party, but that the former has an effect on 
centre-right voters in Australia. Such findings have important implications for our 
understanding of political communication and the malleability of political attitudes.

Keywords  Political attitudes · Voting behavior · Political communication · 
Nationalism · Populist radical right · Australia

Increasingly, social scientists are using experimental approaches to test how malle-
able political attitudes are. This diverse literature on framing, priming and attitude 
activation crosses disciplines including political science, political communication, 
psychology, and beyond (Scheufele and Tewksbury 2007). While the range of top-
ics and contexts in which these studies have been undertaken is impressive in both 
breadth and scope, nationalism, and attitudes towards issues commonly associated 
with it, such as immigration, have received particular attention, which is unsurpris-
ing given their salience in contemporary politics. However, many of these stud-
ies have used party or elite frames to experiment with the malleability of political 
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attitudes (Brader et  al. 2008; Hainmueller and Hopkins 2015; Adida et  al. 2016). 
Priming studies which use media frames, on the other hand, have received far less 
attention. Work on whether such interventions affect voters for different parties in 
different ways is also lacking. This is an especially significant question, given the 
argument that nativism and the radical right are now mainstream in many Western 
countries (Bonikowski et al. 2019; Bonikowski 2017).

Whilst the literature on frames is significant and useful for our work here (Mor-
rison 2019; Kneafsey and Regan 2020; Tversky and Kahneman 1981), our study 
focusses specifically on priming. In the seminal work of Iyengar and Kinder (1987, 
p. 63), priming occurs where there are ‘changes in the standards that people use to 
make political evaluations’, while Scheufele and Tewksbury (2007, p. 11) suggest 
priming is ‘often understood as an extension of agenda setting…By making some 
issues more salient in people’s mind (agenda setting), mass media can also shape the 
considerations that people take into account when making judgments about politi-
cal candidates or issues (priming)’. Our study tests the malleability of nationalist 
attitudes in Australia in response to priming through a survey experiment embedded 
in a nationally representative sample of voters fielded in 2019. In particular, it uses 
priming to investigate the role media frames play in shaping attitudes towards a sali-
ent issue oft-associated with nationalism—specifically the issue of immigration—
and considers how these media frames affect voters for different parties in varying 
ways.

It contributes in four distinct and novel ways. First, contrary to many previous 
studies, our study tests the effectiveness of competing frames—one positive and one 
negative—about immigration. We compare the two, not only in terms of their over-
all effects on nationalist attitudes, but how they differently affect voters for differ-
ent party types. Second, rather than artificial treatments, our study uses short vid-
eos that were originally aired on television and then widely shared on social media 
in 2019 as treatments. Thus, while the experiment is quite evidently artificial (as 
all experiments are), the treatments are not. Third, it splits nationalist attitudes into 
two types—nativism and civic nationalism—and seeks to examine how the treat-
ment frames affect these separate types of nationalism differently—in other words, 
we are not only interested in whether, say, a positive frame decreases nativist atti-
tudes, but if it also increases civic nationalist attitudes at the same time. Fourth, 
to our knowledge, it presents the first experimental research on this topic that has 
yet been undertaken in the context of Australia. As a country that is lauded as a 
‘multicultural success story’ on the one hand, yet characterized by a political culture 
in which nativism is heavily mainstreamed on the other (Goot and Watson 2010; 
Mondon 2013, 2012), Australia is an extremely useful and suitable case study, with 
strong external validity both empirically and theoretically, for studying the effect of 
both positive and negative treatments in regards to immigration, and their effects on 
nationalist attitudes.

The article proceeds as follows. First, we outline our theory and hypotheses. 
Drawing on work from the literature on different forms of nationalism, we distin-
guish between nativism and civic nationalism, and we consider how these over-
lap with attitudes towards immigration. We hypothesize about the effects of pro-
immigration versus anti-immigration treatments on the attitudes of different types 
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of voters. Second, we describe our case selection, data, and methods. We explain 
why Australia is a useful case study, our treatments, and how we developed our sur-
vey items. Third, we offer our analysis by testing the general treatment effect of our 
experimental study—in which we find only the pro-immigration treatment has any 
effect, specifically decreasing nativist attitudes and increasing civic nationalist atti-
tudes. We then focus on the differences between the effects on different party sup-
porters. We find that centre-right voters react to positive messages about immigra-
tion, while in contrast there is little effect on supporters for other parties—including 
populist radical right parties—which has important implications for how we think 
about such framing. We end with our conclusions, situating our findings in the lit-
erature and considering both the limitations of the study as well as potential paths 
forward opened by our analysis.

Theory and hypotheses

It is widely accepted that voters respond to various cues—such as policy positions 
and public statements—from the media, parties they support and political elites, and 
that this shapes their attitudes towards salient issues (Druckman et al. 2013; Hell-
wig and Kweon 2016; Slothuus 2016). Issues associated with nationalism are no 
different, and there is now a significant literature which has analyzed how differ-
ent frames shape public opinion towards, among other issues, immigration (Bohman 
2011; Harteveld et al. 2017). While much of this literature focusses on the priming 
effects of party and elite frames, some studies have sought to explore the role the 
media plays in increasing the salience of certain issues. One example of this comes 
from Sheets et al. (2016) who explored how media frames interact with party cues. 
In particular, they sought to determine whether certain media frames had the poten-
tial to increase support for populist radical right (PRR) parties and to shape a range 
of associated attitudes, including negative attitudes towards immigration.

Our approach is different. Rather than seeking to understand the role of parties in 
shaping public opinion (Brader et al. 2008; Sniderman 2000), or how media frames 
affect support for PRR parties, our approach is to explore how media frames prime 
attitudes of partisans to issues related to nationalism. We do so with the goal of 
determining whether attitudes to nationalism are more or less malleable for voters 
of different parties. To explore this, we separate between two conceptually distinct 
types of nationalism: nativism and civic nationalism. While there is some debate 
about the distinctiveness of these forms of nationalism (Brubaker 1999; Wright et al. 
2012), we suggest that distinguishing between the two is conceptually and empiri-
cally useful as it allows us to consider how nationalism can broadly take both exclu-
sive and inclusive forms.1 Moreover, it follows recent work that shows that people 

1  It is important to note that in this article that we are not attempting to create a binary between states 
that ‘are’ or ‘are not’ ethnic nationalist or civic nationalist, which is what such debates and critiques have 
tended to revolve around. We are instead interested in the distinction between nativist and civic national-
ist attitudes, which we theorize are distinct, but also can be held by the same individual in more or less 
degrees.
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can hold combinations of nationalist attitudes in different patterns (Bonikowski and 
DiMaggio 2016).2 On the supply side, there is also a body of work that has shown 
that populist radical right parties have been successful in discursively combining 
appeals to nativism and civic nationalism as a way of making their political pro-
grams more ‘acceptable’ in mainstream discourse (Halikiopoulou et al. 2013; Froio 
2018), meaning it is useful to look at them both in concert.

We argue that nativism should be understood as an exclusionary form of national-
ism, or as Mudde (2007) describes it, as ‘xenophobic nationalism’. It clearly demar-
cates society into ‘in’ and ‘out’ groups, and opposes people, ideas, culture, and tradi-
tions which are viewed as foreign or not reflective of the nation, however defined. 
In its most extreme forms, such nativism can take the form of ethic nationalism, 
whereby only those of a particular ethnic group (or those ‘born here’) are seen as 
legitimate citizens and members of the state (Fernandez 2013). Civic nationalism, 
on the other hand, is a more inclusive form of nationalism, given that it stresses 
shared citizenship and participation as the core feature of belonging to a nation, 
rather than an ethnic or cultural perception of who the ‘real’ members of the nation 
are.

While nativism can be described as illiberal given its rejection of the core values 
of pluralism and diversity that underlie the lived reality of migrant nations such as 
Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom and the United States, civic nationalism on 
the other hand is very much in line with liberal political traditions, given its empha-
sis on diversity, openness and tolerance (Lægaard 2007). As such, we suggest civic 
nationalism is also more congruent (at least theoretically) with voting for ‘main-
stream’ parties in multicultural societies, given that most major parties in such soci-
eties endorse, or at very least pay lip service to, such values. On the flipside, many—
though not all—of the parties who espouse nativist positions are those who are 
commonly classified as the ‘populist radical right’. Indeed, Mudde specifically notes 
that nativism is ‘the core feature of the ideology of this party family’ (2007, p. 26), 
even more than the other two ideological features, populism or authoritarianism.

The most salient issue that the different forms of nationalism are related to in 
contemporary politics is undoubtedly immigration (Givens and Luedtke 2005; Den-
nison and Geddes 2019; Nguyen 2019). Questions regarding levels of immigration, 
the kinds of immigration (whether skilled or non-skilled), and where immigrants 
should be drawn from are heavily contested in liberal democracies across the globe, 
with broader questions about immigration often spurring debates about questions 
such as: is immigration a positive or negative force for a nation-state? How do immi-
grants ‘become’ part of the nation—through assimilation or integration? Who is 
the impetus on in terms of how immigrants are included within the national polity? 
Nativist and civic nationalist attitudes inform different answers to such questions.

2  Bonikowski and DiMaggio (2016) examine five dimensions of nationalism—identification, member-
ship criteria, pride, and hubris—and then break down four separate varieties of American popular nation-
alism, drawing on the combinations of these dimensions in the survey responses they examine—ardent 
nationalists, the disengaged, restrictive nationalists, and creedal nationalists. It should be stressed that 
these varieties do not map clearly onto nativist or civic nationalist identities.
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When it comes to elite messaging around issues of immigration in multicultural 
liberal democratic states like Australia, the United Kingdom and the United States, 
something of a paradox exists (Tavan 2007). Formally, state policy tends to support 
multiculturalism, relatively high levels of immigration,3 and policies that accord 
with civic nationalist values around integration, openness and the social good of 
diversity. Yet, elite and media messaging is often quite different to this. Major par-
ties often hedge their bets, offering at times inconsistent, contradictory, or ambigu-
ous cues around immigration. At times, they will praise the ‘success story’ of mul-
ticulturalism and the positive impact immigrants have on their societies, while at 
others demonizing immigrants as a drain on the public purse, or framing them as a 
health or security threat (Bale 2008; Alonso and Fonseca 2012). In stark contrast, 
messaging from PRR parties (and indeed, a substantial swathe of tabloid media in 
such countries) is unambiguous: it is nativist, and they put forward a consistent neg-
ative frame when it comes to immigrants coming from regions, religions or cultures 
perceived to be incompatible with the natives (Vliegenthart and Roggeband 2007; 
Helbling 2014; Benson 2013).

This leads us to the question: how do voters for different parties react to positive 
or negative framing of immigration? Are nativist attitudes or civic nationalist atti-
tudes increased or decreased by being exposed to such frames? And are some voters’ 
attitudes more malleable to effects than others in this regard? As outlined in Table 1 
below, we theorize that a range of effects are likely for different sets of attitudes 
associated with nationalism when positive versus negative frames are introduced. 
In short, we expect that a positive frame will have a larger range of effects on vot-
ers. We suggest it will decrease the nativist attitudes and increase the civic national-
ist attitudes of these voters. We also theorize that the negative frame will decrease 
the civic nationalist attitudes of voters. We outline our reasoning for our theorizing 
below.

First, as alluded to earlier, negative frames about immigration, refugees and asso-
ciated issues’ effects—whether economically, or in terms of security or cultural 
identity—on Australian society are extremely common. Indeed, a number of schol-
ars have argued that nativism is ostensibly mainstream in Australia (Goot and Wat-
son 2010; Mondon 2013, 2012). Given the dominance of this frame, we suggest that 
introducing yet another negative frame will have little priming effect on the exclu-
sionary attitudes associated with nativism for voters. Our first hypothesis therefore 
is:

Table 1   Expected effects on 
nativist and civic nationalist 
attitudes

Frame Nativist atti-
tudes of voters

Civic national-
ist attitudes of 
voters

Negative (Anti-immigration) No effect Decrease
Positive (Pro-Immigration) Decrease Increase

3  At least, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.
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H1  The anti-immigration frame will have no effect on the nativist attitudes of voters

However, we also suggest that given the ubiquity of nativist messaging in Aus-
tralia (Stokes 2000; Wear 2008; Kefford and Ratcliff 2021), a pro-immigration frame 
which highlights the significant benefits of immigration and which presents migrants 
in a positive light will likely have an effect. While at the individual level, avoiding 
cognitive dissonance would normally lead us to predict that pro-immigration frames 
fall on deaf ears with nativist voters, the Australian case provides a unique social 
configuration where anti-immigration frames dominate the public debate within a 
country that has some of the highest rates of migrants of any advanced democracy. 
Thus, pro-immigration frames contradict this general trend, which might make them 
more impactful than often-repeated anti-immigration tropes. Our second hypothesis 
therefore is:

H2  The pro-immigration frame will weaken the nativist attitudes of voters

In contrast to the dominant frame of nativism in Australian political discourse, 
we argue that civic nationalism is more ambiguous. As noted earlier, while simulta-
neously promoting Australia’s punitive asylum seeker policies and notoriously tough 
immigration policies, the major political parties are also prone to talking of the ben-
efits that migrants bring—socially, culturally, and economically—to the nation. This 
appears contradictory, but we suggest that there is likely an important distinction 
between those who primarily hold nativist attitudes as opposed to those who primar-
ily hold civic nationalist attitudes, and that this ambiguity will manifest in how atti-
tudes to civic nationalism are affected (and primed) by competing frames. Indeed, 
we argue that the negative frame will decrease the more inclusive civic nationalist 
attitudes amongst these voters, while a positive frame will have the opposite effect. 
Our third and fourth hypotheses are:

H3  The anti-immigration frame will weaken the civic nationalist attitudes of voters

H4  The pro-immigration frame will strengthen the civic nationalist attitudes of 
voters

Case selection, data and survey items

Australia is a suitable case study for studying the effect of both positive and negative 
treatments about immigration for several reasons. First, Australia is widely noted 
as a multicultural ‘success story’, with over a quarter of the population being born 
overseas, and half of all households having at least one parent being born overseas. 
On the flipside, Australia also has a long history of racism and exclusionary nation-
alism that can be traced to the pre-federation period (Blackton 1958) and the first 
piece of legislation the newly federated Commonwealth of Australia passed in 1901 
was the so-called ‘White Australia Policy’ (Fozdar et al. 2015). According to Stokes 
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(2004, pp. 8–9), “White Australia contributed both to the consolidation of an Aus-
tralian racial identity and to the exclusion of particular outsiders. But racial identity 
was not just maintained by external programs that excluded immigrants; it also oper-
ated internally through the exclusion and subordination of the Indigenous inhabit-
ants of Australia”. Hence, nativism is strongly embedded in Australian political cul-
ture; and the country has some of the most punitive policies on immigration and 
refugees across advanced democracies, which enjoy wide political support.

This somewhat contradictory situation makes it ripe for analysis in terms of how 
nativist and civic nationalist attitudes operate and makes it a ‘most likely’ case 
amongst similar multicultural Western countries such as the United States and the 
United Kingdom, the latter of which has looked towards Australia in recent years 
in terms of its immigration model. Second, as mentioned, Australia has not been 
the site of experimental research on this topic as yet (to our knowledge). With this 
in mind, we argue that the case of Australia is externally valid for both empirical 
and theoretical reasons. Empirically, Australia’s combination of a diverse populace 
together with a party landscape in which a PRR party4 has had both relatively long-
lasting electoral success and agenda-setting success in terms of shifting the policy 
positions of the centre-right (Mondon 2013) means that it is comparable to several 
Western European countries in similar situations (Van Spanje 2018; Akkerman et al. 
2016). Pauline Hanson’s limited but long-lasting success, can be seen both as a 
product of the demand for nativism in Australia (Kefford and Ratcliff 2021), and her 
ability to adjust who was the focus of her exclusionary nationalism. Initially, as was 
evident in Hanson’s maiden speech to the Commonwealth parliament in 1996 this 
was Asians, claiming “…we are in danger of being swamped by Asians…They have 
their own culture and religion, form ghettos and do not assimilate” (SMH 2016). 
Since her return to the Senate in 2016 the focus of her exclusionary nativism has, 
primarily, become Muslims. Theoretically, the combination of different types of 
nationalist attitudes that we find in Australia are not unique to the country, but also 
exist in other national contexts (Simonsen and Bonikowski 2020; Bonikowski and 
DiMaggio 2016) and as such, findings about the malleability of such attitudes for 
voters should be theoretically transferable to and testable in other cases.

When it comes to the question of how to measure nationalist attitudes in surveys, 
there is a long tradition in political psychology and voting behavior studies in distin-
guishing between civic or liberal nationalism and ethnic/cultural nationalism (Bon-
ikowski 2017; Bonikowski and DiMaggio 2016). We therefore have included ques-
tions into our survey (see below) that seek to capture whether our frames prime one 
or both ‘types’ of nationalism. In the first case, the literature on ethnic and cultural 
nationalism is extensive, and has served as the basis for the theoretical and empiri-
cal literature on nativism and nativist attitudes. While such attitudes are commonly 
associated with anti-immigrant attitudes, which we seek to capture with questions 
about immigrants keeping their own languages and customs, the ‘loss’ of Austral-
ian culture, and the effect of immigrants on Australian society; we also acknowl-
edge that the out-group to the ‘natives’ in-group can of course include anyone else 

4  This being Pauline Hanson’s One Nation. On the party, see Kefford (2018) and Moffitt (2017).
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perceived to be a threat to the physical or existential security of the ‘nation’. In terms 
of ideas, nativism often relates to notions of ‘foreign’ cultures or traditions that have 
been introduced by migrants. We have thus designed items which measure attitudes 
to each of these underlying dimensions of nativism in Australia: race, immigration, 
and identity.

In the literature on liberal or civic nationalism, pride in one’s country and institu-
tions, patriotism, and a subjective sense of feeling attached to the nation are some of 
the key dimensions used to measure the extent of these attitudes (Bonikowski 2017; 
Bonikowski and DiMaggio 2016; Arts and Halman 2005). We have therefore used 
question items which attempt to tap attitudes to these dimensions, and which opera-
tionalize an inclusionary form of nationalism. As per Table 2 below, this includes 
questions about respecting Australian laws and institutions, the importance of ‘feel-
ing’ Australian, and whether one has to live in Australia for a long time to ‘be’ Aus-
tralian. These questions and this subtype of nationalism contrasts starkly with the 
underlying dimensions of nativism.5

To investigate how different frames about immigration prime the attitudes of 
different voters, we randomly sorted our respondents into three groups. Our con-
trol group was only asked for their attitudes to nativism and civic nationalism. The 
other two groups were shown a video clip before these questions. As treatments, we 
use two videos broadcast on television in Australia that were also shared widely on 
social media, thus accounting for the type of hybrid media that can span across the 
spheres of legacy and digital media (Jungherr et al. 2020), the latter of which has 
become increasingly important for PRR parties’ communication strategies (Jungh-
err et al. 2019). Experiments of this kind have become increasingly common in the 
social sciences. While there are reasonable concerns about external validity in any 
experiment (Barabas and Jerit 2010), the videos we use as our treatments are ‘real’ 
videos, and as such, this enhances the external validity of our findings.

The first of these short videos, the negative frame, was broadcast on the Chan-
nel 7 network, a commercial station in Australia, and was then spread across social 
media via a range of actors, including the leader of Australia’s PRR party, Pauline 
Hanson (Hanson 2017). According to the statistics on Hanson’s Facebook page, the 
video has been viewed on that page alone over 327,000 times. It frames immigrants 
as incompatible with ‘Australian values’ and the ‘Australian way of life’. Indeed, 
it features an interview with Hanson, who says that immigrants ‘will impose their 
beliefs, their way of life, and it will undermine our society’. This video is representa-
tive of a great deal of the widespread anti-immigrant media content in Australia. It 
also aligns very clearly with the idea of nativism.

The second video, the positive frame, was broadcast on television in Australia on 
the SBS network, the publicly funded multicultural broadcaster. On the SBS Face-
book page alone, this video has been viewed 146,000 times (SBS 2018). It shows 
refugees finding a home in regional Australia. Both the refugees and ‘locals’ speak 

5  The questions taken from Bonikowski and DiMaggio (2016) have been amended as the delivery of 
them was slightly different to how the way respondents were asked in our survey. These differences are 
very minor, and we contend that this has no impact on the central premise of the statement.



432	 G. Kefford et al.

Ta
bl

e 
2  

Q
ue

sti
on

 it
em

s

*I
te

m
 re

qu
ire

d 
re

ve
rs

al
 o

f a
ns

w
er

 c
at

eg
or

ie
s f

ro
m

 o
rig

in
al

 su
rv

ey
 q

ue
sti

on
. G

en
er

al
ly

, h
ig

he
r v

ar
ia

bl
e 

va
lu

es
 d

en
ot

e 
m

or
e 

na
tiv

is
m

 o
r c

iv
ic

 n
at

io
na

lis
m

‘T
yp

e’
 o

f n
at

io
na

lis
m

Ite
m

A
ns

w
er

 c
at

eg
or

ie
s

So
ur

ce

C
iv

ic
Re

sp
ec

tin
g 

A
us

tra
lia

n 
po

lit
ic

al
 in

sti
tu

tio
ns

 a
nd

 la
w

s
Ve

ry
 im

po
rta

nt
–

N
ot

 im
po

rta
nt

 a
t a

ll
B

on
ik

ow
sk

i a
nd

 D
iM

ag
gi

o 
(2

01
6)

C
iv

ic
Im

po
rta

nc
e 

of
 F

ee
lin

g 
A

us
tra

lia
n

Ve
ry

 im
po

rta
nt

–
N

ot
 im

po
rta

nt
 a

t a
ll

B
on

ik
ow

sk
i a

nd
 D

iM
ag

gi
o 

(2
01

6)

C
iv

ic
Su

pp
or

tin
g 

th
e 

A
us

tra
lia

n 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t e
ve

n 
if 

A
us

tra
lia

 is
 in

 th
e 

w
ro

ng
Ve

ry
 im

po
rta

nt
–

N
ot

 im
po

rta
nt

 a
t a

ll*
B

on
ik

ow
sk

i a
nd

 D
iM

ag
gi

o 
(2

01
6)

C
iv

ic
B

ei
ng

 A
us

tra
lia

n 
ha

s l
itt

le
 to

 d
o 

w
ith

 m
y 

id
en

tit
y

St
ro

ng
ly

 a
gr

ee
–S

tro
ng

ly
 d

is
ag

re
e*

A
m

er
ic

an
 N

at
io

na
l E

le
ct

io
n 

St
ud

y 
20

16
C

iv
ic

To
 b

e 
tru

ly
 A

us
tra

lia
n,

 y
ou

 n
ee

d 
to

 h
av

e 
liv

ed
 h

er
e 

m
os

t o
f y

ou
r l

ife
St

ro
ng

ly
 a

gr
ee

–S
tro

ng
ly

 d
is

ag
re

e
B

on
ik

ow
sk

i a
nd

 D
iM

ag
gi

o 
(2

01
6)

N
at

iv
is

m
In

cr
ea

si
ng

 ra
ci

al
 d

iv
er

si
ty

Ve
ry

 g
oo

d–
ve

ry
 b

ad
*

O
rig

in
al

N
at

iv
is

m
M

ig
ra

nt
s k

ee
pi

ng
 th

ei
r o

w
n 

la
ng

ua
ge

, c
us

to
m

s a
nd

 tr
ad

iti
on

s
Ve

ry
 g

oo
d–

ve
ry

 b
ad

*
O

rig
in

al
N

at
iv

is
m

Pr
io

rit
is

in
g 

w
hi

te
 C

hr
ist

ia
n 

m
ig

ra
nt

s a
nd

 re
fu

ge
es

Ve
ry

 g
oo

d–
ve

ry
 b

ad
O

rig
in

al
N

at
iv

is
m

A
us

tra
lia

n 
cu

ltu
re

 is
 b

ei
ng

 lo
st 

du
e 

to
 th

e 
in

flu
x 

of
 m

ig
ra

nt
s a

nd
 

re
fu

ge
es

St
ro

ng
ly

 a
gr

ee
–S

tro
ng

ly
 d

is
ag

re
e

O
rig

in
al

N
at

iv
is

m
Im

m
ig

ra
nt

s t
ak

e 
jo

bs
 aw

ay
 fr

om
 p

eo
pl

e 
bo

rn
 in

 A
us

tra
lia

St
ro

ng
ly

 a
gr

ee
–S

tro
ng

ly
 d

is
ag

re
e

O
rig

in
al

N
at

iv
is

m
W

hi
te

 A
us

tra
lia

ns
 h

av
e 

ad
va

nt
ag

es
 th

at
 m

in
or

iti
es

 d
o 

no
t

St
ro

ng
ly

 a
gr

ee
–S

tro
ng

ly
 d

is
ag

re
e*

O
rig

in
al

N
at

iv
is

m
Th

e 
nu

m
be

r o
f p

eo
pl

e 
w

ho
 le

ga
lly

 m
ov

e 
to

 A
us

tra
lia

 to
 li

ve
 a

nd
 

w
or

k 
sh

ou
ld

 b
e 

in
cr

ea
se

d
St

ro
ng

ly
 a

gr
ee

–S
tro

ng
ly

 d
is

ag
re

e*
O

rig
in

al



433Nativism, civic nationalism and the malleability of voter…

positively about the way that refugees have become an integral part of the local 
community, thus pushing against the cultural threat myth—that Australian culture 
and values will be lost or diluted due to immigration and that immigrants will seek 
to impose their values on society. We contend that this framing is one that, theoreti-
cally at least, should align with and strengthen civic nationalist attitudes, as it shows 
that refugees have had a positive effect, and that they have become an important part 
of Australian society.

We fielded our experiment as part of the Australian Co-operative Election Study6 
that also contained questions regarding a range of demographic characteristics as 
well as respondents’ political preferences and behaviors. This survey was fielded in 
May 2019 through YouGov Australia, who provided a non-probability sample based 
on their panel of volunteer survey respondents. Our sample of 1049 respondents was 
stratified by gender, age, and region. Within the two experimental groups that were 
treated with the videos, about 90% of respondents reported to not be familiar with 
the specific video (positive frame video: 95%, negative frame video: 90%). Thus, 
while the videos used are realistic treatments, we can assume that the specific videos 
provide a novel frame for respondents.

To better understand what effect these treatments would have on voter attitudes, 
we compare the likelihood to agree with the question items outlined in Table  1 
between those respondents who watched the specific videos and our control group 
who received no treatment but were only asked the nativism and civic nationalism 
questions. To measure the effect of the treatments, we first investigate the average 
treatment effect on the treated (ATT), which calculates the causal effect among 
those who get the treatment, to test for differences between these groups (Ho et al. 
2007, p. 204). Furthermore, we use regression analysis as a robustness check (Marx 
and Schumacher 2016). Both analyses include control variables that are commonly 
used to analyze political attitudes (gender, age, income, education, residence). In a 
second step of the analysis, we then split our sample by party supporters and repeat 
both analysis steps for each group separately to test our four hypotheses. To distin-
guish these voters, we use the respondents’ answer about how they would vote in 
the 2019 Australian federal election. This means we can separate results for those 
who indicated how they would vote in the 2019 federal election for the Australian 
Labor Party (Labor), the Liberal Party of Australia, the Nationals, the Greens and 
One Nation.7

7  However, it should be noted the sample contained small numbers of One Nation and Nationals voters, 
so we suggest the findings for these respondents need to come with caveats and require further examina-
tion in future studies.

6  The co-operative survey was fielded in May 2019 to coincide with the Australian federal election and 
was fielded through YouGov Australia, who provided a non-probability sample based on their panel of 
volunteer survey respondents. Our sample was stratified by gender, age and region, and consists of 1049 
respondents.



434	 G. Kefford et al.

Analysis: how malleable are Australians’ nativist and civic nationalist 
attitudes?

Before turning to the effect of the experimental treatments on the Australian 
respondents’ attitudes for nativism and civic nationalism, we need to briefly set 
the benchmark for both of these variables. Both nativism and civic nationalism are 
measured as continuous variables ranging from 0 (no nativism and no civic nation-
alism) to 3 (very strong nativism and civic nationalism) by combining the respec-
tive survey items from Table 2.8 Amongst our respondents, civic nationalism was 
slightly stronger, with an average score of 1.9 (SD 0.5), than nativism, with an aver-
age of 1.5 (SD 0.6). Figure 1 shows the distribution of both variables as violin plots, 
revealing not only the higher level of civic nationalism but also that also a higher 
level of agreement among the respondents in this variable compared to the greater 
dispersion in nativism.

For a first test as to whether our experimental treatments had any effect at all, 
we calculate the average treatment effects of the treated (ATT) for all respondents 
together.9 Due to missing values, our analysis is restricted to 958 respondents. 
Table  2 shows the mean values on nativism and civic nationalism in the control 
group and the average treatment effect of the two frames. It shows that, overall, only 
the video with a positive frame had an effect. As predicted, watching a video that 
positively frames immigration reduces overall nativism and increases civic national-
ism. On the other hand, showing Australians another video that paints immigrants in 
a negative light does not seem to sway respondents on either attitudinal dimension. 
Given that Australian history and political culture is steeped with nationalist and 

Table 3   Average treatment effects of the treated by framing, N = 958

Robust standard error in parenthesis
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; controlling for vote choice, age, gender, income, education and 
urban/rural

Non-treatment mean ATT​

Control Negative frame Positive frame

Nativism 1.55 (0.04) 0.06 (0.05) − 0.14** (0.05)
Civic nationalism 1.85 (0.03) 0.01 (0.04) 0.09** (0.03)

8  We also checked that the items proposed in Table 2 indeed form an attitudinal dimension each by run-
ning iterated principal-factor analyses. The results are shown in Table 8 in the appendix and confirm that 
these items form the two individual factors. While some items do not load strongly onto the two fac-
tors, all items are retained as the composite dimensions are primarily constructed on theoretical grounds. 
Table 7 shows the experimental treatment effects for the individual nativism and civic nationalism items. 
Furthermore, we add a robustness check combining only the two strongest loading items for civic nation-
alism and re-estimating the main models shown in Tables 3 and 4. Tables 9 and 10 show that our analysis 
is robust against this change in the dependent variable.
9  We used the specialized STATA command teffects with the regression adjustment (ra) subcommand to 
account for the control variables and the atet option to obtain the average treatment effect of the treated.
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exclusionary rhetoric—consider the White Australia policy explained above—this 
finding might indicate the presence of a saturation effect, where further confirma-
tory information does not impact the attitude.

Different effects for different party voters?

We then split our sample by who voters suggested they would vote for in the 2019 
federal election. For our purposes, we focus on respondents who indicated they were 
likely to support the parties that made up the centre-right coalition government at 
the time the survey was conducted (the Liberal Party of Australia and the Nationals), 
the centre-left opposition (the Australian Labor Party), and the other two most sig-
nificant minor parties, the Greens and Pauline Hanson’s One Nation. By excluding 
voters of other minor parties, Independents and individual candidates, the sample is 
slightly reduced to 795 respondents.

The results in Table 4 show several interesting patterns. First, when we look at 
the average nativism and civic nationalism in the control groups, we find that the 
centre-right Coalition parties, the centre-left ALP and the PRR party, One Nation, 
have higher values than Greens voters on both dimensions. While this is not surpris-
ing for nativism, the difference on the civic nationalism dimension was not necessar-
ily expected. Second, while the mean value for civic nationalism is higher than for 
nativism among Coalition, ALP and Greens voters, we find the opposite among One 
Nation voters. However, the mean value for civic nationalism for One Nation voters 
is still the highest of any group of voters: in short, One Nation voters are both nativ-
ist and civic nationalist.

Fig. 1   Violin plots for nativism and civic nationalism
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Turning to our hypotheses, Table  4 confirms our expectations expressed in 
hypothesis 1 that the negative frame treatment has no effect on the nativism of any 
group of voters. Contrary to hypothesis 3, the analysis also shows that this negative 
frame has no effect on civic nationalist attitudes for any group of voters as well. 
That this negative frame does not affect nativism or civic nationalism for any group 
of voters indicates that Australian respondents are potentially so used to negative 
reporting about immigrants and immigration that further framing in this direction 
makes no difference, no matter their party preference.

When we investigate the effect of the positive treatment, meaning the pro-immi-
gration frame, we find confirmation for hypothesis 2. While this treatment did not 
affect all groups of voters in the same way, it decreased nativism most clearly among 
Coalition voters. The positive frame also had a small effect on Coalition voters’ civic 
nationalist attitudes, thereby providing partial confirmation of hypothesis 4. These two 
effects of the positive frame on voters for the major parties shows that these voters’ 
attitudes towards immigration are indeed malleable. For One Nation voters, on the 
other hand, the ideological foundation of these voters on nationalist issues—whether 
nativist or civic—seems to be so strong that no new information affects their attitudes.

Based on the OLS regression explaining nativism and civic nationalism (see 
Table  5 in the appendix) respectively, Figs.  2 and 3 show the marginal effects of 
the two treatments and confirm the findings from Table 4. Figure 2 shows the effect 
of the two treatments (each compared to the control group) for the different voter 
groups. Only for Coalition voters do the treatments have an effect, albeit only the 
positive framing of immigration that reduces the level of nativism. Since the positive 

Fig. 2   Treatment effect on nativism. Baseline = control group
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frame has no effect on One Nation voters, we find overall evidence for our hypoth-
esis 2. As the negative frame has no effect on the nativism of either voter group, we 
also find evidence for hypothesis 1.

Turning to hypotheses 3 and 4, Fig. 3 shows the marginal effects of the two treat-
ments on civic nationalism in the different voter groups. This also confirms our find-
ings from Table 4 in that the only significant treatment effect is the positive frame 
among Coalition voters, which increases civic nationalism attitudes.

Conclusion

Nativism is mainstream in Australia. Voters for the centre-right Coalition have 
expressed time and time again a set of policy preferences on immigration and ques-
tions of nationalism that are arguably congruent with that of many PRR voters inter-
nationally (AES 2020).10 This includes long-running support from the majority of 
Coalition voters on policies such as ‘turning back boats’ containing asylum seekers. 
Voters for the centre-left Labor Party, have a less radical stance, but still around a third 

Fig. 3   Treatment effect on Civic Nationalism. Baseline = control group

10  As an example of this, longitudinal data from the Australian Election Study shows that in the seven 
Australian federal elections since 2001, at least 63% of respondents who said they voted for the Liberal 
Party also said boats carrying asylum seekers should be turned back. Respondents who said they voted 
for the Nationals had similar levels of agreement. For those who said they voted for the Labor Party, the 
number agreeing with this statement has declined over time, from a high of 53% in 2001, to 37, 35 and 
38% over the last three elections respectively. Source: (AES 2020).
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of voters consistently support policies which are, for example, tough on migrants and 
refugees. To investigate whether we could prime voters for the various Australian par-
ties, we have presented the findings of an original survey experiment which aimed to 
explore the malleability of political attitudes associated with two forms of national-
ism—nativism and civic nationalism. In doing so, our goal was to ascertain whether 
the attitudes of voters are likely to more malleable when primed with positive or nega-
tive media frames about immigration. We have demonstrated that the larger effects 
were almost entirely amongst those voters who expressed their support for the centre-
right parties. This is a significant finding: on the one hand it supports previous research 
which suggests that parties are important in shaping political attitudes of partisans. On 
the other hand, it shows that media frames can, at least momentarily, override party 
framing as our treatment with a positive media report about immigration made centre-
right voters less nativist, even though their party tows a strong and consistent nativist 
line. Our capacity to produce small but statistically significant priming effects in the 
nativist and civic nationalist attitudes—a negative effect in the former case, and a posi-
tive effect in the latter—of these voters indicates that the ubiquity of nativist discourse 
and messaging (and its subsequent effects on attitudes) has not necessarily contributed 
to a hardening of the attitudes on these issues.11 Moreover, while a small sample and 
needing to remain cautious about extrapolating from such a number, One Nation vot-
ers were almost completely unaffected by either frame, indicating that if media, party 
or elites hope to influence PRR voters’ views, new thinking may be needed in terms of 
how to frame communication towards them.

There are inevitable limitations of any study of this type. First, the items we have 
used to tap nativist and civic nationalist attitudes are, like any attitudinal measure, 
open to revision, and may require modification to be used in other cultural contexts. 
Moreover, as mentioned earlier, nationalist and civic nationalist attitudes, while con-
ceptually different, are not necessarily opposed to one another: one can hold nativist 
views as well as civic nationalist views, and there are different configurations of 
nationalist attitudes in the electorate that go beyond the limits of voters for certain 
parties, as the work of Bonikowski and DiMaggio (2016) has shown. Future work 
would do well to examine how these configurations operate, especially outside the 
US where most of the work has thus far been undertaken. Second, the single case 
used here means that the generalizability of our findings will need to be tested in 
other advanced democracies. Third, it is of course likely that the effects of individ-
ual frames will decay rapidly, as is expected of all forms of political communication. 
Hence, it is likely that such frames would need to be layered and reinforced to have 
a lasting effect on public opinion and political behavior. Additionally, there are tem-
poral limitations to these findings. We conducted one survey with a particular set of 
contextual conditions. Evidently, panel studies would provide a stronger set of find-
ings. Fourth, a limitation and one potential explanation of the small effects are the 
media selected. Arguably, more provocative, organically generated content created 
by, for example, a PRR party like Hanson’s and another promoting an alternative 
version of nationalism may have led to a different set of findings. This is a limitation 

11  Of course, the relationship between civic nationalism and immigration is not a simple one and the 
friction that often emerges in the relationship between the two is discussed in detail in (Tamir 2019).
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that could be addressed in future studies. Nonetheless, given how salient immigra-
tion is in most advanced democracies and the rise of parties that play on nativist 
attitudes globally, the empirical and theoretical findings presented here are signifi-
cant for scholars interested in political attitudes, priming, and supply-side analyses. 
Future work could extend on our findings by employing panel studies to increase our 
understanding of these effects and how quickly they decay over time. At a time in 
which nativism is on the rise in many advanced democracies (Mudde 2019), work 
that explores how such attitudes can potentially be decreased is vital, and our study 
presents an important and original contribution to the scholarship in this regard.

Appendix to Nativism, Civic Nationalism and the Malleability 
of Mainstream and Populist Radical Right Voter Attitudes

(1) Further information about main steps of analysis
See Tables 5 and 6.

Table 5   OLS regression, effect 
of frames and voter groups on 
nativism and civic nationalism

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

Nativism Civic national-
ism

Coef SE Coef SE

Treatment
Negative frame 1.02 0.05 1.00 0.04
Positive frame 0.87* 0.05 1.11* 0.04
RRP vs mainstream voters 1.74*** 0.23 1.27* 0.12
Interactions
Negative frame * RRP voter 1.04 0.20 0.98 0.14
Positive frame * RRP voter 1.08 0.22 0.93 0.14
Controls
Gender 0.93 0.04 0.99 0.03
Age 1.01*** 0.00 1.01*** 0.00
Income 1.00 0.01 1.00 0.00
Education
12 years 0.94 0.07 0.94 0.05
(Adv) Diploma 0.99 0.07 0.95 0.05
BA 0.76*** 0.06 0.86** 0.05
Grad Dipl/Cert 0.96 0.09 0.85* 0.06
Postgrad 0.79** 0.07 0.83** 0.06
Urban 0.95 0.04 1.02 0.03
Constant 3.52*** 0.40 5.23*** 0.45
Observations 795 795
R2 0.20 0.09
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Table 6   OLS regression, effect 
of frames and party voters on 
nativism and civic nationalism

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

Nativism Civic national-
ism

Coef SE Coef SE

Treatment (base: no frame)
Negative frame 1.03 0.07 0.98 0.05
Positive frame 0.91 0.07 1.07 0.06
Voters of (base: Labor)
Liberal/National 1.38*** 0.11 1.07 0.06
Green 0.74** 0.08 0.79** 0.07
One Nation 1.96*** 0.26 1.29** 0.13
Interactions
Negative frame * Liberal 1.00 0.11 1.06 0.09
Negative frame * Greens 0.99 0.16 1.00 0.12
Negative frame * One Nation 1.01 0.19 0.99 0.14
Positive frame * Liberal 0.86 0.09 1.07 0.09
Positive frame * Greens 1.08 0.16 1.05 0.12
Positive frame * One Nation 1.01 0.21 0.95 0.15
Controls
Gender 0.95 0.04 1.00 0.03
Age 1.01*** 0.00 1.00*** 0.00
Income 1.00 0.01 1.00 0.00
Education
12 years 0.92 0.06 0.93 0.05
(Adv) Diploma 0.97 0.07 0.93 0.05
BA 0.77*** 0.05 0.87* 0.05
Grad Dipl/Cert 0.92 0.08 0.83* 0.06
Postgrad 0.79** 0.07 0.83** 0.06
Urban 0.95 0.04 1.02 0.03
Constant 3.81*** 0.43 5.73*** 0.51
Observations 795 795
R2 0.27 0.14

(2) Analyses of individual items for nativism and civic nationalism
See Tables 7, 8, 9 and 10.
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Table 8   Unrestricted iterated principal factor analysis for nativism and civic nationalism

As the theoretically argued civic nationalism dimension does not empirically cluster as expected, we con-
duct a robustness check. First, we create a second civic nationalism variable averaging only the first two 
items (Respecting Australian political institutions and laws; Importance of Feeling Australian) that clus-
ter highly on Factor 2 in Table 8. This new variable correlates strongly with the civic nationalism vari-
able used in the main analysis (corr = 0.76, p < 0.000). We then repeat the above analysis using this new 
dependent variable and comparing the effects with the civic nationalism variable used in the main article. 
Tables 9 and 10 replicated the analyses in Tables 3 and 4 in the main article, respectively. The compari-
son shows that the treatment effects on the 2-item measure of civic nationalism is slightly stronger than 
in the main analysis but significance and direction of the effects are confirmed

Factor Eigenvalue

1 3.422
2 1.000
N = 19,445; chi(66) = 66,000, p < 0.000

Theoretical factor Item Factor 1 Factor 2

Civic Respecting Australian political institutions and laws 0.23 0.61
Civic Importance of Feeling Australian 0.45 0.60
Civic Supporting the Australian government even if Australia is in the 

wrong
0.40 0.32

Civic Being Australian has little to do with my identity 0.26 0.13
Civic To be truly Australian, you need to have lived here most of your 

life
0.44 − 0.15

Nativism Immigrants take jobs away from people born in Australia 0.71 − 0.17
Nativism The number of people who legally move to Australia to live and 

work should be increased
0.57 − 0.12

Nativism Australian culture is being lost due to the influx of migrants and 
refugees

0.79 − 0.10

Nativism Increasing racial diversity 0.69 − 0.21
Nativism White Australians have advantages that minorities do not 0.54 − 0.03
Nativism Migrants keeping their own language, customs and traditions 0.63 − 0.16
Nativism Prioritising white Christian migrants and refugees 0.37 0.06

Table 9   Average treatment effects of the treated by framing, comparison of different item combinations 
for civic nationalism, N = 958

Robust standard error in parenthesis
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05; controlling for vote choice, age, gender, income, education and 
urban/rural

Civic nationalism Non-treatment mean ATT​

Control Negative frame Positive frame

Main article analysis 1.85 (0.03) 0.01 (0.04) 0.09** (0.03)
Robustness check 2.40 (0.03) 0.04 (0.05) 0.18*** (0.04)
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