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Xenophobia in South Africa is a clear and present danger to the nation. To eradicate
xenophobia, we need to better understand public attitudes towards non-nationals. To
achieve this, IPSOS conducted an opinion survey poll on adult attitudes towards cross-
border migrants and refugees was conducted in those provinces where most non-
nationals live and work.

ADDRESSING NEGATIVE ATTITUDES TOWARDS

REFUGEES IN SOUTH AFRICA THROUGH

INTEGRATION PROGRAMMES

Negative stereotypes about cross-border migrants and refugees are common in many
towns and villages with people describing these groups as 'violent' and 'dishonest'.

Anti-immigrant sentiment is fuelled by the implicit (and explicit) link that is made, in
public discourse, between migration and social problems or jobs.

Despite its well-documented nature (by the World Bank and others), many people do
not understand that immigration is economically beneficial for the South African
economy.

Recommendations

Induction programmes (language and cultural classes)

Blended job creation programmes (that harness the economic benefits of migration and
help stimulate the local economy, for South African citizens, too) and pathways to
employment

Improved access to documentation for non-citizens, so that they are able to integrate, be
better protected, less vulnerable, and can also formalise their contributions to South
Africa.

Findings of the IPSOS Poll

SUMMARY

The more contact people have with a migrants or refugees, the less likely they are to
hold  xenophobic sentiments.

This brief recommends integration policies to be implemented urgently to ensure full participation by
non-citizens  in the social, civic and economic life of a South African society. This could include:
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Despite legal protections, people on refugee or asylum status in South Africa
are frequently exploited, marginalised and demonised in daily life.  Everyday
marginalization has only seemed to worsen during the COVID-19 pandemic.  As
the country struggles to deal with this deadly disease, refugee advocacy groups
have called on the state to address the day-to-day ostracism they are faced
with.  If South Africa wants to honour her international and regional
commitments to refugee protection, then the government needs to address
widespread public hostility towards this at-risk community. 

To adequately address a problem, it is first necessary to understand it. 
 Currently, not much is known about how ordinary citizens in South Africa see
refugees and this has undermined efforts to address this problem.  To bridge
this knowledge gap, attitudes and behaviors towards refugees are examined in
this policy brief using contemporary public opinion data. The brief outlines the
extent of public hostility towards refugees and how this antipathy is connected
to general anti-immigration attitudes. Shifting public attitudes should be part of a
broader strategy, and this brief highlights one important stratagem to reduce
prejudice, refugee integration.  The brief sketches out a target set of
recommendations to assist policymakers with building effective integration
programmes to assist refugees.

INTRODUCTION

A BRIEF
BACKGROUND ON
MIGRATION IN SA

Over the last decade, South Africa has processed about 63,000 asylum
applications per year. According to the United Nations, there were some
280,004 persons seeking refuge in communities spread throughout the country
in 2019.   Of these 189,491 were asylum-seekers and those with official refugee
status was 90,513.  This represents a small proportion of the nation’s
international migrant stock (6.6% of the total in 2019) and an even smaller
percentage (0.5%) of the national population.

How to reduce xenophobia Brief #2

https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/opinionista/2020-09-17-corruption-at-asylum-and-refugee-centres-is-a-shocking-indictment-of-our-human-rights-record/
https://theconversation.com/how-south-africa-is-denying-refugees-their-rights-what-needs-to-change-135692
https://www.news24.com/citypress/news/xenophobia-and-the-hate-of-migrants-in-sa-little-has-changed-20200920
https://reporting.unhcr.org/southafricamco
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/publications/wallchart/docs/MigrationStock2019_Wallchart.pdf


Refugee legislation in South Africa has, traditionally, been one of the most
progressive on the African continent. It emerged through incremental
agreements with the United Nations High Commission for Refugees in the early
1990s and was centred on safeguarding human rights.  

However, there has been growing criticism from civil society (both domestic
and international) about the failure of the state to protect the refugee
community.  The asylum management system was described as fatefully
inadequate, according to a report by Amnesty International South Africa, leaving
hundreds of thousands of applicants vulnerable to exploitation and
mistreatment. According to experts from civil society, these failures are harmful
not only to those seeking asylum but to the country as a whole.

Ipsos conducted a survey of how people in four South African provinces
(Limpopo, KwaZulu-Natal, Western Cape, and Gauteng) thought about refugees
and cross-border migrants.  

The four provinces (hereafter the LKWG cluster) provide a good cross-section of
the nation. The survey was collected at the household level with fieldworkers
conducting interviews face-to-face at the respondent's home.  

The questionnaire was translated into multiple languages and (where
appropriate) the interview was conducted in the home language of the
respondent. The questionnaire took an average of 20 minutes to administer and
was largely made up of closed-ended questions. 

Fieldwork began in October 2019 and concluded in November of that year.  The
sample was restricted to adults (18 years or older) living in private households.
After cleaning, the Ipsos sample size was 2,004. Benchmark weights are then
applied to ensure that the data is representative at the provincial level. This
allows us to present an accurate picture of public attitudes in the LKWG
population.

THE IPSOS POLL

HOW DATA WAS COLLECTED
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https://www.amnesty.org/en/documents/document/?indexNumber=afr53%2F0983%2F2019&language=en
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To better understand refugee stereotypes in the LKWG population, it is instructive to look at whether people
attributed a list of negative and positive traits to this community (Figure 1). About half the populace believed that
‘refugees were dishonest’ and 37% told fieldworkers that they considered refugees to be ‘violent’. A majority
(57%) of the population thought that people from this community ‘took jobs’ that belonged to locals. Only a small
minority (32%) of the general LKWG populace expressed that refugees could be described as ‘good’.  Further
statistical testing found that an individual was more likely to believe that refugees were job-stealers if they also
believed that this group was dishonest, different and violent.  This seems to suggest quite a hostile view of
those seeking asylum in South Africa and confirms prior public opinion research on antipathy towards refugees in
the post-apartheid period.

Anti-refugee antagonism was found to correlate with public views on other types of migrants.  If an individual
held anti-refugee views, then he/she was also more likely to display antagonism towards cross-border migrants. 
 Consequently, the results depicted in Figure 1 are not surprising.  People in the LKWG cluster tend to link non-
nationals with problems such as drug abuse, crime, prostitution, diseases, moral degeneration and
unemployment (Figure 2).  We found that only 32% of the cluster believed that foreigners boosted the economy.
These study outcomes are not unexpected.  Existing research has documented persistent rumours in the
country’s townships and villages that paints immigration as a driver of violence, poverty and immorality.
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ATTRIBUTES

STEREOTYPES AND SCAPEGOATING

IT IS ESTABLISHED THAT MIGRATION IS BENEFICIAL TO OUR ECONOMY

The kind of stereotypes outlined above are without empirical justification.  Data from a World Bank report shows
that opening up the country to immigration was good for the South African labour market. During the study
period 1996-2011, inflows of foreign nationals were found to have had a positive effect on employment for all
South Africans. 

In other words, international immigration seems to have large multiplier effects in local labour markets.   This
research corresponds with other studies which show that immigration creates jobs for the native-born.   In
addition, international migration seemed to have little effect on crime levels and the research suggests that other
factors (such as income inequality) better explain crime patterns in South Africa.
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Ipsos respondents were asked if they had contact with cross-border migrants
and refugees.  Overall, friendship with refugees was more common than
may have been anticipated.  A tenth of the LKWG population said that they
had only acquaintanceship contact with a refugee and 17% told fieldworkers
that they had a friend who was a refugee.  Of course, it is possible that,
when answering this question, many people are mistaking refugees for other
types of immigrants. Since the 1950s, scholars have highlighted the role of
intergroup contact as a predictor of prejudice.  Reviewing the Ipsos data, we
found an individual's perceptions on refugees was influenced by how many
international migrants they know.  This confirms past research which
showed that positive contact reduced anti-immigrant sentiment in South
Africa and lessened unfounded stereotypes against this group.  

One of the most positive and impactful interventions that could assist
asylum-seekers and refugees living in host communities are integration
programmes that promote co-existence among diverse communities.  

Here 'integration' can be understood as the process of non-nationals
becoming full participants in the social, civic and economic life of a host
society. By encouraging this kind of participation, hosts will be deriving the
greatest possible benefit (economically and socially) from its migrant
population. Interventions that help refugees integrate would assist this
vulnerable group engage in positive contacts (i.e. friendly and cooperative) in
the communities they live.

CORRELATION
BETWEEN AMOUNT
OF CONTACT +
XENOPHOBIA
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Refugees often require education in the local languages and customs of the
host society. Inability to converse in local languages can undermine a non-
national’s efforts to engage in community life or participate in local civil
society (e.g. trade unions, business associations and local charities).
It is essential that refugees become economically active (i.e. generating
their own income) as soon as possible.  Without the economic means to
support themselves, refugees will be a drain on society and struggle to
meaningfully participate in community life. This could involve vocational
training and work-placement programmes. 
We need job creation programmes that harness the socio-economic benefits
of migration whilst stimulating the local economy. This will encourage
cooperation and information sharing. 
Perhaps the largest obstacle to refugee integration in any host society is
documentation related to the pathway to citizenship. Without adequate
documentation, refugees can be denied their most basic rights to
healthcare, education and work.

At the time of writing, hundreds of thousands of South Africans have been
infected and tens of thousands have died as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.
This disease has had a profound impact on the economy and, as we rebuild our
nation, we need to consider what kind of country we want to be.  There is
growing concern that when our nation emerges from the worst of the
pandemic, she will be a more hostile, closed and inimical place for refugees. 
 Although this can be prevented, it will require developing adequate refugee
integration programmes as well as mobilising ordinary people to change their
views of this vulnerable group.  The lack of well-resourced immigrant integration
programmes has been recognised as a problem in the White Paper on
International Migration.  

The brief will now outline some recommendations for progressive interventions
that will produce greater refugee integration in South Africa.   This will allow
refugees to make a greater (and more positive) contribution to their community
which will further undermine anti-immigrant stereotypes.  Pursuing these
stratagems are both reasonable and possible despite the new challenges that
the COVID-19 crisis presents.  Areas of focus for integration programmes
include: 

RECOMMENDATIONS

OPPORTUNITIES OFFERED BY

INTEGRATION POLICY
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