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research show that individuals 
might avoid information that 
could encourage them to make 

moral decisions at the expense of increased 
costs. This study investigates how media 
consumption changed during the refugee 
crisis in 2015. Generous refugee policies may 
entail direct forms of costs for individuals, 
like monetary donations or voluntary work, 
but also indirect costs through an increase 
in public expenditures, which could lead to 
higher taxes. 
 The study analyses if inhabitants in 
municipalities where the number of asylum 
seekers per capita increased more read 
less news about refugees. If so, that could 
imply that people may avoid information 
that could encourage a more generous 
immigration policy. The relationship 
between the number of refugees and media 
consumption is studied using clicks on news 
articles from DN.se.

FE WER RE AD NE WS ABOUT REFUGEE S. In muni-
cipalities where the number of asylum seekers per capita 
increased the most between February 2015 and February 
2016, the click rate on news articles on refugees at DN.se 
decreased more compared to other news articles.
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PEOPLE AVOID RELE VANT INFORMATION. The 
results imply that people might decide to stay ignorant 
regarding the situation of refugees to avoid making a 
moral choice.

CLICK S ON COMPA SSIONATE ARTICLE S 
DECRE A SED THE MOST.  Clicks on articles that convey 
the perspective of the refugees and that make the read-
ers feel compassion decreased the most in municipalities 
where the number of asylum seekers increased the most.
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Sweden has a long history of generous refugee 
policies and public opinion has been in favor 
of high acceptance rates of refugees for a long 
time.1 In 2015, a large inflow of refugees had 
a deep impact on Europe and particularly on 
Sweden. Over one million people fled to Europe 
seeking asylum.

Sweden was one of the EU  countries with 
the highest number of asylum  seekers per 
inhab itant (see Figure 1). More than 160,000 
applications were received in Sweden, 
 corresponding to 1.6 percent of the Swedish 
population. Even though the inflow of refugees 
to Sweden has always been large, the number 
of asylum applications dramatically increased 
during the second half of 2015. The number of 
asylum seekers arriving to Sweden more than 
doubled from 2014 to 2015 (see Figure 2). How 
did Swedes react to this large influx of asylum 
seekers? Generous refugee policies may entail 
direct forms of costs for individuals, like mone-
tary donations or voluntary work. Moreover, 
less restrictive immigration policies may also 
yield an increase in public expenditures, which 
in turn could lead to higher taxes. Therefore, 
people may face the moral dilemma of helping 
refugees at the expense of an increase in their 
private and/or public costs.

How much do we care about 
other people?
Existing economic literature has extensively 
investigated whether individuals are selfish or 
altruistic.2  Standard economic models as sume 
that a rational individual is self-interested, 
but theoretical and experimental evidence has 
shown that people do care about others.3  Yet, 
there is still mixed evidence about the extent to 
which people are altruistic.4   

Information gathering is an important 
part in making decisions, particularly making 
rational choices. However, there has been evi-
dence showing that people often avoid infor-

1 University of Gothenburg, SOM Institute (2016).

2 E.g., Becker (1976); Andreoni (1990); Fehr and Gächter 
(2000).

3 E.g., Fehr and Schmidt (1999); Bolton and Ockenfels 
(2000).

4 E.g., Dana et al. (2007); DellaVigna et al. (2012).

mation even if it is free, available and relevant.5 
For example, recent experimental evidence has 
shown that some individuals may opt to be deli-
berately ignorant in order to choose a more self-
ish outcome.6  

Altruistic behavior has also been studied in 
several experiments that find evidence of less 
generous actions when people are offered the 
opportunity to escape from moral responsibi-
lities.7  For example, people may not want to 
know details on meat production in order to be 
able to enjoy a steak without any bad feeling. 
Or they may avoid finding out whether their 
 clothes have been manufactured by child labor.

Changes in media consumption 
during the refugee crisis 
This study investigates whether people’s infor-
mation gathering regarding refugees and their 
situation was affected by the large arrival of 
asylum seekers to Sweden in 2015. It is likely 
that the unexpected inflow of refugees put a lot 
of pressure on the moral choice of hosting the 
asylum seekers. 

The underlying assumption of this research 
question is that when the number of refugees 
increases in one’s neighborhood, the moral 
question becomes more immediate, affecting 
individuals’ own interests directly. The question 
is then whether people that experience a  larger 
arrival of asylum seekers avoid information 
that could encourage a more generous refugee 
policy. In terms of policy implications,  reduced 
information about refugees could confirm bia-
ses that affect attitude and opinion towards 
immigrants, which in turn may lead to support 
for more restrictive immigration policies.

In this study, I combine data on the num-
ber of clicks on articles related to the refugee 
crisis from the online version of the Swedish 
newspaper Dagens Nyheter (DN.se) with data 
on asylum seekers located in Sweden from 
February 2015 to February 2016. Using the fact 

5 Golman et al. (2017); Hertwig and Engel (2016).

6 Dana et al. (2007); Spiekermann and Weiss (2016); Fei-
ler (2014); van der Weele (2014); Grossman (2014); Thun-
ström et al. (2014); Grossman and van der Weele (2017).

7 DellaVigna et al. (2012); Trachtman et al. (2015); Exley 
and Petrie (2016); Andreoni et al. (2017).

Long history 
of generous 
 refugee policies 
in  Sweden.
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More than 
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Figure 1. Number of asylum seekers per 1,000 inhabitants in 2015.

Asylum seekers per 
1,000 inhabitants 

Notes: Total number of asylum seekers per 1,000 inhabitants arriving to EU countries plus 
Switzerland and Norway in 2015. 16 asylum seekers per 1,000 inhabitants arrived in Sweden. 
Source: Eurostat, own calculations. 

Figure 2. Number of asylum seekers in Sweden, 2000–2016.

Notes: Total number of asylum seekers arriving to Sweden from 2000 to 2016. More than 
160,000 people applied for asylum in 2015 compared to 80,000 in 2014. Source: Swedish 
Migration Agency.

that asylum seekers were placed where  there 
was access to housing, I examine whether a 
high er share of asylum seekers in a municipali-
ty induced people to read fewer articles related 
to refugees.

The refugee crisis
In 2015, over one million people applied for 
asylum in the European Union. A heated de bate 
throughout Europe raised concerns on how to 
deal with the situation in terms of not only eco-
nomic interventions, but also of ethical moti-
vations. Famous quotes from the German 
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Chancellor Angela Merkel had a deep impact on 
the moral engagement of Europeans in welcom-
ing refugees. 

“Wir schaffen das” (We can do it). 
(Federal press conference, August 31, 2015)

“Europe must show it is a continent of values, a 
continent of solidarity.” 
(Reuters, October 25, 2015)

Moreover, the large number of asylum seek-
ers was highly unexpected. The large inflow 
of asylum seekers to Sweden during the fall 
of 2015 was unforeseen not only by the gene-
ral public, but also, and more importantly, 
by the Swedish Migration Agency. The agen-
cy, which has the mandate to make decisions 
on asylum claims, was not prepared to  receive 
such a large number of people. Forecasts on 
the inflow of incoming asylum seekers made by 
the Migration Agency in February, April and 
July 2015 were 50 percent lower than the actu-
al number of asylum seekers that then arrived 
in Sweden by the end of 2015. In February 2015, 
90,000 people were expected to enter Sweden 
by the end of 2015. Not until in October 2015, 

the forecast was 160,000, which was the total 
number of asylum seekers arriving in Sweden 
in 2015.8 

Difficulties in finding housing for asylum 
seekers

During 2015, the Swedish Migration Agency 
assigned asylum seekers to municipalities with-
out any local political influence on the alloca-
tions. Up to January 2017, local governments 
had no control over the assignment of asylum 
seekers during the waiting period.9 Especially 
during the last months of 2015, no special prin-
ciple or rule was used to match the allocation 
of asylum seekers across Sweden with munici-
pality characteristics. The only thing that mat-
tered was the availability of housing in which to 
accommodate the asylum seekers.  

One of the main challenges of the Swedish 
Migration Agency during the crisis in 2015 was 
related to finding housing for the asylum seek-
ers. Even though the agency is responsible 
for hosting asylum seekers, it does not own 

8 Swedish Migration Agency (2015).

9 From January 2017, a new legislation on the allocation of 
asylum seekers across municipalities has been enacted and 
the rules for the process of getting asylum status have been 
changed.

Housing 
 avail ability 
was decisive for 
 placement. 

The Swedish asylum process

The process of getting asylum and residence permit in Sweden can be divided into three phases:
1. The first phase starts upon arrival in Sweden. Asylum seekers are hosted in one of the five wel-

come centers of the country (Stockholm, Malmö, Gothenburg, Gävle, or Flen) where they regis-
ter their application.

2. The Swedish Migration Agency is responsible for providing accommodation for each refugee 
during the period in which the asylum application is being processed. After 1–7 days at the wel-
come center, asylum seekers are given accommodation in one of the housings organized by the 
Swedish Migration Agency across the country. Before the crisis in 2015, refugees would usual-
ly be lodged in the Migration Agency’s accommodation for up to 3 months, but after the large 
inflow of asylum seekers the waiting period was prolonged to 6–8 months. The asylum seekers 
can also arrange their own accommodation during the process.

3. After a decision regarding asylum has been made, refugees with granted asylum can move to 
whichever municipality they prefer, given that the municipality has resources to host them. The 
municipality where the refugee gets residence is responsible for providing accommodation and 
other services. Refugees that were not granted asylum must leave the country, but have the pos-
sibility to appeal the decision.
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any housing or property. The Agency relies on 
 renting housing from legal entities, which gain 
contracts through public procurement. The pri-
vate providers are usually hotels, resorts, stu-
dent housing, and retirement homes. In 2015, 
additional bids of procurement were launched 
in order to meet the increased need for accom-
modation. Therefore, the variation in housing 
availability across Sweden during the fall of 
2015 determined the number of asylum seek-
ers received in each municipality. Ultimately, 
in November 2015, despite the efforts made, 
the Migration Agency publicly announced that 
it had no more housing to host further asylum 
seekers and asked for a political intervention in 
order to reduce the inflow of people.

Once asylum was granted to a person, he 
or she acquired the status of “newcomer” and 
the public responsibility shifted from cen-
tral government (the Migration Agency) 

to local government (the municipalities). 
Municipalities could decide the number of new-
comers that they were willing to host. In parti-
cular, there were agreement contracts between 
the central government and the local govern-
ments on the maximum number of refugees 
that the municipality was willing and able to 
host.

Data on asylum seekers used in the study
Because of the rules concerning housing and 
allocation across municipalities, I focus on 
asylum seekers waiting for the decision on their 
asylum application. The choice to studying this 
particular group of refugees is crucial for the 
validity of the empirical results, since it ensures 
that the number of asylum seekers in a muni-
cipality is not influenced by local authorities. 
To be clear, I will refer to this group as asylum 
seekers throughout.

The number of 
asylum seekers 
increased across 
the country.

Figure 3. Number of asylum seekers per capita by municipality.

Notes: Total number of asylum seekers per capita by municipality. Darker areas correspond to a larger number of asylum seek-
ers relative to the population in the municipality. The national average is 0.013 in February 2015 and 0.030 in February 2016.

Asylum seekers per capita 
by municipality

February 2015 February 2016

Asylum seekers per capita 
by municipality
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Since municipalities could influence the 
number of newcomers in a municipality after 
the asylum decision has been taken, I cannot 
use data on this group in the analysis. This is 
because municipality characteristics may have 
influenced the distribution of refugees with 
granted asylum across Sweden, which might 
give misleading results.

For each of the 290 Swedish municipali-
ties and for each month from February 2015 to 
February 2016 I obtained the number of regis-
tered asylum seekers waiting for their asylum 
decision. Figure 3 shows the number of asylum 
seekers per capita in each Swedish municipa-
lity during this period. Darker colors refer to a 
larger ratio of asylum seekers over population. 
As the figure illustrates, early in 2015 the distri-
bution of asylum seekers was clustered around 
specific areas. However, after the beginning of 
the crisis in August 2015, the number of asylum 
seekers started to increase dramatically in 
almost all municipalities. 

The national average of number of asylum 
seekers per capita was 0.013 in February 2015 
and 0.030 in February 2016. The sharp increase 

in the number of asylum seekers from August 
2015 to December 2015 is shown in Figure 4. 
However, due to differences in available hous-
ing not all municipalities received the same 
number of asylum seekers. As shown in Figure 
5, there is some variation across municipali-
ties in the percentage increase in the number of 
asylum seekers from February 2015 to February 
2016. The number of asylum seekers was, on 
average, 4.3 times larger in February 2016 than 
February 2015.

Media data used in the study 
I got access to data on the number of page views 
(clicks) on refugee articles from the online ver-
sion of the Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter 
(DN.se). For each article, I have the total num-
ber of page views (clicks) as well as the access 
location for each click at the municipality level. 
The online version of the newspaper has nation-
al coverage. Therefore, it is possible to obtain 
the number of clicks on the same article for each 
municipality.

Moreover, I have data on the overall traffic 

Sharp increase 
in the number of 
asylum seekers 
during fall 2015.
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Figure 4. Average number of asylum seekers across municipalities per month.

Notes: Sharp increase in the number of asylum seekers arriving to Sweden from September 2015. The solid line shows the 
average across municipalities of the total number of asylum seekers. The dashed line shows the average across municipalities of 
the total number of asylum seekers per capita. The shaded area shows the period of the unexpected influx of refugees to Sweden.
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on the website for each month and municipali-
ty. This information is used to control for vari-
ation in the usage of the online version of the 
newspaper across Sweden and across months.

First, I selected all articles containing one 
of the following keywords in its headline and/or 
body content: “refugees” (flyktingar), “asylum 
seekers” (asylsökande) and “immigrants” 
(invandrare). These articles were published on 
DN.se between February 2015 and February 
2016. The total sample is 2,743 articles. I com-
bined data for articles that were published with 
the same headline but on different dates or 

under different subsections. 
Moreover, I eliminated articles with no 

click data, reducing the sample to 2,636. Among 
all these articles, I selected those that were 
published in the online sections of the newspa-
per “News” (Nyheter), “Economy” (Ekonomi) 
and “Stockholm” (Sthlm) to avoid any  influence 
of opinion pieces and other topical sections. 
The sample for the main analysis is thus com-
posed of 1,731 articles. Across all municipalities, 
a refugee article was clicked an average of 52 
times per month and per municipality during 
2015.

Data on the clicks was not available for 36 
(out of 290) municipalities. Out of these loca-
tions, 34 did not have any traffic on the  online 
website during the whole period of analysis. 
The main concern, from a research perspective, 
would be if these municipalities, where DN.se is 
not read, experienced a larger inflow of asylum 
seekers compared to other parts of Sweden. 
However, the 254 municipalities for which I 
have click data received 94 percent of all asylum 
seekers arriving in Sweden both before and 
after the crisis. Therefore, the sample of munici-
palities used for the analysis is representative of 
the Swedish situation during 2015.

Concerning the popularity of Dagens 
Nyheter across Sweden, using data on total traf-
fic per inhabitant, I found that the consumption 
of the newspaper is widespread across the coun-
try. Moreover, there is a larger consumption of 
the online version of the newspaper than the 
print format at the national level. 

In terms of demographics of the online 
readers relative to the Swedish population, they 
are younger, and there are slightly more men. 
Moreover, they are more highly educated and 
have a higher income. However, given the aver-
age age of the online readers, education and 
income levels are comparable to national aver-
ages. Therefore, I conclude that the sample of 
online Dagens Nyheter readers can be consid-
ered representative of the Swedish population.

Figure 5. Relative change in number of asylum seekers 
by municipality.

Relative change 
in number of 
asylum seekers by 
municipality

Notes: Relative change from February 2015 to February 
2016 in the number of asylum seekers by municipality. Dar-
ker areas correspond to a larger change in number of asylum 
seekers relative to February 2015. The number of asylum 
seekers is on average 4.3 times larger in February 2016 than 
in February 2015.
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Fewer read articles about  
refugees

To estimate the impact of refugee-presence on 
the number of clicks, I first make comparisons 
across municipalities and across months for all 
1,731 articles related to the refugees. The results 
show that in municipalities with a larger num-
ber of asylum seekers per capita people read 
fewer refugee articles with respect to all other 
news. A one standard deviation increase in the 
number of asylum seekers per capita reduces 
the click rate of refugee articles by 50 percent 
from February 2015 to February 2016.

As the main part of the analysis, I estimate 
whether the effect of the inflow of asylum seek-
ers on reading behavior differs across types of 
articles. The choice to click on the article (and 
consequently to read it) is based on the infor-
mation hinted at by the headline. Therefore, it 
is sufficient to analyze the words and messages 
conveyed by the headline.

Fewer clicks on compassionate articles 
I classified the 1,731 articles in two broad cate-
gories based on their headlines. One group is 
composed of articles that share the refugees’ 
perspective in terms of their living conditions, 
their escape to Europe, and other elements that 
may raise feelings of compassion. One example 
of such a headline is “Desperate refugees wait-
ing at the platform.” The other group collects 
all the articles with a more neutral headline, 
such as “Refugees escape towards Sweden.” It is 
important to stress that these other articles still 
talk about the refugee crisis, but they convey 
other information/facts. 

When analyzing the click pattern across 
municipalities and time for the two categories 
of articles, I find that the decrease in informa-
tion acquisition is 36 percent larger for articles 
that take the refugees’ perspective compared to 
other refugee articles. Hence, in municipalities 
that received a larger number of asylum seekers 
per capita, people read even fewer articles that 
may have raised feelings of pity and compassion 
towards the refugees.

To ensure that the results were specific 
to this particular classification of articles, I 

 checked whether I would get similar findings 
using two other classifications for the  articles. 
First, I restricted the sample to those articles 
that were published in the “Sweden” and 
“World” subsections of the newspaper and 
classified them into these two categories. The 
idea was that people might be more affected 
by arti cles related to the refugee situation in 
their home country relative to other places. If 
this was the case, the negative impact of more 
asylum seekers should be larger for articles 
related to Sweden compared to the other arti-
cles. However, I did not find a negative effect 
of refugee-presence on the clicks on Swedish 
news. 

The other test identifies whether the 
decrease in clicks may be due to a general 
avoidance of all articles talking about refugees. 
If there is an overcrowding of news on the 
same topic, people may read fewer articles on 
that subject. Therefore, I divided the articles 
between those that had the word “refugee” or 
“asylum seeker” in the headline and all other 
articles related to the refugee crisis.

I found that there is indeed a decrease in 
the number of clicks for articles with those spe-
cific words, but the negative effect is not bigger 
for those news items compared to the others. 
This provides further support that the negati-
ve impact of the asylum seekers on the clicking 
behavior hinges upon the particular classifica-
tion of articles between those that take the refu-
gees’ perspective and other refugee articles.

Fewer clicks on local news articles in 
municipalities with more asylum seekers 
Local news may have an additional impact for 
the municipalities involved. To investigate this, 
I restricted the sample to the 45 municipalities 
that were mentioned in the headlines of the 
articles and focused only on the months 
when these articles were published. Using 
this restricted sample I found a decrease in 
the clicks of local news for a larger number of 
asylum seekers per capita. This result suggests 
that the presence of asylum seekers in a 
municipality has a definite negative effect on 
the clicking of local news. 

Clicking behavior may also depend on the 

Fewer clicks on 
articles related to 
refugees.

Larger decrease 
in the number of 
clicks on compas-
sionate articles. 
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country that is mentioned in the article. The 
idea is that news about neighboring  countries 
(Norway, Denmark and Finland) should affect 
the reading pattern to a lesser extent than news 
regarding Sweden since the readers are not 
directly affected. If this is true, information 
avoidance should be larger for articles related 
to Sweden than for articles related to neighbor-
ing countries. When classifying the news arti-
cles accordingly, I found that the impact of the 
relative number of asylum seekers on the click 
rate was negative for Swedish news, while I did 
not find an effect for articles related to Norway, 
Denmark and Finland.

Refugee housing arrangements matter for 
clicking behavior

In the main analysis I used the total number 
of asylum seekers present in a municipality. 
However, not all asylum seekers live in housing 
organized by the Migration Agency while wait-
ing for their residence permit. Asylum seekers 
are encouraged to arrange their own accommo-
dation with family and friends, in cases where 
it is possible. Nonetheless, the percentage of 
asylum seekers choosing this option is relati-
vely low (15 percent in 2015) compared to the 
total number of registered asylum seekers. The 
Swedish Migration Agency specifies a third 
category of asylum seekers who do not live in 
Migration Agency housing. This group usually 
includes unaccompanied children and hospita-
lized asylum seekers.10

I examined whether the number of asylum 
seekers could have different effects on the click-
ing behavior depending on the type of accom-
modation. I found that the negative effect on the 
clicking behavior is stronger when only using 
data for asylum seekers living in the Migration 
Agency accommodation, as well as for unac-
companied children and hospitalized per-
sons. I do not find an effect when using data for 
asylum seekers who joined family and friends. 
A possible explanation for this result could be 
that there is more awareness of asylum seekers 
living in public housing. Therefore, an increase 

10 Hospitalized asylum seekers temporarily live in hos-
pitals or other medical facilities, which are not part of the 
Migration Board Agency’s housing.

in the number of asylum seekers living in public 
housing may have a bigger effect than a  change 
in the number of asylum seekers who make 
their own housing arrangements.   

Larger decrease in the number of clicks 
where Sweden Democrats have a low vote 
share

I also analyzed whether the effect of the share 
of asylum seekers on clicks varies across muni-
cipalities with different political orientation. 
Using data from the last Swedish political elec-
tion in November 2014, I collected the share 
of votes and seats in the municipality coun-
cil for the right-wing political party Sweden 
Democrats. This party advocates a strong anti-
immigration policy, therefore the presence of 
voters and politicians related to this party may 
have influenced the acceptance of the asylum 
seekers in the municipality. 

The analysis showed that the negative effect 
of asylum seekers per capita on the click rate is 
larger for municipalities with a lower vote share 
for the right-wing party. Moreover, the decline 
in clicks for compassionate articles is 19 percent 
larger for municipalities with lower vote shares 
compared to those with a higher vote share for 
the Sweden Democrats. These findings do not 
suggest that avoidance of information about the 
refugees’ situation was due to anti-immigration 
sentiments.

Socio-economic differences have no impact 
on the results

To investigate whether socio-economic diffe-
rences across Swedish municipalities affect the 
results, I examined the relation between eco-
nomic and social characteristics of municipali-
ties and the number of clicks on refugee articles. 
For this analysis, I collected administrative data 
for each of the 290 Swedish municipalities from 
Statistics Sweden. 

In particular, I gathered data on popula-
tion, population density, land area, and average 
age to control for demographic characteris-
tics. Moreover, the rate of foreign population 
and the percentage of people holding at least a 
post-secondary degree were used to analyze the 
extent of existing immigration and the educa-

Local news was 
more effected. 

Largest change 
where asylum 
seekers live 
in housings 
organ ized by 
the  Migration 
Agency.  
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tion level. Financial measures such as the net 
profit of the municipality at the end of 2015, the 
median consumption income and the employ-
ment rate were also included in the analysis. 

Comparing municipalities with different 
characteristics, I did not find any differences 
on the number of clicks related to the economic 
and social municipal characteristics. In addi-
tion, I found the same effect of refugee-presence 
on clicks when I excluded data from Stockholm, 
where Dagens Nyheter is extensively read, 
when I removed data from municipalities with a 
limited usage of the newspaper, and when I did 
not include data from municipalities with air-
ports where reading behavior might be different 
due to an increased online traffic by non-resi-
dents. These results ensured that the usage of 
Dagens Nyheter during 2015 was not related to 
any social or economic characteristic of people 
living in different municipalities.

Historical share of refugees does not matter
After a positive decision on the asylum applica-
tion, the refugee is placed under the responsi-
bility of the municipality. Municipalities across 
Sweden vary in their willingness to accept a 
larg er number of refugees. Thus, it could be that 
the Swedish Migration Agency, anticipating this 
subsequent distribution of refugees, allocates 
asylum seekers before the decision to municipa-
lities that are more prone to accepting refugees. 
From a research perspective, it is important 
that the number of asylum seekers allocated to 
a municipality by the Migration Agency is inde-
pendent of any municipality characteristic, 
including the number of refugees already pres-
ent in the area. 

Using data on the number of refugees with 
already granted asylum, I did not find any rela-
tion between asylum seekers received in a 
municipality in October 2015 and refugees with 
granted asylum living in the same municipality 
in December 2014. 

In addition, the allocation of asylum seek-
ers during the waiting period in the fall of 2015 
was minimally related to the presence of refu-
gees who were granted asylum in the following 
months. Using data on the number of refu-
gees with granted asylum in December 2015 

and in October 2016, I found a low connection 
be tween the share of temporary asylum seekers 
and the share of refugees with permanent resi-
dency. These findings imply that the number of 
refugees with granted asylum in a municipali-
ty before 2015 did not influence the distribution 
of asylum seekers during the crisis nor the sub-
sequent reallocation after positive decisions on 
the asylum.

Other news was not affected
I obtained access to click data on articles men-
tioning other important news in 2015 (e.g., the 
Greek debt crisis, the earthquake in Nepal, and 
the terrorist attacks in Europe). I also acqui-
red click data for a set of articles on accidents. 
For all these alternative news items, I did not 
find any effect of the number of asylum seek-
ers on the clicks. Therefore, I conclude that an 
increase in the presence of asylum seekers in a 
municipality leads to fewer clicks only on refu-
gee articles.

Are there any alternative 
explanations to decreased 
reading?

A greater presence of asylum seekers may have 
affected the decrease in the click rate of refugee 
articles through other channels than avoidance 
of information regarding refugees. Therefore, I 
evaluated the plausibility of alternative mecha-
nisms, focusing on direct exposure to asylum 
seekers, supply of news and public opinion.

Could exposure to asylum seekers during 
the crisis have been an alternative source of 
information? People may have become infor-
med about the refugees’ conditions through 
first-hand experiences instead of reading news. 
However, there was a larger decrease on clicks 
for the two months right after the beginning 
of the crisis, when there had been less time for 
interactions with the asylum seekers. Moreover, 
the decrease in the click rate was higher for 
municipalities that had a sharp inflow of asylum 
seekers, rather than a prolonged experience. 
These results suggest an unexpected reaction 
to the arrival of refugees rather than a foreseen 
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event, limiting the possibility of gathering infor-
mation directly from the asylum seekers.

Could people have been overwhelmed by a 
large number of articles about refugees? Given 
the saliency of the topic during the fall of 2015, 
an increased number of news items about refu-
gees could have reduced the click rate on a 
single article. However, the  compassionate 
articles, for which I found a larger negative 
effect, were fewer than the other selected arti-
cles. Therefore, people could only read a small 
number of articles that might generate feelings 
of compassion. In addition, the total number 
of clicks on refugee articles increased over time 
in parallel to the increase in published articles. 
Overall, the interest towards the topic did not 
decline during the crisis.

Could people have switched to other news-
papers? If I exclude data from municipalities 
with a strong penetration of local newspapers, 
the results are unchanged. This finding suggests 
that the negative impact on the clicks is not 
driv en by substitution by other sources of news. 
In addition, using data from Google Trends, I 
checked for differences in the amount of search-
es on Google for opinion blogs between places 
that received a lot of asylum seekers and  those 
that received fewer. Places with more asylum 
seekers tended to search more for negative 
opin ion blogs, but the difference over time was 
unaffected, suggesting that there was no sub-
stitution by other news outlets as a result of the 
increase in asylum seekers. 

Could a change in public opinion towards 
asylum seekers have affected the reading of 
refugee articles? Reduction in the click rate may 
have been the consequence of a change in public 
opinion from positive acceptance of refugees to 
increased opposition. From the SOM survey,11 
I created an index that captures attitudes 
towards refugees using the following question: 
“Do you think is it a good proposal to accept 
fewer refugees?” Using this index, I could divide 
municipalities between those that have a positi-
ve opinion towards refugees and those that have 
a more negative attitude. 

The decline in clicks was smaller for muni-

11 University of Gothenburg, SOM Institute (2016).

cipalities that had a neutral or positive opinion 
towards the refugees. Hence, I did not find evi-
dence that people living in municipalities with a 
more liberal view on immigration reduced their 
reading of refugee articles more than people 
living in places with a more negative attitude 
towards immigrants. However, more research 
is needed to understand if and how public opin-
ion has shifted.

Concluding discussion
In standard economic theory increased infor-
mation improves the decision-making of 
individuals. However, this study provides 
observational evidence that individuals may 
avoid acquiring information, even if it is availa-
ble and relevant. In particular, I show how prox-
imity to asylum seekers affects the information 
people gather about them. I find that people 
living in municipalities where the relative num-
ber of asylum seekers has been larger read fewer 
news items regarding the situation of refugees. 

The findings in this study support evidence 
in recent experimental studies that some indi-
viduals may decide to be ignorant in order to 
avoid making a moral choice. A larger  presence 
of asylum seekers may entail higher private 
and/or public expenditure and therefore people 
may face the moral dilemma of helping refugees 
at the price of an increase in their costs. 

Reduced information gathering about 
refugees could increase the risk of perpetuating 
bi ases and affect attitudes regarding immi-
grants. In turn, negative public opinion may 
call for more restrictive immigration policies. 
With respect to the recent refugee crisis,  there 
is  mixed evidence on the effect of exposure 
to refugees on voting outcomes.12 This study 
provides the first piece of evidence regarding 
the Swedish context in terms of information 
acquisition about refugees. It follows to 
examine whether less knowledge about the 
refugees could eventually lead to support for 
less generous immigration policies.

12 Dustmann et al. (2016); Sekeris and Vasilakis (2016); 
Steinmayr (2016).

The interest 
towards the topic 
did not decline 
during the crisis.

Substitution 
by other news 
outlets does 
not explain the 
change.

More research 
is needed to 
understand if 
public opinion 
has changed.
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