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Abstract

The benefits of direct, personal contact with members of another group are well established
empirically. This Special Issue complements that body of work by demonstrating the effects of
various forms of indirect contact on intergroup attitudes and relations. Indirect contact includes
(a) extended contact: learning that an ingroup member is friends with an outgroup member, (b) vicarious
contact: observing an ingroup member interact with an outgroup member, and (c) imagined contact:
imagining oneself interacting with an outgroup member. The effects of indirect contact not only
occur independently of direct contact, they often involve distinct psychological mechanisms. The
present article briefly reviews work on direct intergroup contact and then discusses recent theoretical
and empirical developments in the study of extended contact, vicarious contact, and imagined contact.
We consider the similarities and distinctions in the dynamics of these forms of indirect contact and
conclude by identifying promising directions for future research.

Keywords
bias, contact theory, extended contact, imagined contact, intergroup contact, intergroup relations,
prejudice reduction, vicarious contact

This Special Issue of Group Processes & Intergroup
Relations examines how various forms of indirect
intergroup contact—including extended, vicati-
ous, and imagined contact—can reduce prejudice
and improve relations between groups. The work
contained in it is truly international in scope. The
authors come from almost a dozen different
countries, and participants represent over 30 dif-
ferent nations. The international emphasis is par-
ticularly appropriate given the nature of the
problem these studies jointly address. Intergroup
tension and conflict is ubiquitous. World history
has been shaped significantly by armed conflicts
between ethnic, national, and religious groups and

their outcomes. Today, there are over 60 United
Nations peacekeeping forces deployed around the
wortld to help prevent intergroup tensions from
escalating into deadly violence. Prejudice and dis-
crimination based on racial, ethnic, religious, and
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national group membership are pervasive cross-
culturally, and are inevitable components of such
negative intergroup relations, albeit ones that the-
ory and research in social psychology have shown
to be tractable. Thus, this Special Issue addresses
a timely, but also timeless, question, “How can
intergroup bias and conflict be reduced?”

Relations between groups are typically ripe for
tension and conflict. Interactions between groups
are often characterized by distrust and suspicion
(Dovidio, Gaertner, Kawakami, & Hodson,
2002). Indeed, these are realistic concerns:
Groups are more greedy and exploitative than are
individuals (Insko et al., 2001). Moreover, direct
intergroup contact between groups that are
defined by competitive relations (Campbell, 1965;
Sherif, Harvey, White, Hood, & Sherif, 1961)
typically instigates or exacerbates prejudice, dis-
crimination, and conflict. Even when group
membership is arbitrarily defined with little con-
sequence beyond the immediate encounter (i.e.,
minimal groups), people spontaneously evaluate
members of their group more favorably (Otten &
Wentura, 1999), allocate more resources to mem-
bers of their group than to members of other
groups (Vaughan, Tajfel, & Williams, 1981), and
are more helpful toward members of their group
(Dovidio, Gaertner, Validzic, Matoka, Johnson, &
Frazier, 1997).

Yet, psychologists have long understood that
properly structured intergroup contact offers
substantial potential for ameliorating intergroup
tension, promoting prejudice reduction, and
improving intergroup relations. Contact Theory
(Allport, 1954; Brown & Hewstone, 2005;
Pettigrew, 1998; for a recent review see Tausch &
Hewstone, 2010) is one of the most extensively
researched frameworks for reducing intergroup
bias. This work demonstrates the robust, positive
effects that direct intergroup contact can have for
improving intergroup relations, especially when
contact is structured around Allport’s (1954) pro-
posed set of facilitating factors, including equal
status contact, cooperative interaction, common
goals, and the support of relevant authorities.
Both laboratory and field research have yielded
substantial documentation of improvement in

intergroup telations associated with intergroup
contact in general, and especially when these
facilitating  factors have been established.
Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) have provided an
extensive meta-analysis of 515 studies involving
713 independent samples, conducted in a variety
of intergroup contexts, testing the effects of inter-
group contact on attitudes. Their findings demon-
strated that intergroup contact indeed reduces
intergroup prejudice (mean 7= —.215). Furthermore,
Pettigrew and Tropp found that the beneficial
effect of contact was greater when Allport’s
optimal conditions were present in the contact
situation than when they were not (mean = —.29
vs. mean r = —.20).

While direct intergroup contact has proven
benefits, its implementation is limited pragmati-
cally. Fortified borders between countries limit
direct For
instance, North and South Koreans, who share

productive, intergroup  contact.
common history, ethnicity, and language, live in
countries that are international adversaries, con-
tinuously teetering on the edge of war. Within
countries, members of racial, ethnic, and reli-
gious groups are frequently segregated residen-
tially, educationally, and occupationally, with
limited opportunity for contact. Moreover, even
when direct contact is possible, the principles of
contact theory involve changing intergroup rela-
tions one encounter at a time.

Indirect forms of contact are thus critically
important, both practically and theoretically.
Practically, indirect contact—for example, in the
form of learning that another member of one’s
group has a close relationship with a member of
another group (extended contact) or oneself
imagining contact with a member of another
group (imagined contact)—can have further-
reaching impact than direct contact. Whereas
positive direct intergroup contact can transform
attitudes, one
ingroup member’s friendship with an outgroup

the participating individuals’

member can have a cascading and almost viral
influence as other ingroup members learn of this
friendship (or experience contact indirectly).
Similarly, positive media portrayals of interactions
and relations between ingroup and outgroup
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members (parasocial contact; Schiappa, Gregg, &
Hewes, 2005) can potentially change the intergroup
orientations of millions of viewers, including and
perhaps especially those whose opportunities for
intergroup contact are rare.

Nevertheless, despite their enormous practical
and theoretical potential, studies of indirect
forms of contact are still surprisingly rare.
Pettigrew and Tropp (2008) identify 750 pub-
lished and unpublished studies that meet the cri-
teria they outlined for meta-analytically testing
the effects of direct intergroup contact on preju-
dice reduction. But they specifically excluded
studies of extended or indirect contact from con-
sideration from their meta-analysis, because their
criteria for consideration required that studies
had to involve ““actual face-to-face interaction
between members of clearly defined groups”
(p. 754). In contrast, there are fewer than
20 published studies of the distinct effects of
extended contact while controlling for direct con-
tact, and fewer than 10 empirical papers on the
effects of imagined contact. The present Special
Issue was therefore intended to encourage
research on this topic, facilitate theoretical inte-
gration, and draw attention to new developments
in this area and their important implications.

In this introductory article, we attempt to pro-
vide a background and structure for the different
empirical papers represented within this Special
Issue. We first briefly review the history of con-
tact theory and discuss recent developments in
the study of direct intergroup contact. Then, we
discuss extended contact effects, describing the
seminal findings, as well as new results and con-
ceptual perspectives. Within this section, we also
review the six empirical studies of extended con-
tact within this Special Issue, highlighting their
novel contributions to this literature. Then, in the
next two sections, we review two other forms of
indirect contact, vicarious contact and imagined
contact. We discuss the papers in this Special
Issue that address these topics, and we consider
the similarities and distinctions among extended
contact, vicarious contact, and imagined contact.
We conclude our paper by briefly summarizing
the contributions collectively of the articles in

this Special Issue to an understanding of the
dynamics of indirect forms of contact and iden-
tifying promising directions for future research.

Contact Theory: Foundation and
recent developments

Intergroup contact has long been recognized as
one of psychology’s most promising and effec-
tive strategies for improving intergroup relations
and reducing bias and conflict. Although Gordon
Allport (1954) is commonly credited with intro-
ducing the Contact Hypothesis in his classic
book, 7he Nature of Prejudice, the idea that inter-
group contact could reduce bias was already in
the literature by the mid-1930s (Horowitz, 1930;
Zeligs & Hendrickson, 1933). Moreover, in the
late 1940s, Williams (1947), a prominent sociolo-
gist, outlined a number of propositions and test-
able hypotheses about techniques for improving
intergroup relations, including the specific obser-
vation that Tessened hostility will result from
arranging intergroup collaboration, on the basis
of personal association of individuals as func-
tional equals, on a common task jointly accepted
as worth while’ (p. 69).

Allport’s version of the contact hypothesis built
on these ideas with the fundamental premise that
although contact between groups is not automati-
cally sufficient to improve intergroup relations, it
can substantially reduce intergroup prejudice when
certain features characterize the intergroup contact
situation: (a) equal status within the contact situa-
tion; (b) intergroup cooperation; (c) common
goals; and (d) support of authorities, law, or cus-
tom. Since then two other aspects of contact have
been identified as particularly important: opportu-
nities for personal acquaintance between the
members (particularly involving nonstereotypic
elements; Cook, 1985), and, building on this, inter-
group friendships (Pettigrew, 1997, 1998). Decades
of research that followed demonstrated the robust-
ness of intergroup contact for reducing bias, par-
ticulatly when these key conditions are met
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006, 2008).

Beginning in the 1980s, however, attention has
focused increasingly on how intergroup contact
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reduced bias (see Tausch & Hewstone, 2010).
Researchers identified both cognitive and affec-
tive processes as potential candidates. Cognitively,
although greater knowledge of the other group
had only limited impact in reducing bias
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; but also see Eller &
Abrams, 2003, 2004), the manner in which con-
tact changed the ways people socially categorized
others and perceived the relationship between
these categories played a pivotal role in improv-
ing intergroup attitudes (Brown & Hewstone,
2005; Gaertner & Dovidio, 2009; Miller, 2002).
Affectively, reductions in intergroup anxiety and
threat (Stephan & Stephan, 2000) and increases in
empathy for members of the other group
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; Swart, Hewstone,
Christ, & Voci, 2010) were critical processes for
improving intergroup relations.

In addition to exploring how contact works,
contact research during the 1990s also focused on
when contact worked best. Research demonstrated
that the effects of contact were more strongly
generalized from individual outgroup members
to the outgroup as a whole when social categori-
zations were salient during contact (see Brown &
Hewstone, 2005, for a review). Contact was also
more effective when it led to a perceived ‘common
ingroup identity’ among participants of ostensibly
distinct groups (see Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000,
for a review).

Notwithstanding the substantive achieve-
ments of the vast body of research on direct
intergroup contact, especially its attention to
mediating and moderating mechanisms, the
empirical focus of the work was specifically on
the direct, personal experience of intergroup
contact. As the end of the 20th century
approached, however, a new perspective was
introduced.

Extended contact

The ‘extended contact hypothesis, first proposed
by Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, and Ropp
(1997), presented the idea that the mere knowl-
edge that an ingroup member has a close, positive
relationship with an outgroup member can

reduce intergroup bias. In their paradigmatic
work, Wright et al. reported correlational evi-
dence that people who knew that an ingroup
member had an outgroup friend had less negative
attitudes, and they demonstrated experimentally
that providing this information created more
positive intergroup attitudes. Furthermore, the
beneficial effects of knowledge of an ingroup
member’s close relationship with an outgroup
member—the extended contact effect—had pos-
itive effects on intergroup attitudes over and
above the influence of direct intergroup contact.
Subsequent research replicated and expanded
these effects of extended contact, exploring both
mediating and moderating processes (see Turner,
Hewstone, Voci, Paolini, & Christ, 2007, for a
review). The papers on extended contact in this
Special Issue take the research literature forward
in several significant ways.

Research on extended contact expanded the
theoretical landscape for contact and intergroup
relations. Although the processes hypothesized to
underlie extended contact effects may overlap
with those relating to direct contact, such as
reduced anxiety, threat, and negative expectations
(see Mallett & Wilson, 2010), they also involve
unique elements. These processes emphasize the
social nature of intergroup attitudes. For instance,
Wright et al. proposed that learning of an ingroup
member’s close relationship with an outgroup
member can lead to greater inclusiveness in one’s
self-concept (inclusion of others in the self;
Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991) by associa-
tion: “my friend’s friend is my friend.” Such
knowledge can also change perceptions of
ingroup norms about the outgroup, as well as of
outgroup norms toward the ingroup. Moreover,
to the extent that people adhere more strongly to
group norms when they think of themselves as
members of the ingroup (Turner, Hogg, Oakes,
Reicher, & Wetherell, 1987), salient ingroup iden-
tity can promote, rather than impede, positive
intergroup relations when people perceive the
ingroup norm as inclusive and accepting of out-
group members. Several of the papers in this
Special Issue demonstrate that extended contact
has positive effects on intergroup attitude beyond
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the influence of direct contact and illuminate the
dynamics of extended contact. The paper by
Gomez, Tropp, and Fernandez, “When extended
contact opens the door to future contact: Testing
the effects of extended contact on attitudes and
intergroup expectancies among majority and
minority groups,” reveals that several of the fac-
tors hypothesized to mediate the effects of
extended contact do so in concert. Specifically,
these researchers found that the extended contact
effect on both attitudes and intergroup expectan-
cies was mediated, for both majority (Spanish)
and minority (immigrant) samples, by perceived
ingroup norms, perceived outgroup norms, and
greater inclusion of the other in the self.
Morteover, Gémez et al. found that the effects of
direct contact on improving intergroup attitudes
were weaker for minority-group than majority-
group members (a typical finding; see, for exam-
ple, Binder et al., 2009; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005).
However, the effects of extended contact were
equally strong for majority and minority groups.
This finding has valuable practical, as well as the-
oretical, implications.

In their article, “Two degrees of separation:
A (one-year) longitudinal study of actual and
petceived extended international contact,” Eller,
Abrams, and Zimmermann investigated the
impact of extended contact over time on friends
of college students from 30 countries who spent
a year at British universities. The longitudinal
design of this study, which permitted tests of
changes in intergroup orientations, also yielded
notable support for extended contact effects.
Extended contact led to lower perceived igno-
rance about the outgroup, greater awareness of
more positive outgroup behavior, greater inclu-
sion of the other in the self, and more positive
general outgroup evaluation. Similar to the
Gomez et al. study, however, reduced anxiety did
not play as strong or as consistent a role relative
to the other mediators. Although other studies
have reported evidence that extended contact
improves attitudes via reduced anxiety (see
Paolini, Hewstone, Cairns, & Voci, 2004), Eller
et al’s results suggest an interesting contrast to
the work on direct contact, in which reduced

intergroup anxiety tends to be #he strongest medi-
ator (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Importantly,
and even when controlling for incidental varia-
tion in direct contact, Eller et al. found an
impressive number of theory-consistent signifi-
cant relationships, and this was true both when
extended contact was operationalized in terms of
the actual experiences of the international students
and through the perceptions of that contact among
the home-based friends.

Cameron, Rutland, and Hossain, in their paper,
“When and why does extended contact work? The
role of high quality direct contact and group
norms in the development of positive ethnic inter-
group attitudes among children” provide comple-
mentary quasi-experimental evidence of the
benefits of extended contact for intergroup rela-
tions. Specifically, these researchers developed and
tested an intervention with children 6-11 years
old. The intervention involved reading stories that
portrayed friendships between ethnic majority and
minority (Indian) children. In some of the stories
the superordinate (school) category membership
of the characters was salient (common in-group
identity), whereas in other stories the protagonists’
superordinate and subgroup identities were made
salient (dual identity). Children in a control group
were not exposed to these stories. Overall,
extended contact, represented by the intervention,
promoted more positive attitudes toward minority
children compared to the control condition, and
these effects occurred independently of the par-
ticipating children’s direct, personal contact with
the group. In addition, the two forms of the inter-
vention (emphasis on superordinate or dual iden-
tity) were equally effective. This study thus offers
causal, converging evidence of the influence of
extended contact, over and above direct contact,
but it also raises some intriguing questions about
how and when perceptions of outgroup norms
may be more important than perceptions of
ingroup norms.

Whereas much of the research on direct con-
tact effects has focused on the common pro-
cesses that generally lead to more positive
intergroup attitudes, two of the papers in this
Special Issue consider the influence of individual
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differences as moderators of extended contact
effects. Drawing on previous research indicating
that extended contact improves intergroup atti-
tudes in part by changing perceptions of ingroup
norms (Turner, Hewstone, Voci, & Vonofakou,
2008; as the paper by Gomez et al. in this Special
Issue also shows), Sharp, Voci, and Hewstone
tested whether individual differences in sensitiv-
ity to normative forces uniquely influence the
impact of knowledge that an ingroup member is
friends with an outgroup member on intergroup
attitudes. Specifically, Sharp et al. studied differ-
ences in public self-consciousness and social
comparison in their article, “Individual difference
variables as moderators of the effect of extended
cross-group friendship on prejudice: Testing the
effects of public self-consciousness and social
comparison.” These authors found that, when
considered simultanecously, social comparison
moderated the effects of extended contact as
predicted: White, heterosexual participants with
stronger social comparison tendencies exhibited
stronger positive extended contact effects involv-
ing both Asian and gay target groups. However,
public self-consciousness did not play a signifi-
cant role beyond social comparison. It is likely
that, because extended contact effects require a
strong “other focus,” individual differences that
reflect greater attunement to what others think,
feel, and do (such as social comparison) may be
more influential than those that may reflect a
focus on the self more directly (such as measures
of self-consciousness).

As we have seen thus far, the knowledge that
an ingroup member has an outgroup friend allays
concerns about outgroup threat, changes inter-
group expectations from negative to positive, and
alters perceptions of ingroup norms in more
inclusive ways. Given the key role of perceived
threat in theory and research on authoritarianism,
individual differences in authoritarianism, which
have been shown to be important in direct
contact effects (Dhont & Van Hiel, 2009), may
also have unique effects for extended contact (see
also Hodson, Harry, & Mitchell, 2009). One of
the key elements of Right-Wing Authoritari-
anism (Altemeyer, 1998) is strict adherence to

conventional norms and values (conventionalism).
The work by Dhont and Van Hiel in this Special
Issue, “Direct contact and authoritarianism
as moderators between extended contact and
reduced prejudice: Lower threat and greater trust
as mediators,” tested (a) whether authoritarianism
among a representative sample of Dutch people
moderated the impact of extended contact, and
(b) whether this effect was mediated by threat and
trust. As they predicted, Dhont and Van Hiel
found that participants higher in authoritarianism
showed stronger positive extended contact effects
on intergroup attitudes, particularly when they
had relatively low levels of direct, personal inter-
group contact. These positive effects were medi-
ated by lower feelings of threat and greater trust
of outgroup members.

Whereas Dhont and Van Hiel studied threat
and trust as mediators of extended contact effects
on more positive outgroup attitudes, increased
trust and reduced threat may be important out-
comes in their own right. Threat appears to be a
critical factor that may not only contribute to
negative intergroup attitudes (Rick, Mania, &
Gaertner, 2006), but may also directly shape inter-
group behavior and discrimination (Blascovich,
Mendes, & Seery, 2002). Feelings of threat can
produce a prevention (versus promotion) focus
for intergroup interaction (Plant, Devine, &
Peruche, 2010), which leads to avoidance of per-
sonal contact (Plant & Devine, 2003), negatively
biased expectations and interpretations for such
interaction (Hugenberg & Bodenhausen, 2004),
and behaviors that may, often without intention,
convey impressions that exacerbate intergroup
tension and conflict (Dovidio et al., 2002).

In contrast to the considerable interest in the
role of threat in intergroup relations (see Stephan
& Stephan, 2000), relatively less attention has
been devoted to the influence of intergroup trust
or mistrust on intergroup relations. Although
trust is not synonymous with ingroup favoritism,
these concepts appear rooted in similar processes
(Yamagishi & Kiyonari, 2000). People tend to
trust others when they are identified as members
of their own group, particularly in Western cul-
tures (Foddy, Platow, & Yamagishi, 2009; Yuki,
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Maddux, & Brewer, 2005), and they tend to dis-
trust others who are seen as members of other
groups (Insko & Schopler, 1998). Particularly for
forms of intergroup bias in which overt expres-
sions of bias are at odds with strong egalitarian
norms (as with race relations in the United
States), intergroup mistrust may be a more potent
factor determining the course of intergroup rela-
tions than expressions of intergroup attitudes
(Dovidio et al., 2008).

Tausch, Hewstone, Schmid, Hughes, and
Cairns™ article in this Special Issue, “Extended
contact effects as a function of closeness of rela-
tionship with ingroup contacts,” advances work
on extended contact in two fundamental ways.
Tausch et al. demonstrated that, for Catholic and
Protestant survey respondents in Northern
Ireland, knowledge of friendship between an
ingroup and an outgroup member more effec-
tively reduced prejudice when there was greater
intimacy between the participant and the other
ingroup member (e.g., when the ingroup member
was a friend or family member). But relationships
typically thought of as less close (e.g., ingroup
neighbors who have outgroup friends) can also
exert impact via extended contact, especially
when those others are perceived as closer by the
perceiver. Thus, who the ingroup member was
mattered substantially. In addition, trust was a
primary outcome of interest. In fact, the results
wete stronger and more consistent for intergroup
trust than for intergroup attitudes. These findings
thus complement previous work on extended
contact. As Tausch et al. explain, “Trust is a key
concept for peace building as, once established, it
facilitates the achievement of mutually beneficial
outcomes.”

Taken together, the six empirical papers in this
Special Issue that have a specific focus on
extended contact offer significant advances in the
study of intergroup relations. Most basically, they
add substantially to the weight of evidence dem-
onstrating the unique effects of extended con-
tact, knowledge that an ingroup member has a
close relationship with an outgroup member,
independent of the effects of direct, personal
contact. Even more importantly, these studies

increase understanding of how, when, and for
whom extended contact operates most effec-
tively. This information is not only critical for
building and expanding theory for extended con-
tact, but it can also guide practical interventions
for improving relations across national boundar-
ies (see Eller et al.), between groups in long-term
conflict (see Tausch et al.), toward members of
stigmatized groups (Sharp et al.), and between
groups forming new relationships (e.g., members
of host countries and immigrant groups; see
Dhont et al. and Gémez et al). However, the
Special Issue is not restricted to extended contact.
Other papers take steps beyond the boundaries
of the extended contact paradigm to explore
other forms of indirect contact, namely vicarious
contact and imagined contact.

Vicarious contact

Perhaps spurred by the interest in extended con-
tact, an increasing number of studies have begun
to examine a variety of other “nondirect” forms
of contact. Some of these studies integrate the
ideas of extended contact with general principles
19806).

Observing the actions of another person, partic-

of social learning theory (Bandura,

ularly someone with whom one identifies, can
influence perceptions of how one should per-
form and/or expand one’s personal knowledge
and repertoire about how one can behave. It can
inhibit or disinhibit existing inclinations or help
people acquire new knowledge, understanding,
and skill. As Mutz and Goldman (2010) observe
in their review of the literature on mass media
effects on prejudice, television, radio, and the
internet are primary sources of information for
impressions that ingroup members may have of
other social groups.

Portrayals of intergroup relations on television
can influence the attitudes of vast number of
viewers, often without their conscious awareness.
Schiappa et al. (2005), for example, showed that
viewing television programs that portrayed posi-
tive intergroup contact was associated with lower
levels of prejudice. In contrast, seeing subtle nega-
tive nonverbal expressions of bias expressed by
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white television characters toward black charac-
ters increased white viewers’ biases toward blacks
generally (Weisbuch, Pauker, & Ambady, 2009). In
addition, 5-10-year-old children who read stories
featuring friendships between non-disabled and
disabled children displayed more positive attitudes
and intended behavior toward children (Cameron
& Rutland, 2000).

The dynamics of media effects appear to over-
lap to some extent with those underlying direct
contact and, particularly, extended contact. For
example, exposure to pictures and visual portrayals
can alter the way children socially categorize oth-
ers, changing the focus from ingroup-outgroup
(“we” and “they”) to a more inclusive perception
(“us”; Houlette, Gaertner, Johnson, Banker, Riek,
& Dovidio, 2004). It can also influence, as conven-
tional extended contact does, perceptions of
ingroup and outgroup norms and facilitate posi-
tive expectancies for future intergroup interaction.

Mazziotta, Mummendey, and Wright’s article in
this Special Issue relies heavily on social learning
theory to derive its hypotheses. [ Zewing (as opposed
to merely knowing about) a positive interaction
between an ingroup member and an outgroup
member constitutes vicarious intergroup contact,
and it produced, as predicted, more positive inter-
group attitudes than did control conditions.
Furthermore, consistent with the hypothesized
processes, the impact of vicarious contact on
favorable attitudes was mediated by reduced uncer-
tainty and greater feelings of self-efficacy for
future interactions involving the self (see also
Mallett & Wilson, 2010). Mazziotta and colleagues
argue that research on vicarious contact expands
prior work on indirect contact by integrating rele-
vant specific processes for intergroup relations
with general social-cognitive principles of learning,

The question of how distinct the dynamics of
vicarious contact are from those of extended con-
tact is a productive avenue for future research to
pursue. Nevertheless, the theoretical and empiri-
cal case for attending to the general principles of
social learning for understanding how different
forms of indirect contact operate is persuasive.
The literature on social learning theory, for exam-
ple, converges with the emphasis of previous

research on extended contact on the importance
of perceived intergroup norms.

Although perceptions of ingroup norms can
lead to more positive attitudes toward an out-
group, these normative perceptions can also have
more immediate effects on intergroup relations.
While it may be valuable to focus primarily on
changing personal attitudes, which are presumed
to be relatively stable across conditions, to
improve intergroup relations, intergroup attitudes
are only a modest predictor of discriminatory
behavior (see Dovidio, Brigham, Johnson, &
Gaertner, 1996; Talaska, Fiske, & Chaiken,
2008). Moreover, there is often a “principle-
implementation gap” (Dixon, Durrheim, &
Tredoux, 2007), in which positive attitudes do not
translate directly into action to improve inter-
group equity. Thus, under some conditions, such
as when negative intergroup attitudes are strongly
crystallized and habitually (and often uncon-
sciously) activated (Dovidio, Kawakami, & Beach,
2001; Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji,
2009), or intergroup conflict is recent or ongoing,
it may be more practical, and ultimately more
effective, to change normative perceptions rather
than attempt to change personal attitudes. Paluck
(2009), for example, demonstrated that exposure
to a radio soap opera featuring positive inter-
group contact between Hutus and Tutsis and
supportive messages promoting constructive
intergroup relations did not significantly change
listeners’ personal beliefs, but it did alter their
perceptions of normative relations between the
groups and guided appropriate intergroup behav-
ior. Changing intergroup behavior in ways that
enhance outcomes can then, over the longer-
term, change intergroup attitudes, as well. Indeed,
changing perceptions of intergroup norms may
represent a more efficient way to promote posi-
tive relations between groups than targeting atti-
tudes, which may be deeply embedded in personal
experiences and long-term socialization.

Imagined contact

It is also important to distinguish different forms
of nondirect contact from one another, particulatly
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in terms of their underlying processes. Whereas
extended and vicarious contact involve the
knowledge or observation of other ingroup
members interacting with an outgroup member,
imagined contact (see Turner, Crisp, & Lambert,
2007) is an indirect form of contact that involves
the self directly. It is the “mental simulation of a
social interaction with a member or members of
an outgroup category” (Crisp & Turner, 2009,
p. 234). In their article in this Special Issue,
‘Attributional processes underlying imagined con-
tact effects,” Crisp and Husnu observe, “Herein
lies the key conceptual distinction. . . . Imagined
contact is indirect in the sense that no actual con-
tact occurs, but it does involve an interaction that
takes place between the self and an outgroup. . ..
In this sense, imagined contact is more similar to
actual contact . . . than [is] extended contact.”

The positive effects of imagined contact have
now been demonstrated across several experi-
ments involving various outgroups. Imagined
contact reduces bias toward elderly persons and
gay men (Turner et al., 2007) and leads to more
positive perceptions of the attributes of other
ethnic and national groups (Husnu & Crisp, 2010;
Stathi & Crisp, 2008). Indeed, like extended con-
tact, recent work has also demonstrated that
imagined contact can eliminate stereotype threat
among clderly people (Abrams, Crisp, Marques,
Fagg, Bedford, & Provias, 2008; see also Abrams,
Eller, & Bryant, 2000).

Previous work on imagined contact has identi-
fied two key elements necessaty to achieve positive
impact on intergroup relations (Crisp & Turner,
2009). First, participants must actively engage in
mental simulation of the contact experience.
Second, the imagined contact must be positive.
Less fully delineated, however, are the mediating
mechanisms. Like direct contact, imagined contact
is effective, at least in part, because it reduces anxiety
associated with intergroup contact (Turner et al.,
2007). The Crisp and Husnu article in the present
Special Issue identifies another mechanism—
the causal attributions that people make after imag-
ining themselves engaging in positive intergroup
contact. Specifically, participants who imagined
themselves interacting positively with an outgroup

member showed more positive attitudes toward
the outgroup, particularly when they adopted a
third-person perspective that promoted internal
attributions for their actions.

Conclusion

In summary, indirect contact includes a range of
different types of activities. It involves learning
that an ingroup member has a friend in the out-
group (extended contact), being exposed to
members of the ingroup and outgroup interact-
ing in fictitious media portrayals (parasocial con-
tact), observing the interaction of another
ingroup member interacting with an outgroup
member (vicarious contact), or imagining oneself
engaging in positive intergroup contact (imagined
contact). Although much of the research on indi-
rect contact, like that on direct contact, has
focused on intergroup attitudes as the outcome
of interest, indirect contact can have broad
effects, such as reducing intergroup threat,
increasing intergroup understanding and trust,
and reducing the experience of stereotype threat
(see Crisp & Turner, 2009).

The effectiveness of extended contact for
improving various elements necessary for favor-
able intergroup relations is now well established.
Six of the articles in this Special Issue add sub-
stantially to the weight of evidence demonstrating
its effectiveness. These papers, together with the
articles on vicarious contact and imagined contact
in the Special Issue, also recognize the importance
of understanding the psychological mechanisms
that underlie the impact of indirect contact on
intergroup orientations. Some mechanisms, such
as the reduction of anxiety, are similar to those
that are critical to the effectiveness of direct con-
tact. However, other mechanisms appear more
intervention-specific. For example, perceptions
of ingroup and outgroup norms play an impor-
tant role in extended contact effects, whereas
causal attributions for one’s behavior are more
influential for the impact of imagined contact.

One potential difference between contact
directly implicating the self (i.e., direct and imag-
ined contact) and indirect contact in which
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another ingroup member’s contact is central
(extended contact and vicarious contact) involves
the extent to which intra-individual or social
responses are more influential. For instance, intra-
individual influences, such as reductions in anxiety
and increases in the experience of empathy, play a
particularly important role in direct contact effects
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Perceptions of social
norms, both ingroup and outgroup norms, are
much more influential mediators of the effect of
extended contact and other forms of indirect
contact. Of course, the effects of indirect contact
also involve intra-individual processes, such as
increasing inclusion of the other in the self, reduc-
ing uncertainty and anxiety, and reducing igno-
rance of the other group. However, they further
involve a strong social component, relating to
compliance with and internalization of group
norms. Thus, examining the role of different
underlying mechanisms can help identify the
dynamics of different forms of direct and indirect
contact and illuminate the extent to which they
represent distinct phenomena.

Future research might productively pursue,
and possibly question, this apparent distinctive-
ness in mechanisms between intergroup contact
directly involving the self and contact by other
ingroup members. It is quite possible, for exam-
ple, that norms may be an important mechanism
for direct contact as well; it may just be that this
mechanism has received only limited attention in
research guided by Contact Theory. Indeed, as we
noted earlier, from its inception, Contact Theory
has identified “support of authorities, law, or cus-
tom” as a key facilitating factor. However, com-
pliance with or internalization of related norms
has rarely been studied as a mediator of direct
contact effects. Similarly, whereas parasocial and
vicarious contact may not only relieve uncertainty
but may also illustrate how to interact effectively
with an outgroup member, the effects of feelings
of efficacy and actual prior experience with out-
group members might play an important but pre-
viously unrecognized role in the consequences of
direct contact on intergroup attitudes. People
who feel or are more skilled in intergroup interac-
tion may find new intergroup interactions more

rewarding, accelerating reductions in intergroup
bias.

Another fertile direction for future research is
to investigate the role of group status and power
in indirect contact effects. In his version of the
Contact Hypothesis, Allport (1954) prescribed
“equal status within the contact situation® as a key
dimension of the intergroup context for direct
contact to reduce bias. However, relative group
status and power have not yet received sustained
attention as factors in research on indirect contact
effects. Practically, this facet of indirect contact is
important: It may be difficult to constrain how
people learn that an ingroup member has an out-
group friend, and intergroup interaction rarely
occurs between groups equivalent in social power.
Understanding the influence of relative group sta-
tus might also provide insight into when the per-
ception of the ingroup’s norm or the outgroup’s
norm is the more important mechanism underly-
ing indirect contact effects. Whereas people may
generally attend more to ingroup than outgroup
norms and have a deeper knowledge of ingroup
norms, they may be more responsive to the norms
of a more powerful outgroup.

Collectively, then, the articles in this Special
Issue represent a substantial general contribution
to the study of intergroup relations, and a more
specific one to the study of how prejudice can be
reduced. The articles make a clear contribution
by documenting the systematic influence of indi-
rect forms of contact for improving intergroup
orientations. However, beyond adding impor-
tantly to the weight of evidence indicating the
effects of indirect contact, over and above
the influence of direct contact, they illuminate
the underlying mechanisms that account for these
effects. Together, these findings make an impor-
tant contribution not only in distinguishing dif-
ferent types of contact, but also in promoting
the development of an integrated contact model,
involving both direct and indirect contact and
studying a range of different mechanisms, mod-
erating factors, and outcomes. The articles in this
Special Issue are valuable for the questions they
answer, but ultimately they may be even more
important for expanding the field’s perspectives
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on intergroup contact and identifying promising
new research questions to ask.
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