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The war between people and disease-causing pathogens is old as humanity itself. This has helped shaped
our so-called behavioral immunity, which can lead us, for example, to automatically avoid people who
are visibly sick. But it can also misfire; previous studies have shown that people with compromised
immune systems (due to a recent illness), and even people who describe themselves as afraid of germs or
susceptible to disease, are more likely to avoid and feel prejudiced toward otherwise healthy people who
merely look different than them, like foreigners or immigrants.

It appears this prejudice can be reduced or erased by public health measures like vaccination or the
simple act of washing your hands, according to a recent study in Psychological Science. In the study’s
first experiment, conducted at the height of the 2009 H1N1 swine flu, researchers gathered a group of
participants, some of whom had already received a vaccine against H1N1. They were then randomly
broken into two groups, which I’ll call group A and group B (each had roughly equal numbers of
vaccinated and non-vaccinated people). Group A read news articles describing the flu’s health effects
and the vaccine’s effectiveness, in order to remind or “prime” them to the threat posed by the virus.
Group B read no such articles. All participants then took a test that measures prejudicial attitudes
towards immigrants. In group A, unvaccinated people were more prejudiced against immigrants than
those who had received the vaccine. In the “unprimed” group B, there was no measurable difference.

Read the full story: Psychological Science
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