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Abstract
While previous research has examined social norms and intergroup contact as predictors of prejudice,
there is limited research on their interplay in shaping intergroup attitudes. The results of five studies
using correlational and experimental methods in different intergroup contexts consistently showed
that the influence of intolerant (vs. tolerant) social norms on prejudice is reduced for people who have
contacts with outgroup members. Studies 4–5 further showed that threat perceptions mediate the
interaction effects between norms and contact on prejudice. Overall, the research program suggests
that intergroup contact is a potent tool for reducing conformity to intolerant and antiegalitarian norms.
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While Western societies are becoming ethnically
and culturally more and more diverse, this phenomenon is not always accompanied by increased tolerance between different ethnic communities.
Intergroup relations in Western societies are indeed
characterized by complex and sometimes opposing
drives. On the one hand, several lines of research
have proposed that blatant prejudice and discrimination against social minorities (such as immigrants
or ethnic minorities) have progressively become
socially unacceptable, and have been replaced by
more subtle and hidden forms of prejudice (e.g.,
Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004; McConahay, 1986;
Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995). This shift in social
norms implies condemning explicit prejudice and

prescribing a politically correct society. On the
other hand, recent years have been characterized by
blatantly intolerant viewpoints toward social
minorities appearing in political discourse, public
opinion, and mass media (e.g., Mudde, 2013; Mutz
& Goldman, 2010). The raise of extreme right and
anti-immigration political parties is an illustration
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of this phenomenon (e.g., Greven, 2016). Thus, a
complex and mixed normative climate toward
social minorities characterizes current-day Western
societies, where people are often exposed to messages transmitting either tolerant or intolerant
social norms about immigration and social minorities. These norms, in turn, are likely to affect people’s prejudice (see Tankard & Paluck, 2016).
Social norms convey group standards about
socially accepted and expected behaviors, attitudes,
and values. Norms thus refer to beliefs about what
ingroup members do and think (descriptive norms)
and beliefs about what ingroup members consider
an appropriate behavior (injunctive norms;
Cialdini, Kallgren, & Reno, 1991). Focusing on
intergroup relations, social norms towards social
minorities can range from intolerant to tolerant
norms. Intolerant norms prescribe negative intergroup relations and acceptance of discrimination
and intolerance, and describe the ingroup as discriminatory and prejudiced against social minorities. Tolerant norms instead prescribe intergroup
tolerance and positive intergroup relations condemning discrimination, and describe the ingroup
as having favorable attitudes toward social minorities. Although people tend to conform to social
norms (be they tolerant or intolerant; e.g., Crandall,
Eshleman, & O’Brien, 2002; Jetten, Spears, &
Manstead, 1996), they do not systematically do so
(e.g., Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Indeed, both individual and situational factors shape the influence
of norms on prejudice. For example, conformity
to social norms appears to be a function of norm
salience (e.g., Blanchard, Crandall, Brigham, &
Vaughn, 1994; Cialdini et al., 1991) or identification with one’s own social group (e.g., Jetten,
Postmes, & McAuliffe, 2002). Further, conformity
is reduced when people consider norms inappropriate (see Jetten & Hornsey, 2014; Packer &
Chasteen, 2010), be it because such norms mismatch personal values (e.g., Hornsey, Majkut,
Terry, & McKimmie, 2003), personal interests
(Rios, Wheeler, & Miller, 2012), or group interests
(e.g., Falomir-Pichastor, Muñoz-Rojas, Invernizzi,
& Mugny, 2004).
In this research, we investigated how interpersonal contact with outgroup members (i.e.,
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intergroup contact; Allport, 1954; Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2006) moderates the influence of social
norms on prejudice. We conducted five studies,
with varying intergroup contexts and methodologies, examining national majority members’ prejudice towards immigrants and ethnic minorities.
Across all studies, we tested the hypothesis that
national majority members with only few personal contact experiences with minorities should
be particularly susceptible to intolerant social
norms (i.e., would conform to a greater extent),
while those with frequent contact with outgroup
members should be less influenced by intolerant
norms. In the last two studies, we additionally
focused on the mediating role of intergroup
threat in this process.

The Interplay Between Social
Norms and Intergroup Contact
on Intergroup Attitudes
Contact with outgroup members is considered
one of the most powerful means to reduce prejudice, and a large amount of empirical evidence
supports this claim (e.g., Brown & Hewstone,
2005; for a meta-analysis, see Pettigrew & Tropp,
2006). Research has distinguished between different intergroup contact forms, such as contact
quantity (i.e., the amount and frequency of contacts), contact quality (i.e., the pleasantness and
intimacy of contacts), and cross-group friendships (i.e., having friends who are members of
the outgroup). Importantly, all these contact facets are related to prejudice reduction (e.g., Tausch,
Tam, Hewstone, Kenworthy, & Cairns, 2007 for
contact quantity and quality; Swart, Hewstone,
Christ, & Voci, 2011 for cross-group friendships;
see also Davies, Tropp, Aron, Pettigrew, &
Wright, 2011, for a meta-analysis on cross-group
friendships). Research has further shown that
intergroup contact reduces negative intergroup
attitudes because it helps to develop deep interpersonal knowledge (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008)
and helps to reduce threatening perceptions of
outgroups (Pettigrew, Christ, Wagner, &
Stellmacher, 2007; Tausch et al., 2007).
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In the present research, we contended that
intergroup contact moderates the influence of
social norms. Here we predicted that intergroup
contact reduces individuals’ conformity to intolerant norms (Hypothesis 1). Specifically, we expected
that intolerant norms mostly increase prejudice
among individuals with low intergroup contact
experiences (e.g., contact quantity, contact quality,
cross-group friendships, etc.). Conversely, among
those with high intergroup contact, conformity to
intolerant social norms should be reduced.
This hypothesis is supported by previous
research showing that intergroup contact can offset the impact of factors that foster prejudice. For
example, analyzing the effects of ethnic diversity
on prejudice among the White British majority,
Laurence (2014) found that living in ethnically
diverse communities in the UK was related to negative intergroup attitudes, but only for those who
did not have personal contact with members of
other ethnic groups (see also Schmid, Al Ramiah,
& Hewstone, 2014). Furthermore, two studies
conducted in Switzerland showed that the negative
association between hierarchy enhancing ideologies (i.e., social dominance orientation) and support for immigrant rights is reduced for Swiss
citizens with contact with immigrants (Visintin,
Berent, Green, & Falomir-Pichastor, 2019). Thus,
intergroup contact buffers the effects of antecedents of prejudice, which suggests that it should
also reduce conformity to intolerant norms.
Our main prediction is also informed by attitude research and, more specifically, the distinction
between direct versus indirect experiences with attitude objects (e.g., Fazio, 1990; Fazio, Zanna, &
Cooper, 1978). Research has shown that attitudes
based on personal experience (i.e., direct experience) tend to be particularly strong and resistant to
social influence (Howe & Krosnick, 2017). In the
context of intergroup contact and social norms,
this suggests that attitudes based on personal intergroup contact should be quite strong and resistant
to change (see Vonofakou, Hewstone, & Voci,
2007). Attitudes based on personal experience may
even be stronger than attitudes based on social
norms. Indeed, intergroup contact provides firsthand, direct experiences with (and information
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about) outgroup members. Social norms, in turn,
inform individuals about fellow ingroup members’
attitudes toward outgroup members, and therefore
only constitute second-hand, indirect experience
with (and information about) the outgroup. Thus,
while people might conform to (intolerant) social
norms because of the (negative) information these
norms convey about immigrants, by providing
individuals with first-hand (and positive) information about immigrants, intergroup contact should
reduce the influence of secondary social norms.
This reasoning applies to different contact facets,
such as contact quantity, contact quality, and crossgroup friendships. Indeed, all these contact facets
constitute direct, primary experiences with outgroup members associated to reduced prejudice
(e.g., Davies et al., 2011; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).
This prediction is also consistent with research
showing that conformity is reduced when familiarity with the target outgroup is increased. Indeed,
Sechrist and Stangor (2007) found that people’s
perceptions of their own and others’ attitudes
toward social groups converge more for groups
with whom they are unfamiliar than for groups
with whom they have had interactions in the past.
Other research has investigated the role of intergroup contact in shaping the transmission of prejudice from parents to children. Adolescents’
intergroup contact experiences (Dhont & van
Hiel, 2012) and the importance adolescents attributed to intergroup contact (Rodríguez-García &
Wagner, 2009) buffered the impact of parents’
prejudice on adolescents’ prejudice. Finally, studying interminority relations, Mähönen, Ihalainen,
and Jasinskaja-Lahti (2013) found an interaction
between contact quality and family and peer norms
on prejudice, suggesting that immigrant adolescents who perceived their family and peers as prejudiced against other immigrant groups were likely
to express more prejudice, but only when the quality of their contacts with members of other immigrant groups was low (see also Jasinskaja-Lahti,
Mähönen, & Liebkind, 2011, for similar findings
when analyzing minority–majority relations).1
Although these studies are enlightening, their
correlational nature allows for limited conclusions
regarding causality of effects. Furthermore, these
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studies were conducted on samples of adolescents
(Dhont & van Hiel, 2012; Jasinskaja-Lahti et al.,
2011; Mähönen et al., 2013; Rodríguez-García &
Wagner, 2009) or of university students (Sechrist &
Stangor, 2007) in a single intergroup context. These
limitations thus question the generalizability of the
findings described before. Moreover, previous
studies have not provided evidence of the processes by which the interplay between norms and
contact impacts prejudice.
In order to overcome these limitations and to
further disentangle the interplay between norms
and contact on prejudice, we conducted the present research program including analyses of
large-scale surveys and of different intergroup
contexts which will allow us to draw conclusions
about the generalizability of the effects under
study. We also included experimental studies in
order to determine the causality of these effects.
Finally, to better understand the processes at play,
we additionally investigated the potentially mediating role of intergroup threat.

The Mediating Role of
Intergroup Threat
Based on intergroup threat theory (Stephan,
Ybarra, & Rios Morrison, 2009), we proposed
that the perceived threat outgroup members pose
to the ingroup mediates the interplay between
norms and contact on intergroup attitudes.
Indeed, prior research has amply demonstrated
that outgroups can be seen as a threat to the values, identity, safety, and economic well-being of
the ingroup, and that intergroup threat perceptions are one of the main precursors of prejudice
(Riek, Mania, & Gaertner, 2006; Stephan et al.,
2009). Stephan et al. (2009) argued that norms
promoting intolerant and negative intergroup
relations may activate and exacerbate feelings of
threat, which in turn heighten prejudice (Riek
et al., 2006). In this vein, previous research has
shown that intolerant norms increase intergroup
bias especially when intergroup threat is salient
(Falomir-Pichastor, Gabarrot, Mugny, & Nurra,
2007; Falomir-Pichastor & Mugny, 2009), suggesting that intergroup threat might mediate the
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association between intolerant norms and prejudice. There is also evidence that intergroup contact provides valuable information that allows
disconfirming and consequently reducing threat
perceptions (e.g., Pettigrew et al., 2007; Tausch
et al., 2007). Indeed, intergroup threat is one of
the well-established mediators of the association
between contact and reduced prejudice (e.g.,
Pettigrew et al., 2007; Tausch et al., 2007).
Hence, following our rationale, personal experiences with outgroup members provide more valuable information about potential threats posed by
outgroup members than the surrounding norms,
and intergroup contact should reduce the influence of norms on threat perceptions. Accordingly,
we predicted that perceived intergroup threat acts
as a mediator of the interaction between intergroup contact and norms on intergroup attitudes.
Specifically, we hypothesized that intolerant norms
are associated with prejudice via threat perceptions
only or mainly for people with no or low intergroup contact, while the norms–threat–prejudice
association should be weaker for people with frequent intergroup contact (Hypothesis 2).

Overview of the Studies
We tested our main prediction that intergroup
contact buffers the influence of intolerant social
norms on prejudice (Hypothesis 1) in five studies.
In Studies 4 and 5, we also tested the mediating
role of intergroup threat (Hypothesis 2).
Throughout these studies, different conceptualizations and operationalizations of both social
norms and intergroup contact were used.
Specifically, in Study 1 we considered perceived
norms, that is, the degree to which ingroup members are perceived prejudiced against outgroup
members and the perceived acceptability of prejudice in a given intergroup context. In Study 2,
we analyzed actual prevailing norms, that is, attitudes and prejudice toward the outgroup reported
by other ingroup members. In Studies 3–5, we
focused on experimentally induced norms. Intergroup
contact was measured in Studies 1–4, and experimentally manipulated with the imagined contact
paradigm (Crisp & Turner, 2012) in Study 5. Our
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hypotheses were tested in the context of national
majorities’ prejudice toward ethnic and immigrant minorities. The studies were conducted in
different intergroup contexts with the aim of
providing external validity to our tests.

Study 1
Study 1 is a correlational study conducted in
Bulgaria examining the attitudes of the ethnic
Bulgarian majority towards the Bulgarian Turkish
minority (an ethnic minority facing discrimination
in current-day Bulgarian society; e.g., Vassilev,
2010). Following Hypothesis 1, we expected that a
greater perception of intolerant norms would be
associated with more prejudice against Bulgarian
Turks. However, this relationship should be weaker
for ethnic Bulgarians with frequent contact with
Bulgarian Turks, as compared to ethnic Bulgarians
with low contact with Bulgarian Turks.

Participants and Method
The data were part of a research project examining
interethnic attitudes in Bulgaria (Green &
Zografova, 2014). As the focus was on majority
attitudes, we used data gathered on ethnic
Bulgarian majority members (N = 576; 50%
female; Mage = 45.00, SDage = 17.34). Respondents
were recruited with a cluster sampling method,
with each cluster composed of eight respondents.
The sample was stratified by gender, age, and
urban versus rural residence, and points of data
collection were selected based on data from the
Bulgarian National Statistical Institute. The questionnaires were administered individually in faceto-face interviews by professional interviewers.
Respondents were provided with the necessary
information for informed consent, as well as guaranteed anonymity and the right to withdraw from
the survey at any time. Descriptive statistics and
correlations between variables are provided in the
supplementary material.2
Social norms. Two items assessed the perception of
descriptive (“Ethnic Bulgarians have negative feelings toward Bulgarian Turks”) and prescriptive
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(“In Bulgaria it is acceptable to express negative
feelings toward Bulgarian Turks”) norms about
relations between ethnic Bulgarians and Bulgarian
Turks. Responses ranged from 1 (completely disagree)
to 5 (completely agree). The two items (Spearman–
Brown reliability statistic for a two-item measure:
ρ = .81) were averaged to form a composite score
where higher values indicate more intolerant perceived norms.
Intergroup contact. Two items measured intergroup
contact: “How often do you have brief interactions (for example exchanging a couple of words
on the bus/train, in the street, in shops, in the
neighborhood and so on) with Bulgarian Turks?”
(1 = never, 5 = every day; adapted from Schmid
et al., 2014) and “How many Bulgarian Turks do
you know well?” (1 = none, 4 = a lot; adapted
from Voci & Hewstone, 2003). These two items
were standardized because of the different
response scale and subsequently averaged to create a composite score with higher values reflecting more contact (ρ = .87).
Prejudice. Respondents rated their agreement with
six items assessing blatant prejudice towards Bulgarian Turks (e.g., “Some aspects of Turkish life are
typical examples of a backward culture”; Leidner,
Castano, Zaiser, & Giner-Sorolla, 2010; McConahay, 1986) on a 5-point scale (1 = completely disagree,
5 = completely agree). Responses were averaged to
create a reliable composite score with higher values
representing more prejudice (α = .83).

Results and Discussion
To test the interactive effects between intolerant
norms and intergroup contact on prejudice, we
ran a regression analysis including perceived
intolerant norms, intergroup contact, and the
interaction between these two variables as predictors, while using prejudice as outcome variable.
Predictors were centered before running the
regression analysis (Aiken, West, & Reno, 1991).
The regression analysis was conducted with
Mplus using the Complex command that controls for nonindependence of data due to the
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Table 1. Regression analyses of the effects of contact, social norms, and their interactions on prejudice (Studies
1, 2, and 3).

Intercept
Intergroup contact
Intolerant norms
Intergroup Contact × Intolerant
Norms
Explained variance

Study 1

Study 2

Study 3

2.86 (0.19)***
[2.48, 3.24]
−0.18 (0.06)***
[−0.29, −0.07]
0.34 (0.05)***
[0.25, 0.44]
−0.14 (0.05)**
[−0.24, −0.04]
R2 = .28

2.69 (0.04)***
[2.60, 2.78]
−0.20 (0.01)***
[−0.23, −0.18]
0.32 (0.06)***
[0.20, 0.45]
−0.05 (0.02)*
[−0.10, −0.004]
Individual-level R2 = .14
Country-level R2 = .64

2.69 (0.09)***
[2.51, 2.88]
−0.46 (0.11)***
[−0.69, −0.24]
0.24 (0.09)*
[0.06, 0.43]
−0.27 (0.11)*
[−0.50, −0.04]
R2 = .31

Note. Unstandardized B coefficients. Standard errors are reported within parentheses and 95% confidence intervals are
reported within brackets. Contact was measured in all three studies. Social norms were measured in Studies 1 and 2 and experimentally manipulated in Study 3. In Studies 1 and 2 conducted among a general population, we controlled for gender, age,
education, and perceived economic situation.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p ⩽ .001.

clustered nature of the sample (Muthén &
Muthén, 1998–2012). Given that we analyzed
data from a large-scale survey administered to a
general adult population, we also controlled for
sociodemographic characteristics which might
affect attitudes toward immigrants and ethnic
minorities (i.e., gender, age, educational level, and
perceived economic situation; Ceobanu &
Escandell, 2010).
Table 1 shows results of the regression analysis.
As hypothesized, the interaction between norms
and contact on outgroup prejudice was significant
and explained 2.1% of the variance. Decomposition
of the interaction showed that the positive relationship between intolerant norms and prejudice
was stronger for respondents with relatively low
levels of intergroup contact (−1 SD), B = 0.47, SE
= 0.06, p < .001, 95% CI [0.35, 0.59] than for
respondents with relatively high levels of intergroup contact (+1 SD), B = 0.21, SE = 0.07, p =
.003, 95% CI [0.07, 0.35] (see Figure 1). Moreover,
contact was associated with reduced prejudice for
respondents who perceived norms as intolerant
(+1 SD), B = −0.31, SE = 0.08, p < .001, 95% CI
[−0.47, −0.15], while the association between contact and prejudice was not significant for respondents who perceived norms as tolerant (−1 SD),
B = −0.04, SE = 0.06, p = .481, 95% CI [−0.17,

Figure 1. Prejudice as a function of social norms and
intergroup contact: Study 1.

0.08]. Therefore, and as expected, intergroup contact reduced conformity to intolerant social norms
on anti-Bulgarian Turks prejudice. A second study
was designed to provide further evidence of this
moderation effect.

Study 2
While in Study 1 we tested whether intergroup contact moderates conformity to perceived social norms
in one country, in Study 2 we focused on norms
actually prevailing at the national level. Further, we
extended to a cross-national comparison. Recent
social psychological research has considered aggregated attitudes and beliefs and their variations
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between contexts as indicators of contextual shared
norms. For example, van Assche, Roets, De
Keersmaecker, and van Hiel (2017) employed
aggregated regional- and country-level scores of
right-wing ideology as indicators of a right-wing
sociocultural climate (see also Christ et al., 2014). In
this vein, we analyzed secondary data of the
European Social Survey (ESS; http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org). We derived country-level
norms from aggregated anti-immigration beliefs
from ESS Round 5 (ESS, 2010). For each country,
we calculated the average anti-immigration beliefs
of a representative sample of the national population (ESS Round 5) and considered them as indicators of existing norms about immigration. Thus,
norms were not assessed as individual-level perceptions, but rather as shared beliefs toward immigration of the citizens in a country. We assessed
individuals’ contact experiences and prejudice with
data from ESS Round 7 (ESS, 2014) immigration
module.3 Then, we examined the interplay between
country-level norms and intergroup contact on
prejudice. We expected that country-level norms
would be associated with prejudice, so that citizens
in countries with prevailing intolerant norms would
be more likely to have higher prejudice levels than
citizens in countries with prevailing tolerant norms.
Following Hypothesis 1, this relationship should be
reduced among citizens with relatively more contact with immigrant and ethnic minorities.

Participants and Method
We analyzed ESS Round 7 data, and included in
the sample respondents who were citizens of the
country of data collection (N = 38,075 citizens
from 21 countries; 53% female; Mage = 49.58,
SDage = 18.82).
Social norms. We assessed social norms at the
country level by using data from ESS Round 5
(for the 21 countries included in ESS Round 7;
N = 38,555 citizens). We used three questions
from the core module of the survey measuring
anti-immigrant beliefs (“Would you say it is generally bad or good for [country]’s economy that
people come to live here from other countries?”;
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“Would you say that [country]’s cultural life is generally undermined or enriched by people coming
to live here from other countries?”; and “Is [country] made a worse or a better place to live by people coming to live here from other countries?”).
The response scale ranged from 0 corresponding
to the negative pole (bad, undermined, worse) to 10
corresponding to the positive pole (good, enriched,
better). We averaged reverse-coded answers to
create a composite score of anti-immigrant
beliefs (α = .85; αs by country ranged from .76
to .91). Next, we averaged the anti-immigrant
beliefs of the citizens within each country. While
these items have been previously used to detect
prejudice toward immigrants at the individual
level of analysis (e.g., Green, 2009), here we used
these answers to create a country-level aggregated
score, which represents the extent to which citizens in a given country believe that immigration
has negative consequences. Accordingly, this score
was treated as an indicator of prevailing antiimmigration norms (for similar procedures, see
van Assche et al., 2017).
Intergroup contact. Intergroup contact in the form
of cross-group friendships was assessed through
the following question: “Do you have any close
friends who are of a different race or ethnic
group from most [respondent’s country] people?” (Response options were 1 = yes, several; 2 =
yes, a few; 3 = no, none at all). We reverse-coded
answers to this question so that a higher score
represented more intergroup contact.
Generalized prejudice. Prejudice toward six outgroups was assessed with six questions asking
whether, according to the respondents’ point of
view, their country should allow people to come
to live in the country: “To what extent do you
think [respondent’s country] should allow [outgroup members] to come and live here?” (1 =
allow many to come and live here, 4 = allow none). The
outgroups were people of the same race or ethnic
group as most (country) people, people of a different race or ethnic group from most (country)
people, people from the poorer countries outside
Europe, Jewish people from other countries,
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Muslims from other countries, and Gypsies from
other countries.4 These items were chosen as they
tap personal negative reactions toward receiving
several immigrant and ethnic minority groups
(see e.g., Thomsen & Rafiqi, 2018). Responses
were averaged to create a reliable composite score
of generalized prejudice (α = .90; αs by country
ranged from .72 to .94; see supplementary material for mean scores and correlations between
contact and prejudice by country).

Results and Discussion
Because respondents were nested within countries,
and norms were assessed at the country level, we
conducted multilevel regression analyses using
maximum likelihood estimation (Mplus), with
countries as between-level units of analysis.
Generalized prejudice varied between countries
(ICC = .16, σ2 = 0.09, SE = 0.03, p = .001), confirming the suitability of multilevel modeling.
Generalized prejudice was regressed on intergroup contact and on individual-level control variables (gender, age, years of education, perceived
economic situation; within-level predictors), on
norms (between-level predictor), and on the interaction between norms and contact (cross-level
interaction). Before performing multilevel regression analysis, norms were grand-mean-centered
and intergroup contact was group-mean-centered
(see Enders & Tofighi, 2007, for centering procedures in cross-level interactions).
As expected, intergroup contact significantly
moderated the effect of social norms on generalized prejudice (see Table 1). Decomposition of
this interaction showed that anti-immigration
norms were positively associated with respondents’ generalized prejudice, but the association
was stronger for respondents with low (−1 SD)
intergroup contact, B = 0.36, SE = 0.07, 95% CI
[0.23, 0.49], p < .001, than for respondents with
high (+1 SD) intergroup contact, B = 0.29, SE
= 0.07, 95% CI [0.16, 0.42], p < .001 (see Figure
2). Further, the negative association between contact and prejudice was stronger in countries with
intolerant prevailing norms (+1 SD), B = −0.24,
SE = 0.02, p < .001, 95% CI [−0.28, −0.20],
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Figure 2. Generalized prejudice as a function of
social norms and intergroup contact: Study 2.

than in countries with tolerant prevailing norms
(+1 SD), B = −0.17, SE = 0.02, p < .001, 95%
CI [−0.21, −0.13].5
Thus, Study 2 showed that people living in
countries where the general population is prejudiced against immigrants (i.e., in countries where
intolerant, antiegalitarian norms prevail) are
likely to express more prejudice compared to
people living in countries where the population
has low levels of prejudice (i.e., in countries
where tolerant, egalitarian norms prevail), but
this association is reduced for those with more
frequent intergroup contacts. Consistent with
the results of Study 1, Study 2 provided additional support for the main hypothesis, according to which contact specifically buffers
conformity to intolerant norms. Furthermore,
Study 2 used a different methodological
approach, analyzing correlates of actual prevailing norms at the country level and conducting a
cross-country comparison on nationals’ attitude
towards immigrants, adopting a multilevel
approach. Given the correlational nature of the
data of the two first studies, we ran additional
quasi-experimental (Studies 3 and 4) and experimental (Study 5) studies to provide stronger
empirical support for our contention.

Study 3
Study 3 tested the main hypothesis while overcoming the limitations due to the correlational nature
of Studies 1 and 2: Intergroup contact was initially
measured and then we experimentally manipulated
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tolerant versus intolerant norms about intergroup
relations. We expected conformity to intolerant
norms (i.e., expressing more prejudice) to be lower
among respondents with higher intergroup contact. This hypothesis was tested in Switzerland and
considered intergroup relations between Swiss citizens and immigrants. Switzerland is characterized
by a large foreign resident population (24.6%;
Swiss Federal Statistical Office [SFSO], 2017) and
consequently by opportunities for intergroup contact, but also by a strong anti-immigration stance
among Swiss nationals (e.g., Nicolet & Sciarini,
2006), making Switzerland an interesting context
for testing our predictions.

Participants and Procedure
Before data collection, we determined a sample
size of about 40 respondents by experimental condition (Ntotal = 80). Anticipating that some participants would be excluded from the analyses (e.g.,
because the Swiss-French population was the target ingroup in the experimental manipulation of
norms, only Swiss-French respondents were kept
in data analysis), we recruited 95 participants in
cafeterias of a Swiss-French university and invited
them to individually complete a questionnaire.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of two
experimental conditions (tolerant vs. intolerant
norms). Afterwards, participants were thanked and
debriefed. The debriefing procedure was the same
across Studies 3–5. The ethics committee of one
of the host universities approved Studies 3–5.6
After removal of other than Swiss-French participants, 75 were retained for analyses (69% female;
Mage = 24.40, SDage = 5.56).
Intergroup contact. Intergroup contact was measured at the beginning of the questionnaire. Participants were asked to report their contact
experiences with immigrants through four items
(e.g., “Do you have daily contact with immigrants, for example by exchanging a few words
on the bus/train, on the street, in shops, in the
neighborhood or other places?”; 1 = never, 5 =
very often; “How many of your friends are immigrants?” 1 = none, 5 = many; see Schmid et al.,
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2014; Voci & Hewstone, 2003). Items were averaged to create a composite score with higher values representing more contact (α = .84).
Social norms. We subsequently manipulated social
norms by adapting the experimental manipulation
by Falomir-Pichastor et al. (2004). Participants
were informed about the results of a fictitious survey conducted in the French-speaking part of
Switzerland. The summary of results of this survey was provided through bar charts representing
the percentage of “yes,” “no,” and “don’t know”
responses to six questions asked to the majority of
the Swiss-French population about immigrants.
Examples of these questions are, “Do you agree
that Swiss citizens should be favored over immigrants?” and “Should Swiss policies toward immigration be more or less favorable towards
immigrants?” Participants were randomly assigned
to one of two experimental conditions and,
depending on the condition, the bar charts showed
that the strong majority of the Swiss-French people consistently favored immigration and an equal
treatment between Swiss and immigrants (tolerant
norms condition) or was against immigration and
preferred advantages for the Swiss population over
immigrants (intolerant norms condition).
As a manipulation check, participants were
thereafter asked the following question: “In your
view, do most of Swiss-French population support an equal treatment between Swiss and immigrants?” Response options ranged from 1 (not at
all) to 7 (absolutely). Respondents in the tolerant
norms condition perceived more support for
equality among the Swiss-French population (M
= 4.79, SD = 1.61) than respondents in the intolerant norms condition (M = 2.70, SD = 1.33),
t(73) = 6.10, p < .001, suggesting that the experimental manipulation was successful.
Prejudice. At the end of the questionnaire we
assessed prejudice with a single question asking
participants about their attitudes toward immigrants in Switzerland (1 = extremely unfavorable, 7
= extremely favorable). Responses were reversecoded so that higher values indicate more antiimmigrant prejudice (see supplementary material
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norms increased prejudice among Swiss who had
little prior contact with immigrants, but not
among those participants who had more frequent
contact with immigrants.

Study 4

for means and standard deviations by experimental condition).

Study 4 tested again the main hypothesis whilst
examining intergroup threat perceptions as a mediator of the predicted interplay between norms and
contact on prejudice (Hypothesis 2). Specifically, in
this study, we tested a mediated moderation model:
Intergroup contact should moderate the effect of
intolerant social norms on prejudice, and this moderation effect should further be mediated by intergroup threat perceptions.

Results and Discussion

Participants and Procedure

We conducted a regression analysis to examine
whether intergroup contact buffered the effect of
exposition to intolerant norms. Social norms were
coded as −1 = tolerant, +1 = intolerant. The score
of intergroup contact was centered prior to analysis
(Aiken et al., 1991). Anti-immigrant prejudice was
regressed on norms, contact, and their product. As
expected, the interaction between the experimental
condition and contact yielded a significant effect on
prejudice (see Table 1) and explained 4.6% of the
variance. Decomposition of the interaction showed
that exposure to intolerant (vs. tolerant) norms
increased prejudice for respondents with relatively
low contact with immigrants (−1 SD), B = 0.47, SE
= 0.13, p < .001, 95% CI [0.20, 0.73], but not for
respondents with high intergroup contact (+1 SD),
B = 0.02, SE = 0.13, p = .883, 95% CI [−0.25,
0.28] (see Figure 3). Further, contact was associated
with reduced prejudice for respondents exposed to
intolerant norms, B = −0.73, SE = 0.15, p < .001,
95% CI [−1.03, −0.43], while the association
between contact and prejudice was not significant
for respondents exposed to tolerant norms, B =
−0.20, SE = 0.17, p = .253, 95% CI [−0.54, 0.14].
Using a quasi-experimental procedure, Study 3
provided support for the main hypothesis of the
present article. Intergroup contact moderated the
influence of intolerant social norms on prejudice
against immigrants. More specifically, intolerant

Unless otherwise stated, the procedure was the
same as in Study 3. Study 4 was conducted in the
Italian-speaking Swiss canton, which historically
has been characterized by stronger anti-immigration views compared to French-speaking
Switzerland (e.g., Mazzoleni & Pilotti, 2015).
Participants were high school students, who filled
out the questionnaire during classes. We initially
aimed to recruit a sample size similar to the one
used in the previous study, but institutional constraints only allowed us to have access to 64 students. Finally, data analyses were performed on
those 58 participants with Swiss nationality (67%
female; Mage = 18.23, SDage = 0.96) because the
Swiss population was the target ingroup of the
social norms experimental manipulation.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of
two experimental norms conditions (tolerant vs.
intolerant).

Figure 3. Prejudice as a function of social norms and
intergroup contact: Study 3.

Intergroup contact. At the beginning of the questionnaire, participants completed a four-item
measure of quantity of intergroup contact with
immigrants adapted from Tausch et al. (2007;
e.g., “How often do you have contact with immigrants at school?”; 1 = never, 5 = very often). We
averaged the four items to create a composite
score with higher scores representing greater
contact (α = .86).
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Social norms. Intolerant (vs. tolerant) norms were
manipulated as in Study 3, with the fictitious survey allegedly conducted among the general Swiss
population (instead of the Swiss-French part of
Switzerland). As a manipulation check, we asked
participants whether, in their view, most of the
Swiss population supported equality between
Swiss and immigrants (1 = not at all, 7 = absolutely). Respondents in the tolerant norms condition perceived more support for equality (M =
4.30, SD = 1.49) than respondents in the intolerant norms condition (M = 2.00, SD = 0.98),
t(51) = 6.99, p < .001, confirming the effectiveness of the experimental manipulation.
Intergroup threat. Threat perceptions were measured by asking respondents to rate their agreement with seven items (based on Stephan et al.,
2002; e.g., “Swiss identity is threatened by the
presence of immigrants” and “Immigrants have
more power than what they deserve in Switzerland”; 1 = I do not agree at all, 7 = I totally agree). A
composite score was created by averaging the
items. Higher scores reflect greater perceived
threat (α = .80).
Prejudice. Finally, prejudice was measured on
“feeling thermometers” on which participants
indicated their attitudes toward various outgroups
(immigrants, Roma, Arabs, Africans, and foreign
students; responses could range from 0 (extremely
unfavorable) to 100 (extremely favorable). Responses
to the feeling thermometers were reverse-coded
and averaged to form a composite score of generalized prejudice (for a similar procedure, see
e.g., Levin et al., 2012; α = .86; see the supplementary material for means and standard deviations by experimental condition).

Results and Discussion
First, we ran a regression analysis where generalized prejudice was regressed on the norms experimental condition (−1 = tolerant norms, +1 =
intolerant norms), (centered) intergroup contact,
and their product. The interaction between norms
and contact significantly impacted generalized
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prejudice (see Table 2) and explained 5.9% of the
variance. Exposure to intolerant (vs. tolerant)
norms increased prejudice for respondents with
low contact (−1 SD), B = 8.22, SE = 3.36, p =
.018, 95% CI [1.47, 14.96], but not for respondents
with high contact (+1 SD), B = −1.35, SE = 3.11,
p = .666, 95% CI [−7.59, 4.89] (see Figure 4).
Furthermore, contact was associated with reduced
prejudice for respondents exposed to intolerant
norms, B = −14.04, SE = 3.56, p < .001, 95% CI
[−21.18, −6.90], but not for respondents exposed
to tolerant norms, B = −4.53, SE = 2.92, p =
.127, 95% CI [−10.40, 1.33].
Next, we regressed threat on the same independent variables (see Table 2). The interaction
between norms and intergroup contact had a
marginally significant effect on threat (p = .051),
and explained 5.9% of the variance. Planned
comparisons showed that exposure to intolerant
(vs. tolerant) norms was positively related to perceived threat among respondents with low levels
of contact (−1 SD), B = 0.59, SE = 0.21, p =
.007, 95% CI [0.16, 1.02], but not among respondents with high levels of contact (+1 SD), B =
0.01, SE = 0.20, p = .969, 95% CI [−0.39, 0.40]
(see Figure 5). Furthermore, contact was associated with reduced perceived threat for respondents exposed to intolerant norms, B = −0.76, SE
= 0.22, p = .001, 95% CI [−1.21, −0.31], but not
for those exposed to tolerant norm, B = −0.18,
SE = 0.18, p = .344, 95% CI [−0.55, 0.19].
Finally, we tested a mediated moderation model
with exposure to intolerant norms as the predictor,
intergroup contact as the moderator, threat as the
mediator, and generalized prejudice as the dependent variable (see Table 2, column 3). We used the
SPSS macro PROCESS (Hayes, 2017, Model 8)
with 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped CIs based
on 5,000 bootstrap samples. As hypothesized,
threat perceptions mediated the effect of the interaction between norms and contact on generalized
prejudice, B = −2.91, SE(boot) = 1.62, 95% CI
[−6.57, −0.04]. In detail, the indirect effect of intolerant norms on generalized prejudice via threat was
significant for respondents with low intergroup
contact (−1 SD), B = 5.93, SE(boot) = 2.48, 95% CI
[1.08, 11.03], but not for respondents with high

3.68 (0.14)***
[3.39, 3.96]
−0.46 (0.14)**
[−0.75, −0.17]
0.30 (0.14)*
[0.01, 0.59]
−0.29 (0.15)°
[−0.58, 0.002]
R2 = .20

49.99 (2.26)***
[45.46, 54.52]
−9.12 (2.29)**
[−13.71, −4.53]
3.43 (2.26)
[−1.10, 7.97]
−4.75 (2.30)*
[−9.37, −0.13]
-

R2 = .25

13.22 (6.42)*
[0.35, 26.10]
−4.55 (1.95)*
[−8.45, −0.64]
0.43 (1.84)
[−3.26, 4.12]
−1.84 (1.86)
[−5.59, 1.89]
10.00 (1.68)***
[6.64, 13.37]
R2 = .55
R2 = .04

38.49 (0.98)***
[36.56, 40.41]
−0.31 (0.98)
[−2.23, 1.61]
2.02 (0.98)*
[0.10, 3.94]
−2.00 (0.98)*
[−3.93, −0.08]
-

Generalized
prejudicea

R2 = .05

2.78 (0.06)***
[2.65, 2.90]
−0.07 (0.06)
[−0.20, 0.05]
0.13 (0.06)*
[0.003, 0.26]
−0.14 (0.06)*
[−0.26, −0.01]
-

Threat

Generalized
prejudiceb

Threat

10.53 (1.98)***
[6.63, 14.43]
0.44 (0.73)
[−1.00, 1.88]
0.71 (0.74)
[−0.74, 2.16]
−0.62 (0.74)
[−2.07, 0.82]
10.07 (0.66)***
[8.76, 11.37]
R2 = .47

Generalized
prejudiceb

Note. Unstandardized B coefficients. Standard errors are reported within parentheses and 95% confidence intervals are reported within brackets.
aRegression analysis before including threat as mediator. bRegression analysis including threat as mediator. Contact was measured in Study 4 and experimentally manipulated (imagined contact paradigm) in Study 5. Social norms were experimentally manipulated in both studies.
°p = .051. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p ⩽ .001.

Explained variance

Intergroup Contact ×
Intolerant Norms
Threat

Intolerant norms

Intergroup contact

Intercept

Generalized
prejudicea

Study 5

Study 4

Table 2. Regression analyses of the effects of contact, social norms, and their interactions on prejudice and on threat. Mediated moderation regression analyses
with threat as mediator of the interaction between contact and social norms (Studies 4 and 5).
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caution is needed before drawing strong conclusions from this study given the small sample size.
Further, intergroup contact was only measured
(rather than experimentally manipulated), which
could also question the causality of the effects
under study. Accordingly, a final, full experimental study was conducted.

Study 5
Figure 4. Generalized prejudice as a function of
social norms and intergroup contact: Study 4.

Figure 5. Intergroup threat as a function of social
norms and intergroup contact: Study 4.

intergroup contact (+1 SD), B = 0.08, SE(boot) =
1.89, 95% CI [−3.14, 4.29]. The interaction between
norms and intergroup contact on generalized prejudice was no longer significant when threat was
included in the regression analysis as mediator.
Taken together, these results provided again
consistent evidence in support of the main
hypothesis, according to which intergroup contact moderates the influence of intolerant social
norms. More specifically, exposition to intolerant
(vs. tolerant) norms increased perceived threat
and prejudice among people with little or no contact with outgroup members, but not among people with frequent intergroup contact. These
results corroborated the findings of Studies 1–3.
Most importantly, this study provided a better
understanding of the processes by which this
effect occurs: the interaction between social contact and norms predicts perceived intergroup
threat, which in turn impacts prejudice. However,

Study 5 aimed at replicating findings of Study 4
with a larger sample and using a full experimental
research design. To experimentally manipulate
intergroup contact, we employed the imagined
contact paradigm (Crisp & Turner, 2012), based
on the assumption that merely imagining a positive interaction with an outgroup member can
improve intergroup attitudes. Indeed, a positive
imagined encounter with an outgroup member in
a protected environment is likely to be experienced as a nonthreatening situation, which can
activate positive feelings regarding the outgroup
and regarding future interactions with outgroup
members (Turner, Crisp, & Lambert, 2007; see
also Crisp & Turner, 2012, on imagined contact
as a precontact tool). Research has widely found
support for prejudice reduction following imagined contact (for a meta-analysis, see Miles &
Crip, 2014). Notably, while imagined contact does
not imply the occurrence of an actual, real-life
intergroup encounter, it still represents a personal, direct—albeit imagined—experience with
the target outgroup. Indeed, imagined contact is
associated with prejudice reduction via processes
similar to those involved in direct contact (see
e.g., Vezzali, Crisp, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2013,
for emotional processes involved in imagined
contact). Furthermore, previous research comparing the efficacy of imagined versus actual contact with outgroup members in reducing prejudice
suggested that both experiences are effective at
reducing prejudice (Giacobbe, Stukas, & Farhall,
2013; Vezzali, Stathi, Crisp, & Capozza, 2015).
We expected imagined intergroup contact to
reduce the influence of intolerant norms on prejudice, as in previous studies (Hypothesis 1). Further,
we predicted a mediated moderation effect: the
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interaction between norms and intergroup contact
should impact on prejudice via threat perceptions
(Hypothesis 2). In detail, we expected that intolerant (vs. tolerant) norms would predict prejudice via
perceived threat among respondents in the control
(no contact) condition, and that these effects
would be reduced for respondents in the imagined
contact condition.

Participants and Procedure
In the previous two studies, the predicted interaction effects explained 4.6% and 5.9% of the variance respectively, which suggests a medium effect
size. Using a conservative approach, a power analysis (G*Power; Faul, Erdfelder, Lang, & Buchner,
2007) indicated a required sample of N = 327 in
order to test an effect size of f = .20 (α = .05 and
power = .95) for the present experimental design.
In this study, we recruited 355 students in the
French-speaking region of Switzerland. Given that
the Swiss-French population was the target
ingroup of the social norms experimental manipulation, final analyses were run on the 300 SwissFrench participants (67% female; Mage = 20.01,
SDage = 2.80). Respondents were randomly
assigned to one of the four conditions of a 2
(imagined contact vs. control) × 2 (norms: intolerant vs. tolerant) experimental design.
Intergroup contact. We manipulated intergroup contact by adopting the imagined contact paradigm
(Crisp & Turner, 2012). In imagined contact experiments, participants are invited to imagine a positive encounter with an outgroup member or are
assigned to imagination control tasks (e.g., imagining walking outdoors, an intragroup encounter).
However, many variations exist between studies on
imagined intergroup contact (for a review, see
Miles & Crisp, 2014), and it might be that the
effects of imagined intergroup contact depend on
the target outgroup (e.g., immigrants in general vs.
a specific immigrant group) or on characteristics
of the control condition. Thus, in the present
study, two different outgroup targets were used in
the imagined contact condition: roughly half of
respondents were invited to imagine an encounter
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with an unknown immigrant on the bus, while the
other half were invited to imagine an encounter on
the bus with an unknown immigrant from former
Yugoslavia (i.e., a harshly stigmatized immigrant
group; SFSO, 2017). In the control condition, participants were either invited to imagine taking a
walk outdoors or a conversation on the bus with
one of their parents. To reinforce imagined contact versus control instructions, participants were
then asked to write down what they had imagined
(see Crisp & Turner, 2012).
Social norms. After the imagination task, intolerant
(vs. tolerant) norms were manipulated as in Studies 3
and 4, with the fictitious survey allegedly conducted
among the Swiss-French population. The same
manipulation check showed that respondents in the
tolerant norms condition perceived more support
for equality (M = 5.05, SD = 1.47) than respondents
in the intolerant norms condition (M = 2.56, SD =
1.40), t(297) = 14.99, p < .001, confirming the success of the experimental manipulation.
Dependent variables. After the experimental manipulations, respondents answered the same intergroup
threat measure as in Study 4 (α = .87) and reported
their attitudes toward immigrants, Roma, Arabs,
Africans, cross-border workers, and foreign students on feeling thermometers from 0 (extremely
unfavorable) to 100 (extremely favorable). We averaged
reverse-coded answers to create a composite score
of generalized prejudice (α = .87; see supplementary materials for means and standard deviations
by experimental condition).

Results and Discussion
To account and control for the different imagination instructions in the imagined contact
experimental manipulation, we created three
contrasts. The first contrast (C1) contrasted
imagined contact conditions (both coded +1)
with control conditions (both coded −1) to allow
testing our main hypotheses. The second one
(C2) was computed to control for the potential
differences between control instructions, and
therefore contrasted the two control conditions
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(−1 = outdoor scene; +1 = contact with one
parent; imagined contact conditions = 0). The
third one (C3) contrasted the two imagined contact conditions to control for the two potential
contact targets (−1 = imagined contact with an
unspecified immigrant; +1 = imagined contact
with an immigrant from former Yugoslavia; control conditions = 0). Regarding the norms
manipulation, as in previous studies, −1 represented tolerant norms, and +1 represented intolerant norms.
We first ran a regression analysis with the
three contrasts representing the imagined contact
experimental manipulations, intolerant versus tolerant norms, and the two-way interactions
between each of the three contrasts and norms as
predictors of prejudice. As expected, the interaction term between C1 and norms on prejudice
was significant (see Table 2) and explained 1.4%
of the variance. Exposure to intolerant (vs. tolerant) norms increased generalized prejudice for
respondents in the control condition, B = 4.02,
SE = 1.40, p = .004, 95% CI [1.27, 6.78], but not
for respondents in the imagined contact condition, B = 0.02, SE = 1.36, p = .990, 95% CI
[−2.67, 2.70] (see Figure 6). Further, imagined
contact reduced prejudice, though at a marginally
significant level, for respondents exposed to
intolerant norms, B = −2.31, SE = 1.39, p =
.098, 95% CI [−5.06, 0.43], but not for those
exposed to tolerant norms, B = 1.70, SE = 1.37,
p = .217, 95% CI [−1.00, 4.39].
The same analysis was run on intergroup
threat (see Table 2). Again, the interaction
between C1 and norms was significant and
explained 1.5% of the variance. Intolerant (vs.
tolerant) norms increased perceived threat for
participants in the control condition, B = 0.27,
SE = 0.09, p = .004, 95% CI [0.08, 0.45], but not
for those in the imagined contact condition, B =
−0.01, SE = 0.09, p = .939, 95% CI [−0.18, 0.17]
(see Figure 7). Further, imagined contact reduced
perceived threat for respondents exposed to
intolerant norms, B = −0.21, SE = 0.09, p =
.022, 95% CI [−0.39, −0.03], but not for those
exposed to tolerant norms, B = 0.06, SE = 0.09,
p = .493, 95% CI [−0.12, 0.24].
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Figure 6. Generalized prejudice as a function of
social norms and intergroup contact: Study 5.

Figure 7. Intergroup threat as a function of social
norms and intergroup contact: Study 5.

In the regression analyses, there were also two
marginally significant main effects of C3 on prejudice (B = −2.62, SE = 1.36, p = .055, 95% CI
[−5.31, 0.06]) and on threat (B = −0.17, SE =
0.09, p = .063, 95% CI [−0.34, 0.01]). None of
the other main or interactive effects were significant (ps > .169). The absence of any other significant interaction indicates that the moderating
effects of intergroup contact on the dependent
variables did not depend on the target outgroup
or the control instructions.
Finally, we tested the mediated moderation
model with the three contrasts, norms, and the
two-way interactions between each contrast and
norms as predictors. Intergroup threat was the
mediator and prejudice was the dependent variable (Hayes, 2017; Model 8; 95% bias-corrected
bootstrapped CIs based on 5,000 bootstrap samples). As hypothesized, perceived threat mediated
the effect of the interaction between C1 and
norms on prejudice, B = −1.38, SE(boot) = 0.66,
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95% CI [−2.79, −0.07]. The indirect effect of
intolerant (vs. tolerant) norms on prejudice via
perceived threat was significant for respondents
in the control condition, B = 2.69, SE(boot) =
1.00, 95% CI [0.90, 4.83], but not for respondents
in the imagined contact condition, B = −0.07,
SE(boot) = 0.87, 95% CI [−1.72, 1.70]. Further,
the interaction between C1 and norms on prejudice was no longer significant when perceived
threat was included in the regression analysis as
mediator (see Table 2, last column). None of the
other main or interactive effects were significant
(ps > .143).
These findings replicated those observed in
Study 4 and provided further support for
Hypotheses 1 and 2 in a well-powered study using
a full experimental design. Specifically, imagined
contact moderated the influence of intolerant
norms on prejudice and on perceived threat, and
perceived threat mediated the effects of the
Imagined Contact x Norms interplay on prejudice. The study further showed that such results
were independent of the manipulation of imagined intergroup contact (i.e., they did not depend
on the target of the imagined encounter or on
features of the control condition).

General Discussion
Across five studies, we demonstrated that intergroup contact moderates the influence of intolerant social norms on prejudice. More specifically,
conformity to intolerant norms (i.e., expressing
more prejudice when social norms are intolerant
rather than tolerant) appeared when intergroup
contact was low, whereas participants with high
intergroup contact showed less conformity to
intolerant social norms. Notably, these findings
were obtained whilst using different methodologies (i.e., ranging from large-scale national and
cross-national surveys to quasi-experiments and
experiments), analyzing different intergroup contexts (i.e., relationships between ethnic groups in
Bulgaria, between nationals and immigrants
across 21 countries, and between Swiss nationals
and immigrants), and using different operationalizations of the key variables. Furthermore, this

Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 00(0)
effect was found both with experiments directly
designed and implemented to test this specific
hypothesis (Studies 3–5) and by analyzing existing
secondary data (Studies 1–2). As the pattern of
results was consistent across the five studies, the
use of these different methodologies, of both
secondary data and original experiments, and the
examination of different intergroup contexts
provided strong validity to our findings.
Furthermore, to our knowledge, this was the first
examination of intergroup threat as a possible
mediator of the Contact × Norms interaction
effect on prejudice (Studies 4–5). We observed
that intergroup threat mediated the effect of the
Contact × Norms interaction on prejudice.
Specifically, contact curbs the association between
intolerant norms and threat perceptions, which
are in turn associated with prejudice.
These findings are relevant to several areas of
research, beginning with research on normative
influence. Indeed, while norms are powerful determinants of individuals’ prejudice and intergroup
behavior (e.g., Crandall et al., 2002; Jetten et al.,
1996), conformity to norms is not systematic and
several moderators have been suggested in the literature (e.g., Blanchard et al., 1994; FalomirPichastor et al., 2004; Jetten et al., 2002). The
present research program extends knowledge
about influence processes by identifying an additional moderator of conformity to norms: personal contact with outgroup members. Intergroup
contact constitutes a direct experience that relates
to stronger attitudes and inoculates individuals
against the influence of indirect information such
as intolerant social norms. Furthermore, the present findings go beyond past research on the influence of tolerant versus intolerant social norms by
showing the role of perceived threat in the investigated processes. Indeed, while intolerant social
norms may increase prejudice through perceived
intergroup threat (Stephan et al., 2009), intergroup
contact can reduce this effect.
It is further worth remarking that, by using
different operationalizations of norms, we provided evidence for the buffering effect of intergroup contact on different facets of intolerant
norms. Some differences nevertheless emerged in
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the result patterns between Studies 1–2 where
norms were measured and Studies 3–5 where
norms were experimentally manipulated.
Specifically, perceived (Study 1) and prevailing
(Study 2) intolerant norms were associated with
prejudice both for respondents with frequent and
for respondents with infrequent contact, but the
associations were stronger for those with few
contacts. Experimentally manipulated intolerant
(vs. tolerant) norms (Studies 3–5) instead
increased prejudice only for respondents with low
contact (Studies 3–4) or with no imagined contact
(Study 5). This suggests that perceived and prevailing norms are strong precursors of prejudice
and that their influence on prejudice can be
reduced but not fully counteracted by intergroup
contact. The experimental manipulations of
norms instead, despite being successful and
endorsed by respondents as shown by the manipulation checks, consisted of short single-session
presentations of information about attitudes and
prescribed behaviors of ingroup members. Even
though experimentally primed norms impact
prejudice, their effects might be more malleable
and sensitive to personal experiences with outgroup members.
Our studies also contribute to advancing intergroup contact theory (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006)
by showing that direct and personal experiences
of intergroup contact have the potential of counteracting the effects of a prominent precursor of
prejudice, that is, intolerant norms. Intergroup
contact was measured with frequency and quantity of (positive) contact items (Studies 1, 3, and
4), as well as cross-group friendships (Study 2).
We thus focused on contact facets typically associated with prejudice reduction (Davies et al., 2011;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) and did not include
measures of negative intergroup contact (see e.g.,
Barlow et al., 2012, for the distinction between
positive and negative contact). Different predictions could be made for the moderating role of
negative contact in the association between norms
and prejudice. On the one hand, negative contact
is generally associated with more prejudice
(Barlow et al., 2012) and it could thus strengthen
the positive association between intolerant norms
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and prejudice. On the other hand, negative contacts are also direct experiences with outgroup
members, and people with negative contacts
might rely less on secondary information such as
tolerant norms. Following the rationale underlying
the present research, it could be that conformity
to tolerant norms is reduced by negative contact
experiences. Thus, future research should focus
on the role of negative contact in shaping people’s
conformity to norms.
Further, we found that merely imagining an
interpersonal contact with an unknown outgroup
member reduced the influence of norms (Study
5). This finding suggests that imagined contact
acts as a first-hand and direct—although fictitious—experience of intergroup contact, which
is processed similarly to direct contact experiences (see Crisp & Turner, 2012). The imagined
intergroup contact paradigm has been criticized
for possible demand and priming effects (Bigler
& Hughes, 2010), suggesting that respondents
might report positive outgroup attitudes following imagined contact to comply with experimenter’s request or because of accessibility of the
outgroup. Research has nevertheless found that
imagined contact can influence outcomes which
are not consciously controlled by participants,
such as nonverbal behavior (e.g., seating distance;
Turner & West, 2012) and reduction of stressrelated physiological reactions toward outgroups
(West, Turner, & Levita, 2015), and that the imagined contact effects occur also when respondents
in the control condition are primed with the outgroup (Turner et al., 2007, Study 2). While the
experimental procedure and the explicit prejudice
measure used in Study 5 cannot rule out possible
alternative interpretations based on social desirability and priming effects, previous research suggests that their impact should be very limited.
Importantly, our results showed that intergroup contact might be particularly effective in
reducing prejudice when norms are intolerant
(buffering effect of contact; see also JasinskajaLahti et al., 2011; Mähönen et al., 2013). However,
other research has suggested that the contact–
reduced prejudice association might be stronger
when norms are tolerant and support positive
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intergroup relations compared to when norms
are intolerant (galvanization effect of tolerant
norms; for an experimental contact-based intervention, see A. Kende, Tropp, & Lantos, 2017;
for cross-country comparisons, see Green,
Visintin, Sarrasin, & Hewstone, 2019; J. Kende,
Phalet, van den Noortgate, Kara, & Fischer,
2017). While providing consistent evidence for
the buffering effect of contact throughout our
studies, we acknowledge the existence of the galvanizing effect of tolerant norms. We can only
observe differences in operationalizations
between studies finding one effect or the other.
As regards cross-country comparisons, previous
research found that the contact–reduced prejudice association is stronger in countries where
policies support positive intergroup relations
(Green et al., 2019) and in countries where egalitarian values prevail (J. Kende et al., 2017). Study
2 of the current research program suggests a
stronger contact–reduced prejudice association in
countries where people highly endorse anti-immigration beliefs. The galvanization effect of tolerant norms thus appears when focusing on policies
or on egalitarian values, while the buffering effect
of contact was found when focusing on prevailing anti-immigrant norms. Regarding experimental studies, A. Kende et al. (2017), for example,
focused on institutional (school) support for the
contact intervention, while in Studies 3–5 of the
current research program we experimentally
manipulated the general normative climate rather
than institutional support. The interplay between
contact and norms on prejudice thus appears to
be complex, and future research should aim at
disentangling in which contexts and for which
facets of norms one effect is more likely to occur
than the other one.
Despite the novelty and importance of our
findings, we acknowledge some further caveats of
the single studies and of the research program, and
propose future research directions. In some studies, we used single-item (for contact in Study 2, for
prejudice in Study 3) or two-item measures (for
contact and for norms in Study 1). The replication
of the result patterns with multiple-item measures
in the remaining studies lends confidence to our
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results. Moreover, while the sample size of Studies
3–4 was relatively low, this limitation was overcome in Study 5, which had an adequate sample
size. Finally, in the experiments we contrasted
intolerant with tolerant norms, but we did not
include neutral control conditions without experimental manipulations of norms. Future studies
should replicate our findings with experimental
designs including also neutral control conditions to
disentangle the direction of effects.
As regards the overall research program, first,
the dependent variable throughout our studies was
self-reported, explicit prejudice. Future research
should test whether intergroup contact moderates
the influence of social norms also on subtle or
implicit forms of prejudice, as well as on behavioral
intentions or actual behavior. Second, we analyzed
only the point of view of the dominant majority. To
gain further insights into minority–majority relations, future research should also investigate the
point of view of minorities. Indeed, on the one
hand, minority groups have shared ingroup norms
about how to interact with majorities, which are
likely to influence minority group members’ attitudes (see Branscombe & Ellemers, 1998; JasinskajaLahti et al., 2011; Mähönen et al., 2013). On the
other hand, the contact–reduced prejudice association has been found to be weaker among minority
respondents (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Future
research should thus test whether intergroup contact has the potential to reduce the association
between intolerant norms and prejudice also among
minorities. Finally, we provided evidence for one
mechanism mediating the effects of the norms ×
contact interaction on prejudice, that is, intergroup
threat. However, though intergroup threat might be
the most relevant mediator when analyzing relationships of ethnic and national majorities with ethnic
and immigrant minorities (see Stephan et al., 2009),
other mediators should be examined in future
research. For example, attitude strength and certainty could be a relevant mediator: Contact should
reduce the strength and certainty of attitudes
derived from intolerant norms.
Notwithstanding these caveats, through five
studies, we demonstrated that the influence of
indirect information, such as intolerant norms,
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on prejudice was reduced for people with direct
experiences of intergroup contact. Our results
call for intergroup contact interventions (see
Paluck & Green, 2009) to counteract intolerant,
antiegalitarian viewpoints conveyed by mass
media, politicians, and public opinion. Indeed, in
settings where a negative outgroup or antiegalitarian stance is the norm (e.g., long-standing conflicts), grassroot-level intergroup interactions
may help pave the way towards more harmonious
relations between groups.
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Notes
1.

Other studies have analyzed the role of normative
support in favoring the contact–reduced prejudice

4.

5.

6.

association (e.g., A. Kende et al., 2017; Merino,
2013). For example, A. Kende et al. (2017) showed
that a contact-based intervention improved
Hungarian students’ attitudes toward Roma people, especially among those who perceived that
their university supported the intervention (i.e.,
when they perceived positive norms within their
institution). In line with Allport’s (1954) claim, normative support favored the reduction of prejudice
following intergroup contact.
Missing values for all studies were imputed with
the expectation–maximization algorithm (see
Schafer & Graham, 2002).
To ensure independence of measurement
between aggregated country-level norms on the
one hand and individual-level contact and prejudice on the other hand, we assessed norms with
data from a prior survey. We used data from
ESS Round 5, because ESS Round 5 provided
data for all the countries participating in ESS
Round 7 (one of the countries, Austria, participating in ESS Round 7 was absent from ESS
Round 6).
This question was asked also for the outgroup
“immigrants from poorer countries outside
Europe.” However, as this item was not administered in the Czech Republic, it was excluded from
these analyses.
The multilevel regression analysis was repeated
excluding data from Israel, the only country not
on the European continent in ESS Round 7. We
also reran the analysis with a five-item composite score of generalized prejudice, excluding the
item about Jews, which had low correlations with
the other prejudice items in Israel. Results were
essentially identical to the main analysis.
While Studies 1 and 2 consisted of analyses of
secondary data, Studies 3–5 were designed for
the current research program. When reporting
Studies 3–5, no experimental conditions were
omitted. Studies 3–5 included some additional
measured variables. Details about the additional
measures can be obtained upon request from the
first author.
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