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Abstract

Do voters with negative attitudes toward undocumented immigrants moderate
their views once a candidate or a party running on an anti-immigrant platform
wins? Using American National Election Studies (ANES) panel data spanning
the 2016 and 2024 U.S. presidential elections, we assess reverse-backlash hy-
potheses. We find limited post-election moderation among Republicans who
expressed the most negative pre-election views, while Democrats and Inde-
pendents become modestly more negative after Trump’s election. Over 2016-
2024, within-person moderation is evident: individuals with initially more neg-
ative views tend to become less negative by 2024. These shifts coincide with
salient elite rhetoric and policy change; we interpret them as associations con-
sistent with reverse-backlash dynamics.
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1. Introduction

Do voters with negative attitudes toward undocumented immigrants moderate
once a candidate running on an anti-immigrant platform wins?

Questions about backlash, a central concept to understanding democratic re-
sponsiveness and policy feedback effects, have entered academic debates regard-
ing the stability and change of anti-immigrant attitudes (Dennison & Kustov,
2023; Claassen & McLaren, 2022; Collingwood et al., 2018). Some scholars find
that while when populist radical right parties win in Europe, anti-immigrant have
remained stable or more moderate and want a return to “antixenophobic social
norms” (Dennison & Kustov, 2023, p. 1). In the U.S., Collingwood et al. (2018)
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report short-term liberalization following the 2017 “Muslim Ban.” We refer to
such movement as reverse backlash: moderation in anti-immigrant attitudes fol-
lowing anti-immigrant victories or policies.

The U.S. provides a strong test of these claims given highly salient anti-immi-
grant rhetoric and policy salience surrounding Trump’s 2016 election, subsequent
policy actions, and his 2024 electoral return.

Thermostatic models posit that public opinion moves against policy when elites
push too far from the median (Erikson et al., 2002). If thermostatic dynamics and
reverse backlash apply to immigration, periods following anti-immigrant victories
or policy implementation, such as Trump’s campaign rhetoric and policies, should
trigger a thermostatic opinion correction or reverse backlash where extreme views
should exhibit moderation (Dennison & Kustov, 2023; Claassen & McLaren, 2022;
Collingwood et al., 2018).

We use American National Election Studies ANES panel data before and after
the 2016 and 2024 elections to test whether individuals with initially negative
views moderated after election outcomes and over time. Tracking the same indi-
viduals enables assessment of within person change rather than cross sectional
shifts (Dennison & Kustov, 2023). By leveraging panel data that tracks the same
individuals over time, we are able to directly test whether those holding initially
anti-immigrant attitudes moderated their views in pre-election surveys, moderate
themselves in the aftermath of Trump’s anti-immigrant campaign rhetoric and
policies in the post-election study.

We find limited short-term moderation and clear within-person moderation
from 2016 to 2024 among those starting most negative, with heterogeneity by
party. While there is evidence of some moderate reverse backlash among Repub-
licans with the most anti-immigrant attitudes in preelection surveys, Democrats
and Independents consistently become more (not less as expected by reverse back-
lash theories) anti-immigrant after Trump’s election signaling following elite cues
which polarize opinions in the current climate. In addition to pre- and post-elec-
tion measurements, we also delve into longer term changes in opinion between
2016 and 2014 to capture opinion changes in the aftermath of Trump administra-
tion’s harsh anti-immigrant policies. In this case, there seems to be a negative cor-
relation between initial negative attitudes towards undocumented immigrants in
2016 and those held in 2024.

Reverse backlash dynamics do not appear uniform. Short term models indi-
cate persistence or modest reinforcement of prior views; longer horizon models
show moderation among those starting with the most negative anti-immigrant
attitudes. These patterns are consistent with polarization conditioning opinion
change.

I line with research on partisan identity and affective polarization (Mason,
2018; Iyengar et al., 2019) we find polarization may dampen short term modera-
tion. We do not find as Dennison and Kustov (2023) in the aftermath of the elec-

tion of anti-immigrant populist radical right parties win in Europe, opinions to
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moderate and want a return to “antixenophobic social norms” (Dennison &
Kustov, 2023, p.1). Neither our study, nor Dennison and Kustov’s (Dennison &
Kustov, 2023) observe direct exposure to specific policies, media, or enforcement,
yet we do not find similar associations in the US case. Future researchers should
include magnitude and quantity of exposure to policy or media to test causal mi-
cro mechanisms leading to moderation, stability or polarization of attitudes about
immigration.

The absence of an overall reverse backlash on immigration attitudes post
Trump elections carries significant implications for democratic theory and prac-
tice. If extreme political rhetoric and policies do not trigger moderating responses
in public opinion—particularly among those most likely to be influenced by such
appeals—this suggests potential limitations in democracy’s self-correcting mech-
anisms. This finding is particularly concerning given the central role that immi-
gration has played in the rise of authoritarian populist movements globally, from
Brexit in the United Kingdom to the success of far-right parties across Europe
(Norris & Inglehart, 2019; Mudde, 2019).

Our research contributes to several interconnected literatures. First, we advance
understanding of political attitude stability and change by demonstrating the per-
sistence of anti-immigrant sentiment even in the face of extreme elite rhetoric that
might be expected to trigger moderation. Second, we inform debates about the
effectiveness of extreme political rhetoric in shaping public opinion, suggesting
that such rhetoric may reinforce rather than moderate existing attitudes.

The structure of this article proceeds as follows. We first review the theoretical
foundations of reverse backlash theory and its application to immigration atti-
tudes and critical moments in the Trump Administrations’ anti-immigrant poli-
cies in conjunction with the literature on partisan polarization in American poli-
tics. We present our theories about reverse backlash amidst extreme partisan po-
larization and competition, describe our sample and methods for exploring this

dataset and then present our findings.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Public Opinion as a Thermostat

The concept of public opinion as a dynamic, self-correcting mechanism has been
a cornerstone of democratic theory since seminal works by Wlezien (1995) and
Stimson (1999). The “thermostatic model” of public opinion argues that citizens
respond to policy changes by moving their preferences in the opposite direction,
effectively maintaining a form of political equilibrium. These theories suggest that
when political actors move policy too far from the median voter’s preferences, the
public responds by pushing back, creating a self-regulating democratic process
(Erikson et al., 2002). However, as we argue in this paper, this mechanism does
not always work as smoothly as originally conceived in highly visible and politi-
cally divisive issues.

Scholars have long debated the malleability of attitudes toward immigration, a
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policy domain deeply intertwined with cultural identities, economic anxieties, and
national security concerns (Sides & Citrin, 2007; Hopkins, 2010). These charac-
teristics suggest that opinions may be harder to change, raising questions about
whether the “thermostatic model” of public opinion even functions when views
are strong and tied to political identities. Emerging research in Europe finds evi-
dence of a “reverse backlash” suggesting that exposure to extreme anti-immigrant
rhetoric or policies might trigger a moderating response among voters (Dennison
& Kustov, 2023). However, it is still unclear whether this reaction happens across

most people or only among certain groups.

2.2. Reverse Backlash under Polarization

The Immigration attitudes are contentious by nature but might become more en-
trenched under extreme political polarization experienced in the last decade in
advanced democracies. Does the thermostatic model work under such conditions?

While partisan polarization in the United States surrounding immigration has
been most visible among political leaders, as with other issues elite partisan polar-
ization has also penetrated down to the level of general public opinion and the
electorate. Republicans and Democrats at all levels, have increasingly taken con-
sistent positions on policy issues along conservative (Republican) and liberal
(Democratic) lines. The sharp increases in partisan divergence' (Lasala et al,,
2021) have occurred not only on immigration, but fully across opinions on many
issues (Abramowitz, 2018; Bafumi & Shapiro, 2009; Layman et al., 2006; Shapiro,
2011). The differences between the two main parties have raised the stakes, mak-
ing this competition increasingly fierce and possibly disabling some of its thermo-
static mechanisms of public opinion to revert to more centrist views.

Fragmented and personalized media environments facilitate selective exposure
and within camp message consistency, reinforcing prior attitudes (Pariser, 2011;
Sunstein, 2017). Social media platforms and personalized news feeds employ so-
phisticated algorithms that curate content based on users’ prior engagement pat-
terns, effectively creating personalized information environments that expose in-
dividuals primarily to attitude-consistent information (Pariser, 2011) that may
polarize attitudes further.

Affective polarization intensifies in party alignment and out party animus, pro-
moting cue consistent responses and polarization when counter cues are salient
(Iyengar et al., 2019; Druckman et al., 2013). In the specific context of immigration
attitudes, this suggests that partisan attachments may override potential moder-
ating influences of a reverse backlash while at the same time, increase polarization
among attentive or predisposed subgroups (Citrin et al., 1997; Hopkins, 2010;
Hainmueller & Hopkins 2015; Sides et al., 2018). Under intense polarization, tra-

ditional moderating mechanisms may be weakened; predisposed groups can be-

'This partisan divergence has also been called “partisan sorting” (Fiorina et al., 2008; Levendusky,
2009), which some consider too benign a phrase for the extreme state of partisan conflict (Lasala et al.,
2021).
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come more extreme in response to partisan cues (Huddy et al., 2015; Druckman
et al., 2013).

Large opinion shifts are more likely when (1) elites send consensual signals, (2)
media framing is sustained and coherent, and (3) objective conditions align with
messages (Page et al., 1987). Therefore, in today’s environment, coherence often
exists within partisan silos (Prior, 2013), reinforcing attitudes rather than produc-
ing cross camp change.

Conditions for attitude change at the individual level and then in the aggregate,
as described by Page et al. (1987), are rare nowadays compared to the 1980s and
1990s, because political elites presenting conflicting interpretations of events or
policies (as opposed to congruent messages) prevail nowadays, which would make
public opinion stable or fragmented rather than shifting in a coherent direction
in order to correct for extremism at the elite level. Also, overall conflicting media
narratives are the norm now, which rarely produce coherent aggregate opinion
change. However, algorithm curation and the digital revolution have increased
media coherence for individuals within their ideological camps. As a result, people
may receive consistent messages, but only within their own political side which
might generate greater polarization, rather than reverse backlash on immigration
issues.

Prior’s (Prior, 2013) research on media choice and selective exposure docu-
mented how the expansion of media options has fundamentally transformed the
information environment, allowing citizens to construct entirely separate political
realities based on their consumption patterns. This structural transformation of
the information ecosystem means that the conditions Page et al. (1987) identified
as necessary for aggregate opinion change—unified elite messaging and consistent
media framing—may still exist within partisan silos, but they operate to reinforce
rather than shift attitudes across the broader public.

The third condition explained by Page et al. (1987) regarding change (when
personal experiences and objective conditions aligning with some elite and media
messaging) may be the underlying mechanism behind some of the findings in the
reverse backlash scholarship and may help moderate extreme anti-immigrant at-
titudes. American citizens could be more responsive given the tangible and ob-
servable realities in their economic and social environments after Trump’s elec-
tion.

The aftermath of the 2024 presidential campaign has been far worse than the first
term in terms of implementing harsh anti-immigrant measures. These measures
have broader effects on personal experiences of a broader section of the electorate.
An Diaz (2026) analysis documented massive economic disruptions across major
cities, with police departments incurring over $6.4 million in overtime costs.
There’s been a disturbing pattern of violence, including six deaths in ICE deten-
tion centers and two fatal public shootings in Minneapolis, with detention rates
rising nearly 75% from 40,000 to 66,000 individuals (American Immigration

Council, 2026; Ramirez, 2026). The administration’s approach dramatically in-
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creased arrests of individuals with no criminal records, using detention as a pres-
sure mechanism to force immigrants to abandon legal cases. Perhaps most im-
pactful, at a larger scale, is the crisis of the Transportation Security Administration
workers in late March 2026 unpaid for over six weeks, who began calling out of
work at rates exceeding 40% at some airports, leading to what TSA administrators
described as “the longest security lines in history” (Demirjian & Gold, 2026).
Some airports experienced near-paralysis as understaffed security checkpoints
forced passengers to arrive at terminals as much as seven hours before flights. This
crisis was elicited by the congressional Democrats’ decision to defund the Depart-
ment of Homeland Security in response to ICE enforcement abuses.

Collingwood et al. (2018) provided early evidence of how policies can shape
immigration attitudes in the context of the first Trump administration’s Muslim
ban. Their research suggested that exposure to extreme anti-immigrant policies
might trigger a liberalizing response among some voter segments.

If thermostatic and reverse-backlash dynamics apply to immigration, we should
observe moderation when policy or elite signals become more restrictive (Den-
nison & Kustov, 2023; Claassen & McLaren, 2022; Collingwood et al., 2018). How-
ever, it is not clear whether under current polarization conditions in the United
States, democratic publics are acting as a moderating force, follow elite cues (i.e.

become more polarized) or remain stable.

2.3. Immigration Attitudes in the United States: Following Elite
Cues or Remaining Stable?

Recent U.S. research offers two alternatives to thermostatic/reverse backlash ex-
pectations. One emphasizes elite cue-driven change (Zaller, 1992; Lenz, 2012;
Sides et al., 2018; Barber & Pope, 2018). The other highlights stability rooted in
long term predispositions—such as ethnocentrism, nationalism, and cosmopoli-
tan identity—with limited evidence of abrupt change prior to 2016 (Converse,
2006; Jennings & Markus, 1984; Kalla & Broockman, 2018; Pryce, 2018). Both
challenge automatic re-centering after major anti-immigrant campaigns and pol-
icy shifts.

Elite cues from party leaders and aligned media can shift immigration views,
especially among co-partisans; effects polarize when counter cues are salient and
are conditioned by predispositions (Druckman et al., 2013; Hopkins, 2010; Hain-
mueller & Hopkins, 2015; Valentino et al., 2018). This perspective anticipates po-
larization among strong partisans rather than broad moderation (Zaller, 1992;
Lenz, 2012).

In contrast, aggregate evidence often shows gradual liberalization and stable
structure: opposition declined while predictors remained consistent from 1996-
2018 (Sanderson et al., 2021). Other work finds relatively consistent attitudinal
structure across partisan lines (Miller, 2023; Hainmueller & Hopkins, 2015). Mi-
cro level instability may not sum to large aggregate change (Wright & Levy, 2019).

Cue effects may decay without reinforcement (Kalla & Broockman, 2018), and
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reverse backlash remains a plausible mechanism to test (Dennison & Kustov,
2023). Taken together, studies of immigration opinion document both respon-
siveness to salient frames and substantial attitudinal stability, with changes con-
centrated among attentive or predisposed subgroups (Citrin et al., 1997; Hopkins,
2010; Hainmueller & Hopkins 2015; Sides et al., 2018).

These patterns motivate our panel design to distinguish transient cue uptake
from durable shifts. We use ANES panel data to examine within-person dynamics:
panel designs allow us to distinguish transient cue uptake from more durable
shifts (Converse, 2006; Jennings & Markus, 1984; Kalla & Broockman, 2018).
These literatures jointly inform our modeling choices and the tests of the reverse
backlash theories we conduct with individual ANES panel data.

If there is indeed a reverse backlash mechanism at the individual level guiding
attitudes towards immigration, we would expect to see some evidence that once
Trump was reelected, one of the candidates with the most aggressive anti-immi-
grant rhetoric in recent times some voters with extreme anti-immigrant views,
moderated them. Whether this moderation occurs broadly or only among certain
individuals remains an open empirical question we explore in this paper. Because
we do not observe direct exposure to specific policies, media, or enforcement ac-
tions, we refrain from attributing the observed within-person changes to any sin-
gle cause. We instead treat elite cueing and issue salience to the policy environ-
ment as plausible pathways for future testing of micro mechanisms in an experi-

mental setting.

2.4. Research Questions and Hypotheses

Public opinion scholarship on anti-immigrant attitudes raises crucial questions
about the nature of democratic responsiveness or opinion change in an era of in-
creasing political polarization. Are classical models of public opinion change
somewhat useful to understand opinion change regarding immigration in con-
temporary polarized political contexts? How do partisan identity, the electoral
success of anti-immigrant movements, and exposure to extreme political rhetoric
interact to shape attitudes toward immigration? Specifically, does exposure to ag-
gressive anti-immigrant policies produce moderation? Or, do opinions remain
largely stable despite changes in the political environment?

This paper challenges emerging research with a more optimistic view of demo-
cratic self-correction in the context of immigration attitudes in contexts of ex-
treme partisan polarization, like in the United States.

This paper argues and finds that under the extreme partisan polarization dy-
namics in the US, individuals are less likely to revise their opinions and more likely
to remain entrenched in them. However, when personal experiences with harsh
anti-immigrant policies become widespread, moderation should occur, at least for
the more extreme or anti-immigrant sectors. Some voters moderate their extreme
anti-immigrant opinions once they are confronted with aggressive anti-immi-

grant policies or programs in their immediate environment.
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3. Data and Methods
3.1.Data

The empirical analysis relies on the American National Election Studies (ANES)
Merged Panel File (2016-2024). This dataset follows the same respondents over
time and combines information from the 2016, 2020, and 2024 ANES Time Series
studies, along with panel maintenance surveys conducted between these waves.
The panel design allows for the analysis of individual-level attitudes across multi-
ple electoral cycles, improving leverage over cross-sectional data.

The merged file includes nine waves: pre- and post-election surveys for 2016,
2020, and 2024, as well as three intermediate panel maintenance surveys (2019,
2022, and 2024). Respondents were initially recruited in 2016 through face-to-face
and web modes, and subsequently followed through internet and mail surveys.
The dataset contains 2,839 respondents in 2016 (pre- and post-election), 2,839 in
the 2020 pre-election and 2,670 in the post-election wave, and 2,171 and 2,070
respondents in the 2024 pre- and post-election waves, respectively.

The 2020 ANES panel wave is excluded from the main analysis because the the-
oretical focus of this study is on potential backlash dynamics following the elec-
toral success of anti-immigrant political forces, which are commonly associated
with far-right populist parties and candidates (Norris & Inglehart, 2019). Prior
research has conceptualized backlash as a reaction to the implementation or rein-
forcement of restrictive immigration agendas by such actors (Dennison & Kustov,
2023). Within this framework, the election of Donald Trump in 2016 and his sub-
sequent political trajectory provide a relevant context to evaluate whether expo-
sure to anti-immigrant rhetoric and policies generates attitudinal moderation
over time. By contrast, the victory of Joe Biden in 2020 does not fit within this
theoretical and conceptual framework, as it does not represent the advancement
of anti-immigrant forces nor contribute to the mechanisms under study. For this
reason, the 2020 wave is not included in the main models, although the broader
2016-2024 period remains central to the study’s empirical scope.

A key advantage of this dataset is that it merges multiple ANES studies into a
single harmonized file using a unique respondent identifier, enabling consistent
tracking of individuals across time. These observations provide a clear compari-
son across a critical period in U.S. politics, allowing the study to capture changes

in attitudes over time while maintaining comparability in key measures.

3.2. Measures

To measure attitudes toward unauthorized immigrants, this study relies on both
affective and policy-based indicators drawn from the ANES. These measures cap-
ture different dimensions of public opinion, including emotional evaluations and
support for restrictive or permissive immigration policies. The dependent variable
captures affective evaluations toward unauthorized immigrants using the ANES
post-election feeling thermometer. The question asks: “How would you rate: ille-

gal immigrants,” with responses ranging from zero (very warm or favorable) to
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one hundred (very cold or unfavorable). The original ANES variable is V162313.
Non-substantive responses were recoded as missing, and the scale was reverse-
coded so that higher values consistently indicate more negative, anti-immigrant
attitudes.

The key independent variable (main predictor) measures pre-election policy
preferences toward unauthorized immigrants. This variable is based on the Amer-
ican National Election Studies (ANES) question: “ Which comes closest to your
view about what government policy should be toward unauthorized immigrants
now living in the United States?” Respondents chose from four options: make all
unauthorized immigrants felons and send them back to their home country
(coded as 4); have a guest worker program that allows unauthorized immigrants
to remain in the United States temporarily for work (coded as 3); allow unauthor-
ized immigrants to remain and eventually qualify for U.S. citizenship coded as 2;
and conditional on meeting requirements such as paying back taxes, learning Eng-
lish, and passing background checks, allow unauthorized immigrants to remain
and qualify for U.S. citizenship without penalties (coded as 1). The original vari-
able is V161192. After recoding missing values, the scale was inverted, as men-
tioned previously, so that higher values reflect more restrictive and anti-immi-
grant policy preferences, while lower values indicate more favorable and permis-
sive positions.

The second independent variable measures attitudes toward birthright citizen-
ship. The ANES question asks: “Do you favor or oppose changing the U.S. Con-
stitution so that the children of unauthorized immigrants do not automatically get
citizenship if they are born in this country?” The original variable is V161193. This
variable was recoded into a binary indicator where respondents who favor ending
birthright citizenship (as well as those who express a neutral position) are coded
as one, and those who oppose the proposal are coded as zero. This coding ensures
that higher values represent less favorable attitudes toward immigrants.

In addition to these core variables, the analysis incorporates standard demo-
graphic controls, including gender, age, income, and education. Party identifica-
tion is also included and used to disaggregate the analysis, allowing for the exam-
ination of differences across partisan groups. Across all variables, coding decisions
were implemented so that higher values uniformly indicate less favorable or more
anti-immigrant attitudes. Each question was used in the version corresponding to

its respective survey year.

3.3. Methods

To examine the relationship between pre-election policy preferences and post-
election attitudes toward unauthorized immigrants, this study employs a series of
ordinary least squares (OLS) regression models. The empirical strategy is designed
to capture both cross-sectional differences within each electoral cycle and changes
over time, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of how attitudes evolve.

Models 1 and 2 estimate the relationship between pre-election policy prefer-
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ences and post-election affective evaluations in 2016. In Model 1, the dependent
variable is the post-election feeling thermometer toward undocumented immi-
grants, and the key independent variable is pre-election policy preferences toward
unauthorized immigrants. Model 2 follows the same structure but replaces the
main independent variable with attitudes toward birthright citizenship. These
models provide a baseline assessment of how policy views before the election are
associated with affective attitudes after the election within the same year. Models
3 and 4 replicate this framework for 2024, enabling a direct comparison across
electoral cycles. Model 3 examines the relationship between policy preferences
and the post-election thermometer, while Model 4 focuses on birthright citizen-
ship attitudes. This parallel structure across years introduces a comparative fram-
ing that allows the analysis to identify whether the strength or direction of these
relationships changes over time, particularly across a politically salient period in
U.S. politics. All models are disaggregated by party identification, estimating ef-
fects separately for Democrats, Republicans, and independents. This approach al-
lows the analysis to uncover heterogeneous effects across partisan groups, which
is especially relevant given the polarized nature of immigration attitudes.

Model 5 introduces an additional econometric layer by focusing on within-in-
dividual change over time. The dependent variable is the difference in the post-
election feeling thermometer between 2024 and 2016, while the main independent
variable is the 2016 post-election thermometer. This specification captures how
prior attitudes predict changes in affective evaluations over time, effectively lev-
eraging the panel structure of the data. By modeling differences, this approach
reduces concerns related to time-invariant unobserved heterogeneity and pro-
vides a more rigorous assessment of attitudinal change.

Across all models, standard demographic controls are included, such as gender,
age, income, and education. However, it is important to note that the effective
sample size is smaller than the original ANES panel due to missing data in key
variables. In particular, income exhibits a relatively high rate of non-response in
2016, which restricts the number of observations when included as a control. For
this reason, in the case of Republicans in Model 5, the analysis is estimated both
with and without income as a control to assess the robustness of the results. More
generally, sample sizes across models are also affected by respondents who do not
report a party identification or fail to answer specific survey items, leading to var-
iation in the number of observations used in each specification.

First, we estimated weighted linear regression models using the ANES 2016
post-election panel weight (V160102) and the corresponding ANES design varia-
bles (strata and Primary Sampling Unit). We restricted the analytic sample to re-
spondents with positive panel weights.

Then, to estimate group-specific effects, or partisan identity, while preserving
the survey design, we used the subpopulation approach, rather than subsetting the
data prior to declaring the design. Models control for gender, education, age, and

income alongside the focal policy variable.
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Lastly, as robustness checks we first re-ran the main model using alternative
single unit options to assess sensitivity to strata with a single Primary Sampling
Unit (PSU). We then estimated a psu-only specification when strata information
was problematic, and ran unweighted ordinary least squares and OLS with het-
eroskedasticity-robust standard errors. Coefficient estimates were substantively
similar across specifications; however, variance estimates and statistical signifi-
cance varied when the number of strata or PSUs was small. Accordingly, inference

is based primarily on the strata and PSU specification with single units centered.

4. Findings

To study whether indeed a reverse backlash on anti-immigrant opinions occurs,
it is crucial to use individual-level longitudinal data to measure pre and post-elec-
tion averages as suggested by Dennison and Kustov (2023). Aggregate trends can
hide whether, there is indeed a reverse backlash within those individuals who hold
more extreme views or, there are more pro immigrant opinions of those with al-
ready more friendly views. Panel data helps distinguish both groups by comparing
the same individuals through time. Using panel data allowed us to see if people
moderated their anti-immigrant attitudes rather than only comparing averages
across time. This is especially useful to understand whether opinion change is
happening among those who were initially more extreme. In the first section we
present trends observed in the aggregate by partisanship, to gauge whether anti-
immigrant attitudes follow a pattern of symmetric polarization over time (Repub-

licans becoming more anti-immigrant and Democrats becoming less so).

4.1. Stability and Attitudinal Persistence in the Aggregate

Here we present aggregate trends by party, to see whether partisans in the public
have become more polarized about undocumented immigrants. If they have, we
would expect Republicans and Independents’ attitudes to become more negative
towards undocumented immigrants while Democrats becoming less so.

When looking at aggregate data in Figure 1, the feeling thermometer, a scale
goes from 0 to 100, where values above 50 mean less favorable attitudes toward
undocumented immigrants shows a high level of stability between 2016 and 2024.
Contrary to popular belief, in terms of what increasing partisan polarization might
look like for these opinions, there are small increases in negativity for all partisan
groups. Among Democrats, the average negativity towards undocumented immi-
grants went from 47 in 2016 to 49 points in 2024; among Republicans, from 72 to
74; and among Independents, from 59 to 61.

The main pattern when looking at aggregate anti-immigrant attitudes over time
seems to be persistence rather than change. Republicans stay clearly above 50 in
both years, which shows consistently negative views. Democrats remain close to
the neutral point, around 50, which suggests more mixed attitudes. Independents
are in the middle and show very little change over time. This means that partisan

differences are large, especially between Republicans and Democrats, Republicans
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Post-Eection Feeling Thermometer Toward Undocumented Immigrants
(Ratings between O degrees and 50 degrees mean that you feel

favorable and warm toward the group. Ratings between 51

showing a dislike for undocumented immigrants above 70 percent, and Demo-
crats a few points below 50 percent denoting some favorability. Both groups re-

maining very stable over time and post Trump’s second term.

Post-Election Anti-Immigrant Feeling Thermometer-
Undocumented Immigrants by PartylD (2016-2024)
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Figure 1. Trends in post-election anti-immigrant sentiment toward undocumented immigrants
by Party ID (2016-2024). Source: Authors’ calculations based on panel data from the American
National Election Studies (ANES), 2016-2024.

Overall, these results provide limited support for a reverse backlash. Instead of
seeing a strong reaction that changes attitudes, the evidence suggests that opinions

were already formed and stayed mostly the same over time.

4.2. Individual-Level Change: Is There a Reverse Backlash Post
Trump Elections in 2016 and 2024?

In this section we use panel data from the 2016 and 2024 elections in the US to
gauge whether pre-election anti-immigrant attitudes become more moderate in
the aftermath of a candidate exhibiting some of the most extreme anti-immigrant
rhetoric in recent history.

As shown in Table 1 below, there is little evidence that pre-election negative
sentiment was moderated in the aftermath of Trump’s election in 2016. The feel-
ing thermometer is coded so that higher values reflect more anti-immigrant views,
positive coefficients indicate that less favorable and warm attitudes towards un-
documented immigrants before the election are positively correlated with less fa-
vorable attitudes after the election as well. The post-election feeling thermometer
is regressed on the pre-election one to gauge how much pre-election attitudes cor-
relate with post-election ones regarding undocumented immigrants. The expec-
tation is that if there is indeed a reverse backlash, we would see the coefficient of

the preelection thermometer be close to zero or negative.
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Table 1. OLS regression of post-election anti-immigrant sentiment toward undocumented
immigrants and pre-election policy preferences toward undocumented immigrants by
Party ID (2016).

Democrats Republicans Independents
Pre-Election Policy Preferences 8.25 8.23%% 12.55
Toward Unauthorized Immigrants (4.72) (1.87) (2.28)
—0.56 —-4.79 -2.10
Gender
(5.40) (4.69) (4.48)
0.13 —0.52* 0.22
Level of Education

(0.14) (0.21) (0.17)

-0.07 -0.18 -0.01

Age
(0.15) (0.11) (0.14)
—4.87** -0.30 1.35
Income
(1.46) (1.20) (1.32)
49.58** 66.02%** 23.15
Cons

(14.24) (8.97) (12.36)

N 994 1026 1007

R-sq 0.14 0.16 0.17

Standard error in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Source: Authors’ calcu-
lations based on panel data from the American National Election Studies (ANES), 2016-
2024.

Somewhat surprisingly, the coefficient for pre-election views on undocumented
immigrants for Democrats is 8.25, although it does not reach conventional levels
of statistical significance. A one-unit increase toward a more restrictive position
before the election is associated with an increase of about eight points in the post-
election feeling thermometer, that is, a more negative evaluation of undocu-
mented immigrants. In substantive terms, this suggests that a Democratic identi-
fying individual who already held a negative position towards undocumented im-
migrants before the election tends to maintain—and potentially reinforce—that
same orientation after the election, rather than moderating it, although this pat-
tern should be interpreted with caution given the uncertainty around the estimate.

A similar pattern appears among Independents, where the coefficient of policy
preferences is 12.55 and statistically significant, also showing an increase in nega-
tivity towards undocumented immigrants rather than moderation. Here, the mag-
nitude is even larger than among Democrats, suggesting a strong positive associ-
ation between pre- and post-election attitudes within this group. Among Repub-
licans, the coefficient also shows a positive and statistically significant increase in
negativity post-election, 8.23, indicating a consistent alignment between pre-elec-
tion preferences and post-election sentiment.

Compared to the original specification, the differences across partisan groups
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are now less pronounced in directional terms, as all three groups display positive
associations, though they vary in magnitude and statistical precision. This is pos-
sibly due to the constant or baseline opinion (holding constant all independent
variables at 0) the average post-election thermometer would be around 66 for Re-
publicans, 49 for Democrats, and 23 for Independents, suggesting meaningful dif-
ferences in baseline levels of post-election sentiment across groups. Especially
compared to the other two groups.

As shown in Table 2 below, there is limited evidence of reverse backlash, par-
ticularly among Republicans. Pre-election negative sentiment towards birthright
citizenship for undocumented immigrants’ children is not associated with mod-
eration in the feeling thermometer towards undocumented immigrants in the af-
termath of Trump’s election in 2016. As in the previous model, the post-election
feeling thermometer is regressed on pre-election attitudes towards undocumented
immigrants to gauge how much pre-election attitudes correlate with post-election

ones.

Table 2. OLS regression of post-election anti-immigrant sentiment toward undocumented
immigrants and pre-election attitudes toward birthright citizenship by Party ID (2016).

Democrats Republicans Independents
Pre-Election Birthright Citizenship 19.50%*¢ 3.28 7.56
Opinion (4.65) (5.21) (4.47)
—0.59 —4.89 -3.57
Gender
(5.17) (5.40) (4.32)
-0.04 -0.75* 0.15
Level of Education
(0.16) (0.35) (0.09)
-0.07 —0.15 —0.01
Age
(0.15) (0.12) (0.13)
—4.47%* —0.28 1.45
Income
(1.58) (1.44) (1.47)
61.15%¢* 88.77*** 49.76**
Cons
(10.42) (10.72) (14.83)
N 993 1027 1007
R-sq 0.20 0.07 0.04

Standard error in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Source: Authors’ calcu-
lations based on panel data from the American National Election Studies (ANES), 2016-
2024.

The constant now shows substantially higher baseline negativity across all par-
tisan groups, with Democrats at 61, Republicans at 88, and Independents at 49,
suggesting that post-election sentiment remains relatively unfavorable toward un-

documented immigrants even when holding other variables constant. The coeffi-
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cient for pre-election views on birthright citizenship for undocumented immi-
grants’ children for Democrats is 19.50 and statistically significant. A one-unit
increase toward a more restrictive position before the election is associated with
an increase of approximately nineteen points in the post-election feeling ther-
mometer, that is, a more negative evaluation of undocumented immigrants. In
substantive terms, this suggests that a Democratic identifying individual who held
a negative position towards undocumented immigrants before the election is as-
sociated with maintaining and potentially intensifying that position after the elec-
tion, rather than moderating it.

A similar pattern appears among Independents, where the coefficient remains
positive (7.56) but does not reach conventional levels of statistical significance,
indicating a weaker and more uncertain association between pre-election prefer-
ences and post-election sentiment. For Republicans, the coefficient is also positive
(3.28) and statistically insignificant, suggesting little clear evidence of either mod-
eration or reinforcement in this group. However, this is possibly due to the con-
stant or baseline opinion (holding constant all independent variables at 0) the av-
erage post-election thermometer would be around 88, indicating a very high level
of baseline negativity, which may limit observable variation in post-election atti-
tudes.

Overall, compared to the earlier specification, the evidence points less clearly
toward reverse backlash and instead suggests persistence—and in some cases re-
inforcement—of pre-election attitudes, particularly among Democrats.

Turning to Table 3, coefficients for pre-election policy preferences regarding
deportation for all undocumented aliens remain positive and statistically signifi-
cant across all three groups, on the dependent variable (post-election feeling ther-
mometer towards undocumented immigrants). Among Democrats, the coeffi-
cient for pre-election views on removal of all undocumented immigrants in 2024
when regressed on the feeling thermometer is 7.67 and statistically significant,
slightly larger than the 6.79 reported in 2016, suggesting no clear evidence of mod-
eration relative to prior estimates. In substantive terms, this means that a Demo-
crat who adopted a more restrictive position pre-election (i.e. comparing those
who say immigrants should be granted a path towards citizenship with those who
say they should be fined and removed) is more likely to express negative feelings
towards undocumented immigrants post-election. In other words, even in 2024,
individuals who already held more negative views tend to maintain them, with a
magnitude that remains substantively meaningful rather than attenuated.

Among Republicans, the coefficient of pre-election views on undocumented
immigrants is positive and statistically significant, 8.87, which is higher than pre-
viously reported (7.10), indicating a somewhat stronger association than in the
earlier specification. The coefficient for this variable is also positive and significant
for Independents, where a one-unit increase in pre-election anti-immigrant atti-
tudes is associated with an increase of 13.58 points (compared to 13.03 in 2016)

in the feeling thermometer (where 100 means the most negative feelings towards
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undocumented immigrants).

Table 3. OLS regression of post-election anti-immigrant sentiment toward undocumented
immigrants and pre-election policy preferences toward undocumented immigrants by
Party ID (2024).

Democrats Republicans Independents
Pre-Election Policy Preferences 7.67%¢ 8.87*¢ 13.58%%
Toward Unauthorized Immigrants (2.21) (2.54) (1.78)
-2.90 —12.04* —2.58
Gender
(4.62) (5.28) (3.62)
—0.11 —0.08 —0.09
Level of Education
(0.20) (0.10) (0.21)
0.23* 0.17 —0.02
Age

(0.10) (0.15) (0.10)

-0.21 -0.87 0.80

Income
(1.08) (1.88) (1.13)
22.12* 52.51%*% 22.94*
Cons

(8.94) (12.01) (10.55)

N 1021 987 951

R-sq 0.10 0.22 0.32

Standard error in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Source: Authors’ calcu-
lations based on panel data from the American National Election Studies (ANES), 2016-
2024.

In contrast to the 2016 results presented in Table 1, the coefficients do not ap-
pear uniformly smaller; instead, they remain comparable or slightly larger in mag-
nitude across groups, suggesting persistence rather than attenuation in the rela-
tionship between pre- and post-election attitudes.

Lastly, as shown in Table 4, there is, in contrast to 2016, limited and less con-
sistent evidence of reverse backlash among Republicans. Pre-election negative
sentiment towards birthright citizenship for undocumented immigrants’ children
does not appear to be associated with clear moderation in the feeling thermometer
towards undocumented immigrants in the aftermath of Trump’s election in 2024.
The coefficient for pre-election views on birthright citizenship for undocumented
immigrants’ children for Democrats is negative (~1.60) and statistically insignifi-
cant, suggesting no clear association between pre-election attitudes and post-elec-
tion sentiment in this group.

Among Republicans, the coefficient is positive but small and statistically insig-
nificant (3.33), indicating no association between moderation or reinforcement in
post-election attitudes. Only among Independents do pre-migration negative at-

titudes on birthright citizenship remain substantively and statistically significant,
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with a coefficient of 21, indicating a strong positive association with post-election
negativity toward undocumented immigrants. This represents the largest effect
across the three groups in this model, suggesting that pre-election attitudes are

most strongly carried over among Independents in 2024.

Table 4. OLS regression of post-election anti-immigrant sentiment toward undocumented
immigrants and pre-election attitudes toward birthright citizenship by Party ID (2024).

Democrats Republicans Independents
Pre-Election Birthright Citizenship -1.60 3.33 21057
Opinion (4.11) (4.26) (4.42)
—-1.45 —12.94* -10.31*
Gender
(4.41) (5.76) (4.36)
-0.16 -0.11 -0.06
Level of Education
(0.19) (0.20) (0.16)
0.16 0.17 0.09
Age
(0.11) (0.18) (0.12)
-1.10 -0.63 -0.80
Income
(1.09) (2.11) (1.20)
44.19%%* 78.44%* 55.67***
Cons
(9.89) (7.95) (8.21)
N 1022 987 951
R-sq 0.03 0.10 0.16

Standard error in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Source: Authors’ calcu-
lations based on panel data from the American National Election Studies (ANES), 2016-
2024.

Compared to the 2016 results, the pattern shifts notably: rather than observing
signs of moderation among Republicans, the results point to weak or null associ-
ations for both Democrats and Republicans, with stronger persistence concen-
trated among Independents.

Overall, models in 2016 and 2024 show that pre-existing attitudes toward un-
documented immigrants are generally positively correlated with these attitudes in
the post-election period, although the strength and consistency of this relation-
ship varies across specifications and groups. There is evidence of stability over
time, with limited indications of moderation confined to specific subgroups and
measures rather than a systematic pattern. Importantly, the absence of statistically
significant negative coefficients continues to provide little support for a reverse
backlash in attitudes toward undocumented immigrants.

In this context, even amidst the strong anti-immigrant rhetoric during Donald
Trump’s 2016 and 2024 campaign, the results tend to suggest that attitudes either
remain stable or become more negative, especially for Independents, in the post-

election period, while Democrats and Republicans show more inconsistent pat-
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terns in this specification.

4.3.1Is There a Reverse Backlash between 2016 and 20247

We estimate first difference models (2024-2016) with the 2016 thermometer as
the main predictor; negative coefficients imply greater moderation among those
most negative in 2016. If reverse backlash dynamics operate over time, we should
observe such negative associations. This approach provides a more robust test of
reverse backlash, because it allows us to observe whether individuals adjust their
attitudes after experiencing anti-immigrant policies in the first Trump admin-
istration.

As reported in Table 5, the dependent variable captures the change in the anti-
immigrant feeling thermometer between 2024 and 2016 (coded so that higher val-
ues reflect more negative attitudes toward undocumented immigrants). We in-
cluded the 2016 feeling thermometer as the main predictor. Negative coefficients
in this predictor indicate that individuals who held more negative views in 2016
tend to moderate by 2024. Our expectation is that there would be some evidence
of reverse backlash as individuals experienced anti-immigrant policies, rather
than only the election of a candidate running on an anti-immigrant platform. To
assess whether the results could be driven by regression to the mean, we con-
ducted an additional check in which 2024 attitudes are modeled while accounting
for respondents’ baseline levels in 2016. This exercise reveals a strong and statis-
tically significant association between attitudes in 2016 and 2024, indicating sub-
stantial persistence over time. These results suggest that, although individual atti-
tudes remain relatively stable, the patterns observed in the main analysis are un-
likely to be explained solely by mechanical reversion from extreme initial values.

Consistent with this expectation, the results from the panel analysis (2016-
2024) provide evidence of reverse backlash in anti-immigrant attitudes, although
the magnitude varies across groups. Results show negative, statistically significant
slopes across groups (Table 5), indicating that individuals starting more negative
in 2016 tend to moderate by 2024. Among Republicans, the slope is largest in the
model without income (—0.69): each one point increase in 2016 negativity predicts
a 0.69 point decrease by 2024. Democrats (—0.45) and Independents (—0.62) show
similar moderation; the full sample is —0.51. Table 5 illustrates stronger modera-
tion among Republicans: those starting highest in 2016 are expected to move
downward more by 2024, consistent with a pull toward the center. Although these
shifts are temporally aligned with high-salience policy periods, future research
should test whether this is causally related to greater exposure of extreme anti-
immigrant policies or candidates.

These associations are consistent with reverse backlash dynamics, though mag-
nitudes are modest. Using the Republican (no income) model, the predicted
change is for a Republican with a 2016 score of 90, —9.85, yields a predicted 2024
score = 80 (holding other covariates at reference values). The design does not

identify mechanisms; future work should incorporate direct exposure measures
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to test variation among those who were personally exposed to immigration poli-
cies or experienced them through the media, although we would argue most indi-
viduals (unless the were in remote locations without access to any traditional or

electronic media) were exposed to anti-immigrant campaign rhetoric and policies.

Table 5. OLS regression of changes in the feeling thermometer toward undocumented immigrants (2024-2016).

Republican
Full Sample Democrats Republican (without income Independent
control)
Post-Election Feeling Thermometer Toward =0.51%* —0.45%% —0.47%% —0.69* —0.62%%
Undocumented Immigrants (2016) (0.05) (0.07) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08)
—6.32%* 1.83 —19.28%** -5.46% -0.68
Gender
(2.16) (3.53) (5.19) (2.29) (4.62)
-0.19 -0.14 1.56 0.01 -0.82
Level of Education
(0.17) (0.17) (1.25) (0.07) (1.09)
0.09 —-0.04 0.55** 0.21* -0.19
Age

(0.08) (0.07) (0.15) (0.08) (0.11)

-0.66 -1.38 -1.07 - 0.22

Income
(0.82) (0.96) (2.31) - (1.88)
Pre-Election Policy Preferences Toward =3.15 -1.45 —0.02 -3.36™* -3.09
Undocumented Immigrants (2016) (1.98) (3.11) (3.18) (1.20) (2.78)
42.96%** 36.64%** 0.08 52.25%*% 63.60**
Cons

(7.51) (9.25) (15.19) (8.71) (13.30)

N 382 847 812 3057 806

R-sq 0.28 0.27 0.37 0.35 0.37

Standard error in parentheses; *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Source: Authors’ calculations based on panel data from the Amer-
ican National Election Studies (ANES), 2016-2024.

5. Conclusion

This paper explored whether voters with negative attitudes toward undocumented
immigrants moderate their views once a candidate running on a strongly anti-
immigrant platform wins.

The evidence presented here provides a clear answer: reverse backlash in the
United States at the individual level, manifests not as a short-term change in opin-
ion when a candidate running on an anti-immigrant platform is elected, but ra-
ther, a longer-term moderation in the aftermath of experiences with harsh anti-
immigrant policies. Our findings align with accounts emphasizing moderation in
the aftermath of extreme anti-immigrant policies or candidates winning elections,
yet we do not incorporate direct exposure measures, such as local enforcement
intensity, media/digital trace exposure, or personal contact with immigration pro-

ceedings to test micro mechanisms-specific hypotheses.
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Pre- and post-election panel data shows partisan groups’ attitudes remain
largely stable or even become more negative. In the case of pre and post-election
positions, individual-level change is structured by initial positions, producing
convergence over time: those who begin with more negative views exhibit smaller
increases in negativity, while those starting from more moderate positions have
greater room to shift.

Crucially, the results also show that the mechanisms underlying attitude change
vary across partisan and demographic groups. Among Republicans, changes are
less anchored in prior policy preferences and more responsive to contextual fac-
tors, consistent with the limited evidence of reverse backlash identified in earlier
sections. Among Democrats and Independents, however, initial attitudes tend to
move in a more negative direction in the short term (two months after the election
of a candidate running on an anti-immigrant platform). This is contrary to the
expectations of reverse backlash theories. These patterns indicate that political re-
sponses to elite cues are neither uniform nor symmetric across the electorate.

At the same time, the findings show that once sociodemographic variables are
controlled for, individual level data shows longer term reverse backlash in anti-
immigrant opinions, even if in the aggregate opinion trends do not show it as
shown in Figure 1. Individuals in the panel do seem to moderate their anti-immi-
grant animus over a period of 8 years and in the aftermath of the first Trump
administration’s harsh anti-immigrant policies.

Taken together, these findings challenge the assumption that public opinion
will systematically self-correct in response to extreme political rhetoric or electoral
outcomes. In the short term, the thermostatic mechanisms described in earlier
literature appear weakened or conditional perhaps because as explained in detail
in the paper, under extreme partisan polarization conditions information and elite
cues polarize opinions. However, absent congruence between media and elite
messaging, individuals’ experiences with specific policies seem to result in longer
term reverse backlash on anti-immigrant attitudes.

Highly salient anti-immigrant rhetoric is associated with moderation among
extreme anti-immigrant attitudes, while in the aftermath of anti-immigrant pol-
icy, looking at the changes in the period between 2016 and 2024, individuals opin-
ions change in a manner that could be described as thermostatic or reverse back-
lash change. The findings show that once sociodemographic variables are con-
trolled for, individual-level data shows correlations that are consistent with
longer-term moderation in anti-immigrant opinions. These changes are not
picket up by aggregate opinion trends do not show it as shown in Figure 1. Indi-
viduals in the panel appear to moderate their anti-immigrant attitudes over an
eight-year period, coinciding with the aftermath of the first Trump administra-
tion’s immigration policies, although the design does not allow us to identify a
direct causal mechanism linking policy exposure to attitudinal change.

Future research should incorporate direct exposure measures such as local en-

forcement intensity, media/digital trace exposure, or personal contact with immi-
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gration proceedings in order to test these mechanisms-specific hypotheses.

In the short term, the thermostatic mechanisms at the individual level in the
pre and post-election periods described in the reverse backlash literature, appear
weakened or conditional. Particularly under conditions of intense partisan polar-
ization where information environments and elite cues may reinforce, rather than
moderate, prior beliefs. However, absent congruence between media and elite
messaging, individuals’ experiences with specific policies may be associated with
longer-term moderation in anti-immigrant attitudes, though the evidence pre-
sented here captures within-person change over time rather than the precise
mechanisms producing it.

Our research finds that associations between anti-immigrant attitudes and
highly salient anti-immigrant rhetoric compared to salient rhetoric vary: the for-
mer is linked to limited moderation among individuals with more extreme prior
views, while the latter may coincide with broader adjustments that could resemble
thermostatic responses. Results show within-person moderation in immigration
attitudes when comparing 2016 to 2024. However, direct measures of policy or
media exposure are needed to investigate whether these associations are due to a
causal relationship between exposure to extreme immigration policies either in
person or through the media. Future research should examine more directly the
mechanisms, such as the type of exposure to anti-immigrant policies (personal
experience or through the media) to understand how and under what conditions

moderation in anti-immigrant attitudes occur.
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