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Abstract 

Although engaging in direct cross-group contact can improve intergroup attitudes, recent 

research has shown that these interactions may have unintended consequences for low-

status group members’ collective action intentions (e.g., Wright & Baray, 2012).  

However, research has shown that indirect forms of contact can also improve intergroup 

attitudes, but to date no research has examined the impact of indirect contact on 

collective action orientation for both high-and low-status group members.  Findings of 

the current research suggest that for both high-and low-status group members there is 

an indirect negative impact of observing a high-quality cross-group interaction on 

collective action, which is partially mediated by group-based anger.  The lack of a direct 

effect suggests that there are one or more variables that served to suppress this effect, 

raising the possibility that indirect cross-group contact may have both empowering and 

disempowering effects on collective action.   

Keywords:  cross-group contact; collective action; intergroup inequality; prejudice 
reduction; intergroup attitudes 
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Introduction 

Canada’s racial and linguistic diversity has significantly changed as the rate of 

immigration from non-European countries has increased.  It has been projected that by 

2017 visible minorities will comprise over 20% of the Canadian population and large 

metropolitan cities will likely be a plurality with no group representing a clear majority 

(Reitz & Banerjee, 2007).  This increasingly diverse society offers many exciting 

possibilities for Canada, but brings with it the challenge of ensuring positive harmonious 

relations while also ensuring that all groups have equal access to the opportunities and 

resources offered by the country.  Increasing contact across groups brings the 

opportunity for learning and growth, but also the potential for more direct experiences 

with discrimination.  For example, 35% of visible minorities in Canada report 

experiencing discrimination based on their ethnicity and/or culture (Statistics Canada, 

2009a) and police-reported hate crimes towards Arabs and West Asians doubled in 

Canada from 2008 to 2009 (Statistics Canada, 2009b).  Discrimination is not limited to 

race and ethnicity.  The proportion of gays, lesbians and bisexuals reporting victimization 

is 3 times higher than heterosexuals (Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, 2004) and 

more than 10% of young women in Canada reported being sexually harassed at work in 

the past year (Johnson, 1994). 

In addition to individual acts of discrimination, some groups also experience 

disadvantages such as structural inequalities, where resources are distributed unequally 

across groups.  For example, although Canada is one of the wealthiest countries in the 

world, income inequality has increased over the past 20 years.  Women, seniors, 

Aboriginal people, people with disabilities, and recent immigrants are at the highest risk 

of experiencing poverty (Standing Committee on Human Resources, Skills and Social 

Development and the Status of Persons with Disabilities, 2010).  Many of these same 

groups also face health inequalities.  For example, the poorest 20% of Canadians are 

twice as likely to be diagnosed with chronic conditions such as heart disease and 

diabetes, compared to the richest 20% (Public Health Agency of Canada, 2011).  
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Given the presence of discrimination and intergroup inequality in society it is not 

surprising that there has been a strong focus in social psychological research to improve 

intergroup relations (Wright, 2010).  Since the 1950’s many social psychologists have 

focused their research on ways of reducing prejudice (Oskamp, 2000).  This research 

has provided a number of successful strategies for reducing prejudice and creating more 

positive social interactions between members of different social groups (Aronson & 

Patnoe, 1997; Paluck & Green, 2009; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008).  In particular, Gordon 

Allport’s (1954) Intergroup Contact Theory has received much attention in the social 

sciences as a strategy to improve intergroup relations (see Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & 

Tropp, 2006).  It involves the idea that creating opportunities for direct contact (e.g., in 

classroom settings, cross-group friendships) between groups, under certain conditions, 

can lead to improvements in intergroup attitudes and behaviour (Pettigrew & Tropp, 

2006; Wright et al., 1997).  More recently, there has been evidence that indirect forms of 

contact can also improve intergroup attitudes.  For example, knowledge of an ingroup 

member who has a close relationship with an outgroup member (extended contact – 

Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997), or observing a series of positive social 

interactions between an ingroup and outgroup member (vicarious contact – Mazziotta, 

Mummendey & Wright, 2011) can lead to improved attitudes towards the outgroup.  

Research on direct and indirect cross-group contact as a way to improve intergroup 

attitudes has proven to be quite successful (Dovidio, Eller & Hewstone, 2011; Pettigrew 

& Tropp, 2008).  However, recently some social psychologists have questioned whether 

these changes in individual attitudes and cross-group contact are necessarily the only, 

or even the best way to reduce the broader structural inequalities between groups (see 

Dixon et al., 2013; Wright & Baray, 2012).  

An alternative avenue to social change is through collective action, where 

members of a group engage in actions intended to reduce intergroup inequality.  A 

number of researchers have recently shown that the collective action strategy does not 

compliment prejudice reduction strategies.  Rather, these two alternatives for creating 

change may be to some degree at odds with each other.  Wright and Baray (2012), for 

example, describe how direct cross-group contact can sometimes undermine 

disadvantaged group members’ motivation to engage in collective action.  If people are 
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not motivated to engage in collective action to reduce intergroup inequality, this can 

have detrimental effects on the potential for meaningful social change.   

The growing empirical evidence for the negative effects of direct contact on 

collective action intentions (Dixon et al., 2013; Wright & Baray, 2012), suggests that an 

important next step is to determine whether indirect contact, which has been argued to 

be “critically important, both practically and theoretically” (Dovidio, Eller & Hewstone, pp. 

148) also has an undermining effect on collective action.  The current research was 

designed to provide an initial investigation of this question - will collective action 

intentions be reduced when participants observe a more positive cross-group interaction 

compared to observing a less positive cross-group interaction?   

I will first provide a more detailed account of the two key social psychological 

strategies that are thought to bring about social change (i.e., direct and indirect cross-

group contact and collective action).  Next, I will review Wright and Lubensky’s (2009) 

discussion of the conflicts between these two strategies and why prejudice reduction 

strategies such as direct cross-group contact may lead to a reduction in collective action 

intentions.  I will then consider whether these explanations can be applied to indirect 

cross-group contact and introduce a theoretical framework that suggests indirect cross-

group contact may also undermine collective action. 

Strategies for Social Change 

Direct Cross-Group Contact 

A basic premise of the Intergroup Contact Theory (a form of direct contact) is that 

bringing members of different groups together is not sufficient to bring about positive 

changes in attitudes.  According to Allport, four conditions must be present in order for 

intergroup contact to reduce prejudice.  (a) The individuals that are interacting within the 

current situation must be given equal status and therefore the current situation must be 

structured in a way to make clear that equal status between the group members is 

expected and required.  (b) The situation must be structured so both individuals are 

working together towards a common goal.  For example, a basketball team has to work 

together to win the game and therefore the goal of winning is common to all members of 
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the team.  (c) Cooperation, not competition, must be present.  For example, the jigsaw 

classroom (a direct cross-group contact strategy) provides each student in the group 

with a task they must finish in order for the group to reach their goal.  Therefore, 

reaching the goal requires all members of the group to interact cooperatively.  (d) The 

final condition requires the authorities, such as teachers and the law, to be supportive of 

the cross-group contact.  The result of this support is the creation of norms that support 

contact across groups and are recognizable by members of both groups (Paluck & 

Green, 2009; Pettigrew, 1998).   

A meta-analysis of over 500 studies of direct contact (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) 

reveals consistent moderate support for the effectiveness of cross-group contact.  It also 

shows that any or all of Allport’s proposed conditions do not have to be met for attitudes 

to change, but the benefits of cross-group contact are greatest when these conditions 

are present.  Thus, it appears that the contact hypothesis rightly deserves to be 

considered the most successful prejudice reduction strategy offered by psychology 

(Dovidio, Gaertner & Kawakami, 2003).  In addition, its success has led researchers to 

examine extensions of direct cross-group contact that focus on more distal forms of 

contact.  

Indirect Cross-Group Contact 

The general concept of indirect cross-group contact was first introduced by 

Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe and Ropp (1997), with their articulation of the extended 

contact hypothesis.  The idea is that merely being aware that an ingroup member has a 

close friendship with an outgroup member can result in improved attitudes towards the 

outgroup as a whole.  Testing of the extended contact hypothesis found more positive 

attitudes towards the outgroup among both high-status and low-status group members 

who knew of close cross-ethnic friendships (Wright et al., 1997).  Initial research on the 

extended contact hypothesis also led to investigations of other forms of indirect cross-

group contact that are even more distal.  For example, vicarious contact involves simply 

observing a positive cross-group interaction and recent research has shown that this 

form of positive indirect cross-group contact can lead to increased interest in engaging in 

future direct cross-group contact as well as decreased prejudice towards the outgroup 

(Mazziotta, et al., 2011).  



 

5 

Research has shown that indirect cross-group contact can be successful in a 

variety of intergroup contexts, including improving attitudes towards immigrants (Paolini, 

Hewstone, Cairns & Voci, 2004), improving children’s attitudes towards people with 

disabilities (Cameron & Rutland, 2006), and improving attitudes of South Asian and 

White people in the United Kingdom (Turner, Hewstone & Voci, 2007).  Social 

psychologists have noted that indirect cross-group contact offers a valuable practical 

application of the contact hypothesis because reductions in prejudice can occur without 

having to bring people together to engage in direct contact (Wright et al., 1997; Turner et 

al., 2010).   

Collective Action 

Another area of research and theorizing in the social psychology of social change 

has focused on direct action that demands redress of status inequality.  This is the study 

of collective action.  Social psychologists (see Wright, 2010) define collective action as 

any action that is intended to improve the status or conditions of one’s ingroup.  Such 

actions can be taken by a group of people working in concert, such as a protest or 

political movement, or by individuals acting alone, such as confronting a person 

engaging in a discriminatory act (Becker, 2012).    

Despite the prevalence of intergroup inequality, low-status group members often 

do not engage in collective action to reduce this inequality.  This can be understood by 

examining the four psychological prerequisites to collective action proposed by Tajfel 

and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory.  In order for collective action to emerge: (a) 

individuals must have a strong and meaningful identification with the group that is 

experiencing the intergroup inequality; (b) the boundaries between the high-and low-

status groups must be seen as closed, thus making movement from the low-status group 

to the high-status group appear to be impossible; (c) the individual must perceive the 

intergroup inequality as illegitimate and therefore unfair; and (d) the individual must 

believe the intergroup inequality can be ameliorated.  A combination of a strong 

collective identification, impermeable boundaries between groups, perceived illegitimacy, 

and a belief that the intergroup inequality can change leads to collective action 

orientation (Wright, 2010).  A strong collective action orientation indicates an increased 

willingness or desire to engage in collective action on behalf of one’s group. 
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In addition, van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer and Leach (2004) have proposed that 

there are two complimentary, but distinct pathways that lead low-status group members 

to take collective action – group-based anger and group efficacy.  The perception that 

the intergroup inequality is unfair leads to group-based anger, which in turn increases 

collective action intentions.  Similarly, increased feelings of support for social action 

strengthens perceptions of group efficacy – the belief that group members can 

effectively bring about change – which in turn increases interest in collective action.  It is 

also interesting to note that research on high-status group members’ willingness to 

engage in direct social action on behalf of the low-status group has shown that anger is 

also an important predictor (Mallett et al., 2008).     

Collective action does not always have to be taken solely by low-status group 

members.  There are many real-world examples where high-status group members 

support and participate in direct actions for social change on behalf of low-status groups.  

For example, white people were part of the civil rights movement, men are engaging in 

the fight to reduce gender inequality, and heterosexuals take action as members of gay-

straight alliances (Mallett, Huntsinger, Sinclair & Swim, 2008).  Collaboration between 

high-status and low-status group members can have important implications for bringing 

about social change.  High-status group members usually have more power and 

resources than members of the low-status group (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) and their 

actions can at times be more persuasive to third parties who observe direct social 

actions, because high-status group members are not seen as self-interested (Czopp & 

Monteith, 2003).   

Although research on collective action has gained momentum in the social 

psychological study of social change, prejudice reduction is clearly the dominant focus 

(Wright, 2010).  It may appear that reducing prejudice and promoting collective action 

are both good ideas and thus could be thought of as complimentary.  However, a 

number of researchers have begun to explore the possibility that there may be 

inconsistencies and even contradictions between these two strategies (see Dixon et al., 

2012; Wright, 2001). 
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Cross-Group Contact versus Collective Action 

Recent research on direct cross-group contact (note that none of this research 

has been conducted using indirect cross-group contact) has shown that this means of 

reducing prejudice may have unintended consequences for low-status group members’ 

willingness to engage in collective action (Dixon, Tropp, Durrheim & Tredoux, 2010; 

Wright & Baray, 2012; Wright & Lubensky, 2009).  For example, Saguy, Tausch, Dovidio 

and Pratto (2009) showed that following positive cross-group contact, Israeli Jews’ (a 

high-status majority) attitudes towards Israeli Arabs (a low-status minority) were 

improved, but the intergroup inequality was less obvious to the Israeli Arabs and 

therefore they interpreted the need for social change as less important.  Similarly, Dixon, 

Durrheim and Tredoux, (2007), asked South African residents about their level and type 

of contact with White and Black people, and their opinion of race related policies on 

employment, education and land.  The results showed that for Black South Africans 

positive contact with Whites reduced their support for race related policies; that is, 

contact decreased their support for policies designed to produce social change.  Similar 

effects have been shown experimentally.  Becker, Wright, Lubensky and Zhou (2012) 

arranged for low-status group members to have a friendly and positive interaction with a 

high-status group member who then expressed varying views about the legitimacy of 

their group’s advantaged status.  In all cases, friendly contact resulted in the low-status 

group member reporting more positive attitudes towards the high-status group (a 

positive contact effect).  However, it was only when the high-status group member 

explicitly indicated that they thought the intergroup inequality was illegitimate that 

members of the low-status group did not show a reduction in collective action 

orientation.  Friendly interactions with a high-status group member who appeared to see 

the inequality as legitimate or who did not indicate his or her position on the legitimacy of 

the inequality reduced the willingness of low-status group members to take collective 

action to improve the status of their group.  

In all of these examples of direct cross-group contact the primary goal of a 

prejudice reduction approach appears to have been met, but there may also be costs in 

terms of collective action intentions (Wright & Lubensky, 2009).  In order to understand 

why cross-group contact might undermine collective action we need to consider the 
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psychological antecedents to both cross-group contact and collective action (Sturmer & 

Simon, 2004; Tajfel & Turner, 1979; Wright, 2010).  Traditionally, cross-group contact 

approaches targeted high-status group members, whereas collective action approaches 

targeted low-status group members.  However, cross-group contact and collective action 

researchers have also focussed their investigation on the other targets.  That is, cross-

group contact researchers have examined the impact of contact on low-status group 

members’ attitudes towards high-status group members, showing similar although 

somewhat weaker positive effects on intergroup attitudes (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005).  

Additionally, collective action researchers have investigated high-status group members’ 

willingness to engage in action on behalf of low-status groups (Iyer, Leach & Crosby, 

2003; Mallett, Huntsinger & Sinclair, 2008).  Since cross-group contact involve both high-

and low-status group members it is important to assess how these interactions impact 

both groups.   

A closer look shows that many of the antecedents necessary for low-status 

groups to take part in collective action are the exact opposite to those necessary for 

cross-group contact approaches to be effective.  Wright and Lubensky (2009) have 

noted four examples.  The first is collective identity.  Collective identification is, for the 

most part, not encouraged during cross-group contact, several contact approaches 

advocate for reductions in the salience of the ingroup/outgroup distinction and a focus on 

personal or common identities (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).  

However, a keen awareness of and strong identification with the ingroup is a necessary 

prerequisite to collective action.  For example, a longitudinal study by Stürmer and 

Simon (2004b) showed that a measure of collective identification with a gay rights 

movement predicted gay men’s participation in collective action one year later.  In 

contrast, Greenaway, Quinn and Louis (2011) found that Indigenous Australians showed 

reduced levels of support for collective action when they were encouraged to think in 

terms of their common identity with all humans, compared to when they were 

encouraged to think in terms of their Indigenous Australian identity.  

In addition, the collective action approach calls for the low-status group to 

characterize the outgroup as a villain or oppressor in order to increase identification with 

the ingroup and to develop a target for collective action (Wright & Lubensky, 2009).  In 

order for this characterization to occur, perceived or real conflict between the groups is 
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necessary.  Cross-group contact has, by definition, the goal of improving attitudes and 

liking between groups.  Thus, perceptions of harmony, and not conflict, between groups 

is seen as critical in the cross-group contact approach, while conflict and competition are 

hallmarks of collective action (Dixon et al., 2010).  

A study by Wright and Lubensky (2009) illustrates the importance of both 

collective identification and seeing the high-status group as an oppressor in promoting 

collective action among low-status groups.  Among a sample of African American and 

Latino(a) students in the United States, more contact with White students was 

associated with lower identification with their ethnic ingroup and reduced blaming of 

Whites. These perceptions, in turn, were associated with less prejudice towards Whites, 

but also lower willingness to take part in collective action on behalf of their ethnic 

ingroup.  Thus, although a prejudice reduction approach (i.e., direct cross-group contact) 

improved intergroup attitudes by reducing ingroup identification and reducing the degree 

to which the outgroup was seen as the villain, both of these processes also served to 

undermine interest in collective action.    

A third key difference between the psychologies of collective action and prejudice 

reduction discussed involves perceptions of boundary permeability (Wright & Lubensky, 

2009).  Collective action requires that the boundaries between the high-status and low-

status groups be seen as impermeable.  This perception of impermeability strengthens 

identification with the ingroup and feelings of collective injustice, which then serve as 

strong motivators for change.  Research by Reynolds, Oakes, Haslam, Nolan and Dolnik 

(2000) and by Wright, Taylor and Moghaddam (1990) show that collective protest is 

highest when participants are placed in a low-status group with no option for moving into 

a higher status group.  When it is possible for low-status group members to move 

individually into the high-status group, collective protest is reduced and individual actions 

or acceptance of their position in the low-status group increase.  However, prejudice 

reduction approaches often encourage a blurring of group boundaries.   

Finally, in order for collective action to occur low-status group members must 

recognize the inequality between the two groups and recognize that inequality as unjust 

(Wright & Lubensky, 2009).  However, Saguy and Chernyak-Hai (2012) showed that 

when participants were placed in a contact situation where they were encouraged to 
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focus on the commonalities between the groups they were more likely to see the status 

differences as legitimate and were less likely to recognize instances of discrimination.  

Dixon et al. (2012) also add that the recognition of intergroup inequality can create 

negative emotions, such as anger, which then encourage group members to come 

together to fight for a more just society.  This is in contrast to the psychology of prejudice 

reduction, which encourages a reduction in the salience of the inequality between the 

groups.  Many of the most prominent prejudice reduction approaches call for the creation 

of equality between groups during the interaction (e.g., Allport, 1954; Aronson & Patnoe, 

1997).  

In summary, the underlying psychologies of these cross-group contact and 

collective action approaches are not complimentary, but rather are at odds with one 

another.  Therefore, it is not surprising that prejudice reduction approaches such as 

direct cross-group contact undercut collective action intentions.  This is troubling, as 

many of the important historical “wins” for low-status groups have come about through 

the collective action and continued dedication by these groups to reducing intergroup 

inequality.  For example, civil rights for African Americans in the United States were 

largely brought about by movements led by people like Martin Luther King, Rosa Parks, 

and Malcolm X and by the pervasive collective action of African Americans across the 

country (see Dixon, Levine, Reicher & Durrheim, 2012).  Reicher (2007) claims that at 

many times in history contact between high-status and low-status groups has been 

discouraged in early stages of collective action in order for the low-status group to gain 

group-sufficiency.  For example, the African National Congress, a political party in South 

Africa, did not allow White people to be involved for over 60 years, in part so their 

political party could create discussions with policy makers without having high-status 

group members take over.   

Applying the Cross-Group Contact/Collective Action 
Conflict to Indirect Cross-Group Contact 

Given the unintended negative consequences of direct cross-group contact on 

collective action, one wonders whether these negative effects might also occur during 

indirect cross-group contact.  Perhaps, similar psychological processes that undermine 
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collective action in the case of direct cross-group contact (e.g., a reduction in ingroup 

identification, negative emotions, and group efficacy) would also apply to indirect cross-

group contact.  Additionally, Ridgeway and colleagues’ (2006) Status Construction 

Theory suggests/provides additional theoretical reasons for why indirect cross-group 

contact, such as when a low-status group member observes an interaction between an 

ingroup and an outgroup member can undermine collective action. 

The Status Construction Theory (Ridgeway, 2006) provides a compelling 

explanation for how status beliefs emerge, are spread and, consequently maintain 

intergroup inequality.  Status beliefs are cultural beliefs that are widely known and often 

accepted by both high-and low-status group members.  For example, both men and 

women tend to hold similar stereotypes that support men’s higher standing compared to 

women.  These widely shared beliefs are essential to the maintenance of intergroup 

inequality (Ridgeway, 2006; Ridgeway & Correll, 2006).  Status beliefs are perpetuated 

and strengthened over time through direct and indirect interactions between members of 

the two groups, because during interactions group members perform repeated small 

behaviours that subtly reinforce the inequality between the two groups.  Repeated 

participation in, and observation of, cross-group interactions that include these subtle 

demonstrations of status strengthen and reify the perception that one’s group is 

deserving of a lower place in the social hierarchy.  As individuals rarely scrutinize these 

subtle interpersonal behaviours, the status hierarchies can be maintained without 

members of either group recognizing the origin or the reasons for their continuation.  

For the purpose of the current analysis, I am most interested in contexts where 

the positions of the groups are established, and thus what is most relevant is how the 

theory explains the inadvertent perpetuation of existing status beliefs.  According to 

Ridgeway and her colleagues (2006), it is not only participants in these interactions 

(direct cross-group contact) that are affected.  Simply observing a positive cross-group 

interaction (indirect cross-group contact) between members of both the high-status and 

low-status group also has the potential to perpetuate beliefs that support status 

inequality.  When a cross-group interaction is positive, but at the same time provides 

subtle cues that demonstrate the status inequality between the two groups, it may 

appear to the observer that members of both groups agree about the legitimacy of the 

relative status of the two groups.  Consequently, the observer also comes to accept the 
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status differences as valid and legitimate.  This acceptance will likely lead the observer 

to spread these beliefs by altering their own behaviours accordingly in future encounters 

(Ridgeway, 2001b).   

Status Construction Theory (Ridgeway, 2006) also has important implications for 

the cross-group contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954).  One of the key conditions essential 

for cross-group contact to reduce prejudice is that interactions must be structured so that 

all participants, regardless of group membership, have equal status.  Status 

Construction Theory would hold that even when cross-group contact is structured in this 

manner, the implicit knowledge of the existing status differences cannot be completely 

eliminated.  Thus, even implicit recognition of societally meaningful group characteristics 

(e.g., gender, race) will produce subtle behaviours consistent with the groups’ high-and 

low-status positions.  For example, Correll and Ridgeway (2003) explain that when 

individuals come together to accomplish a collective goal, people will feel compelled to 

decide who will take the lead and who will follow.  When deciding this, one cue will be 

existing status characteristics (e.g., gender, race).  Thus, because of existing status 

characteristics that imply that a particular person will contribute more, the group will give 

that person more attention and increased chances to participate, thus affirming their 

higher status.  Clear structures that communicate that all participants are equal may 

reduce, but cannot eliminate, this process.  Thus, where subtle behaviours communicate 

the superiority of members of one group over the other, even when there are clear 

structures in place to ensure equality, the legitimacy of group status differences may still 

be strongly conveyed (Wright & Baray, 2012).  

Research that measures both intergroup attitudes and collective action 

orientation has begun to show that direct cross-group contact may in fact result in both 

reductions in prejudice and lowered interest in collective action (see Wright & Baray, 

2012).  To my knowledge, no research has directly tested whether this same negative 

effect on collective action can result from indirect forms of cross-group contact.  

However, given the presumed parallel between direct and indirect cross-group contact 

and the theoretical support provided by the Status Construction Theory (Ridgeway et al., 

2006), a direct investigation of this possibility seems important. 
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Overview of Research 

The current study represents the first social psychological investigation of 

whether observation of a positive cross-group interaction (a form of indirect cross-group 

contact) can simultaneously improve intergroup attitudes while undermining collective 

action intentions.  In addition, to my knowledge, there is no research directly examining 

whether positive indirect cross-group contact also have an undermining effect on high-

status group member’s motivation to engage in action on behalf of the low-status 

outgroup.  The first goal of this research is to replicate previous indirect contact research 

by showing that the current manipulation of the quality of indirect cross-group contact 

would in fact influence intergroup attitudes.  The next goal is to test whether this 

manipulation of quality of indirect cross-group contact also influences interest in direct 

actions designed to reduce intergroup inequality.  Finally, the research examines some 

of the underlying psychology thought to produce the undermining effect of cross-group 

contact on collective action orientation.  Ingroup identification, group-based anger and 

group efficacy have been described in past research as explanations for why people are 

motivated to engage in collective action (Dixon et al., 2012; van Zomeren, 2004; Wright 

& Lubensky, 2009).  Therefore, these three motivators will be measured to see if they 

can account for any relationship between the quality of the indirect cross-group contact 

and collective action intentions.    

Current Research1 

The current study was a 2x2x2 between-subject design.  First, I manipulated 

group status by having participants read an article that put them in either a high-status or 

a low status condition.  Next, I manipulated the quality of indirect contact, where 

participants read an online discussion between an ingroup and an outgroup member.  

Both discussions were positive, but one was of higher quality, in terms of friendliness, 

 
1  A pilot study was conducted prior to the current research with a similar method and research 

question.  The results of the previous study were used as a basis for reorganizing and 
rethinking the research paradigm and in the inclusion of additional mediators and some 
stronger measures of the dependent variables. 
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getting along and equality, than the other.  Lastly, I manipulated the rules/expectations 

that guided the local interaction by including a statement at the beginning of the 

discussion that encouraged a respectful and equal interaction or an open discussion 

where any behaviour was acceptable.  In addition to these three manipulations, three 

key components of the Status Construction Theory (Ridgeway et al., 2006) were 

maintained in all conditions of the current study.  (a) There was clear evidence of 

existing inequality between two groups; (b) the subsequent observed cross-group 

interaction was generally positive; and (c) the interaction included cues of intergroup 

inequality.   

Hypotheses 

Main Effects2 

Hypothesis A: I predicted a main effect of quality of indirect contact on attitudes 

towards the outgroup, whereby those who observed the high-quality interaction would 

have more positive attitudes towards the outgroup compared to those who observed the 

low-quality interaction. 

Hypothesis B: I predicted a main effect of group status, whereby low-status 

group members would be more willing to endorse collective action compared to those in 

the high-status group.  

Hypothesis C: I predicted a main effect of the quality of indirect contact on 

collective action, whereby those who observed the high-quality interaction would be less 

willing to engage in collective action compared to those who observed the low-quality 

interaction.   

Hypothesis D: I predicted a main effect of local rules/expectations on collective 

action, whereby those exposed to the respect and equal opportunity expectation would 

 
2  There is no theoretical basis to determine whether there will be an interaction between status 

and quality of indirect contact, therefore no interaction effects were expected. 
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be less willing to engage in collective action compared to those exposed to the open 

discussion expectation.   

Mediation 

Hypothesis E: I predicted that ingroup identification would mediate the 

relationship between the quality of indirect contact and collective action, such that, 

compared to observing a low-quality interaction, observation of the high-quality 

interaction would lead to lower ingroup identification for low-status group members and 

higher ingroup identification for high-status group members, which in turn would lead to 

lower support for collective action.   

Hypothesis F: I predicted that anger in response to the cross-group contact 

would mediate the relationship between the quality of indirect contact and collective 

action, such that, compared to observing a low-quality interaction, observation of the 

high-quality interaction would lead to lower anger about the interaction, which in turn 

would lead to lower support for collective action.   

Hypothesis G: I predicted that group efficacy would mediate the relationship 

between the quality of indirect contact and collective action, such that, compared to 

observing a low-quality interaction, observation of the high-quality interaction would lead 

to lower belief that group members can effectively bring about change, which in turn 

would lead to lower support for collective action.  

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 238 psychology students from Simon Fraser University.  

Participants were recruited from a psychology website or recruitment flyers and received 

either two course credits or $7.  The sample contained 78 men (Mean age = 20.49 

years, SD = 4.04 years) and 160 women (Mean age  = 19.39 years, SD = 1.93 years).  
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Participants’ self-reported ethnicities were 85 White/Caucasian, 75 East Asian, 45 South 

Asian, 5 Hispanic/Latino(a), 14 multi-ethnic (e.g., Hispanic/South Asian, 

Caucasian/Black) and 14 other (e.g., Egyptian, African).   

Procedure 

Participants completed all tasks on a computer in individual cubicles.  As 

indicated, participants were exposed to three different manipulations (see “Independent 

Variables,” below for a detailed description of the manipulations).  First, group status 

was manipulated by having participants read one of two mock magazine articles that 

described clear status inequality between the higher education system of Ontario and 

British Columbia.  All participants were British Columbia students.  In one version of the 

article, Ontario had the higher status and in the other British Columbia had the higher 

status.  Therefore, group status was manipulated so that participants were either 

members of the high or low-status group.   

Second, participants were instructed to read an ostensibly real online discussion.  

The content of this discussion was used to manipulate the other two experimental 

variables.  Although the depicted cross-group contact was always positive and both 

included evidence of the group based status inequality in the content of the statements 

made by both the high-status and low-status group member, the quality of the indirect 

contact (in terms of friendliness, getting along, and equality) was manipulated to create a 

high and a low quality indirect contact condition.  In one condition the interaction was 

more friendly and equal, and gave more evidence that they liked each other compared to 

the other condition. 

Third, local rules/expectations of equality between interaction partners were 

manipulated by providing one of two interaction expectations as the ostensible 

guidelines for interactions on the online discussion forum.  The statement was placed 

before the online discussion.  In one case, participants in the discussion forum were 

instructed to show respect and provide everyone with equal opportunities to speak.  In 

the other, the forum was described as an open discussion where all forms of the 

interaction were acceptable 



 

17 

Following an online discussion, all participants completed dependent measures 

designed to assess their attitudes towards the outgroup (Ontario students) and their 

willingness to take part in collective action, as well as measures assessing the three 

proposed mediating variables: ingroup identification, anger and group efficacy.   

Lastly, the researcher offered participants the opportunity to take and distribute 

flyers that discussed the intergroup inequality in the article.  The number was recorded 

as a measure of collective action behaviours.  Participants were fully debriefed and 

thanked for their participation. 

Independent Variables 

Group status: Two versions of the mock magazine article were created to 

manipulate participants’ group status.  The content of the two versions were identical 

and contrasted the Ontario and British Columbia higher education systems.  The only 

difference was that in the high-status condition British Columbia universities were said to 

rank highest in Canada and Ontario universities were said to be lagging behind.  In the 

low-status condition the position of the universities in each province were reversed.  The 

article discussed disparities in public funding to the universities, tuition fees and research 

grants.  See Appendix A for mock article. 

Quality of indirect contact: The article was followed by one of two versions of a 

bogus online discussion between an Ontario and British Columbia university student.  

Both discussions were generally positive and both included reminders of intergroup 

inequality, but they differed slightly in tone and content so that one evidenced greater 

friendliness, getting along, and equality than the other.  See Table 1 for an example 

excerpt from the low-quality and the high-quality conditions and Appendices B and C for 

the full version of the online discussion. 
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Table 1. Excerpt from the online discussion for the low-and high-quality 
conditions 

Condition Excerpt 

Low-quality I hear what you are saying, but I think you are missing the mark on this. You probably 
don’t know a lot about how funding works. So, if there are higher quality students and 
researchers in Ontario then Ontario would get more grants. 

High-quality I hear what you are saying. But if you want, I can tell you a little more about how funding 
works. Grants are given based on which universities have the strongest students and 
researchers. 

 

Local Interaction Rules/Expectations: In order to assess whether structuring 

an interaction so that there was an expectation of respect and equal opportunities would 

have an impact on peoples’ attitudes and collective action intentions, the heading placed 

at the top of the discussion was manipulated.  In the respect and equality condition, the 

statement read, “Keep it respectful: All commenters must be respectful and treat all 

other commenters with dignity.  Each individual must be given equal opportunity to share 

his or her opinion.”  In the open discussion condition, the statement read, “Tell it like it 

is: All commenter’s are encouraged to provide his or her honest opinion without holding 

back.  It is OK to take other commenters on and express your opinions as directly as you 

like.” 

Dependent Variables  

One measure of attitudes towards the outgroup (Ontario students) and two 

measures of collective action were used as dependent variables.  When British 

Columbia students were the low-status group, the collective action measures focussed 

on collective action on behalf of the ingroup.  When Ontario students were the low-status 

group, these measures focussed on direct action on behalf of the outgroup.   

Attitudes towards the Outgroup.  Six items measured the participant’s attitude 

towards Ontario students (e.g., “In general, how do you feel towards Ontario university 

students?”) (!=.85).  Items were rated on a 7-point likert scale ranging from -3 (e.g., 

cold) to +3 (e.g., warm).  See Appendix D for the complete scale. 
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Collective Action Intentions.  Fifteen items, based on Becker et al.’s (2011) 

Collective Action Intention Measure, assessed the level of intention to participate in 

collective action on behalf of the low-status ingroup or outgroup (depending on 

participant’s group status condition) (! = .92).  Items ranged from minor actions (e.g., “If 

approached by someone, I would sign a petition against British Columbia (Ontario) 

universities being disadvantaged compared to Ontario (British Columbia) universities”) to 

more extreme actions (e.g., “Join a campus activist group that shows their dissatisfaction 

with this inequality by refusing to pay their tuition”).  Items were rated on a 7-point likert 

scale from 1 (extremely unlikely) to 7 (extremely likely).  See Appendix E for the 

complete scale. 

Collective Action: Behavioural Measure.  Flyers describing the intergroup 

inequality discussed in the article were created for the purpose of this study.  The 

researcher held up the flyer and participants were asked to indicate how many flyers 

they would like to take with them to distribute to family and friends.  See Appendix F for 

an image of the flyer.  

Mediating Variables 

Unless otherwise noted all scales used a 7-point likert scale from 1 (extremely 

unlikely/disagree) to 7 (extremely likely/agree). 

Ingroup Identification3.  Sixteen items measured the participant’s level of 

identification with British Columbia students.  The Three-Factor Model of Social Identity 

questionnaire (Cameron, 2004) was modified for use in this study (!= .83).  Example 

items included “In general, being a BC student is an important part of my self-image” and 

“I feel strong ties to other BC students.”   

Anger.  A 3-item scale assessing participant’s feelings of anger in response to 

the observed cross-group contact (!= .71) was included within a larger scale that 

 
3  Analyses assessing the three components of this scale separately showed no significant 

differences and therefore the scale combining all three components was utilized in all 
analyses. 
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measured ten additional emotions, both positive and negative (these were included as 

fillers).  Items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very much).  

See Appendix G for the complete scale. 

Group Efficacy.  Two items assessed how much the participant believed that 

BC students could help decrease inequality between BC and Ontario university students, 

(e.g., “I think together BC students are able to encourage the government to reduce the 

discrepancy in funding between BC and Ontario universities”) (r = .75).  See Appendix H 

for the complete scale. 

Other Measures 

Manipulation Checks  

Group Status.  Participants answered a 5-item semantic differential type scale 

assessing their understanding of the group status differences presented in the article (!= 

.94).  The question read, “In the article, Ontario students were portrayed as...”  Ratings 

were provided on a 7-point likert scale that ranged from -3 to +3 with end points 

including: unprivileged/privileged; low-status/high-status; powerless/powerful, 

submissive/dominant; weak/strong.   

Perceived Quality of Interaction.  Three items assessed the participant’s 

perception of the quality of the indirect interaction (i.e., friendliness, getting along and 

equality) (!= .71).  Items were rated on a 7-point likert scale ranging from 1 (e.g., not at 

all friendly) to 7 (e.g., extremely friendly).  See Appendix I for the complete scale. 

Local Interaction Rules/Expectations.  One question assessed whether 

participants’ understanding of the local interaction expectation (i.e., “What were the 

expectations/rule for interacting in the online discussion?”).  Participants chose from four 

options including, “There was no rule,” “The commenters must treat each other with 

respect and all individuals must have equal opportunities to comment,” ”The 

commenters are asked to give their honest opinion and tell it like it is,” and “I don't 

remember.”  
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Demographic Information 

Finally, participants indicated their age, sex, ethnicity, religious affiliation (or non-

religious orientation), international/visiting student status and whether they had 

previously lived in Ontario4. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Manipulation check: Article/Group status.  An independent samples t test was 

conducted to evaluate whether there were differences on the manipulation check 

questions assessing perceptions of how the outgroup was portrayed in the magazine 

article.  The independent variable, group status, included two levels: low-status and 

high-status.  The dependent variable was the level of perceived status (i.e., privilege, 

power, dominance, strength and status) of the outgroup.  The t test was significant, t 

(238) = 24.35, p < .001, r = 84.  Therefore, participants in the low-status condition (M = 

5.72), where Ontario was the high-status group, perceived Ontario students to be more 

privileged, powerful, dominant, strong and of higher status compared to participants in 

the high-status condition (M = 3.02), where Ontario was the low-status group.   

A one-sample t-test was conducted on the group status manipulation check for 

each condition (high-status and low-status) separately to evaluate whether their mean 

was significantly different from the midpoint.  Participants in the low-status condition had 

a sample mean which was significantly above the midpoint, t (121) = 21.88, p < .001, r = 

.89.  Participants in the high-status condition had a sample mean which was significantly 

below the midpoint, t (117) = -12.53, p < .001, r = .76. 

 
4  Due to the nature of the manipulation, analyses including and excluding people who 

previously lived in Ontario and international/visiting students were assessed.  Since they did 
not differ substantially the full sample was used in all data represented here. 
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The results from the two t-tests support the conclusion that participants in the 

high-status condition perceived Ontario students as significantly lower than the midpoint 

on indicators of status and participants in the low-status condition perceived Ontario 

students as significantly higher than the midpoint on indicators of status.   

Manipulation checks: Quality of Indirect Contact.  An independent samples t 

test assessing the effect of the manipulation of quality of indirect contact (low quality vs. 

high-quality) on the measure of perceived quality of interaction was significant, t (238) = -

4.49, p < .001, r = .28, indicating that participants in the low quality condition (M = 4.81, 

SD = 1.30) perceived the indirect contact as lower in quality compared to participants in 

the high-quality condition (M = 5.54, SD = 1.22).   

A one-sample t-test was conducted on the perceived quality of interaction 

separately for each level of the quality of indirect contact manipulation (high-quality and 

low-quality), to evaluate whether their mean was significantly different from the midpoint.  

The midpoint was chosen as a comparison point in order to determine whether 

participants in both quality of indirect contact conditions perceived the interaction as 

positive (a requirement of a successful indirect contact situation).  Participants in the low 

quality condition had a sample mean which was significantly above the midpoint, t (122) 

= 6.93, p < .001, r = .53.  Participants in the high-quality condition had a sample mean 

which was significantly above the midpoint, t (116) = 13.61, p < .001, r = .78.  These 

results support the conclusion that participants in both conditions perceived the 

interaction as generally positive.   

Manipulation checks: Local interaction rules/expectations.  Since 

participants were able to choose more than one option, the four original options were 

recoded to fit one of four possibilities: respect and equality, open discussion, both 

(participants selected both rules), and not sure (those selecting either “no rule” or “I don’t 

remember”).  Chi-square statistics were calculated separately for participants in the 

respect and equality condition and those in the open discussion.  The chi-square test for 

participants in the respect and equality condition was statistically significant, x2(3, n = 

125) = 208.79, p < .001, suggesting that participants were much more likely to choose 

only the respect and equality rule as guiding the online discussion.  As shown in Table 2, 

100 of the 125 participants in this condition selected the correct rule.  The chi-square 
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test for participants in the open discussion condition was not statistically significant, x2(3, 

n = 114) = 5.44, p = .142.  These results suggest that participants in the open discussion 

condition chose randomly from the possible rules/expectations guiding the online 

discussion (see Table 2) and therefore manipulation of the local interaction expectation 

was not successful.  However, I retained all participants in the sample because there 

was not enough power in each cell to assess only the participants that answered the 

manipulation check question correctly. 

Table 2. Frequency for local interaction rules/expectations manipulation 
check 

 Answer Options 

Condition Respect and 
equality 

Open discussion Both Not sure 

Respect and 
equality 

101 3 11 10 

Open discussion 32 30 34 18 

Note.  Numbers represent the amount of people who chose the answer option pertaining to that column 

Tests of Hypotheses 

Hypothesis A predicted an impact of the quality of indirect contact manipulation 

on attitudes towards the outgroup.  Hypotheses B through D predicted main effects of 

the three independent variables (i.e., group status, quality of indirect contact and local 

rules/expectations) on both collective action measures (i.e., collective action intentions 

and collective action behavioural measure).  Figure 1 provides a visual representation of 

the model proposed by the combination of hypotheses E through G which predicted a 

model of intervening effects5 assessing the impact of the quality of indirect contact on 

one’s collective action intentions via three parallel mechanisms (i.e., ingroup 

identification, anger and group efficacy).  All analyses used confidence intervals set to 

90% to reflect my one-sided hypotheses (Hayes, n.d.).  See Appendix J for a correlation 

matrix of all relevant variables.   

 
5  Intervening effects is an assessment of any one or more mechanisms that describes a 

relationship between an independent and a dependent variable (Mathieu & Taylor, 2006) 
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Figure 1. Proposed model of intervening effects between quality of indirect 
contact and collective action 

 

Quality of Indirect 
Contact 

Ingroup 
Identification 

Collective Action 
Intentions Anger 

Group Efficacy 

 

Hypothesis A: Tests of the Quality of Indirect Contact on Attitudes 
towards the Outgroup 

The first goal of this research was to replicate the well-established effect of 

quality of indirect contact on intergroup attitudes.  It was hypothesised that those who 

observed the high-quality interaction would have more positive attitudes towards the 

outgroup compared to those who observed the low-quality interaction.  Inconsistent with 

past research, an independent samples t-test comparing participants in the high-quality 

and low-quality contact conditions on attitudes towards the outgroup, was not significant, 

t (238) = -1.21, p = .23, r = .08. 

Given the lack of a direct effect of quality of indirect contact on attitudes towards 

the outgroup bootstrapping analysis was utilized to assess for indirect effects6 (Preacher 

& Hayes, 2008).  Perceived quality of interaction was entered into the model to 

determine whether the manipulation of quality of indirect contact had the planned effect 

on participants’ understanding of the observed interaction.  The effects were computed 

from unstandardized-regression weights with 1,000 bootstrap resamples, using bias-

corrected and accelerated 90% confidence intervals.  Analyses revealed a significant 

indirect effect via perceived quality of interaction, (Indirect Effect (IE) = .11, SE = .049, 

90% CIs [.04, .20]).  Observing a high-quality interaction was associated with more 

positive attitudes towards the outgroup compared to those who observed a low-quality 

 
6  An indirect effect is a type of intervening effect where there is no direct effect between the 

independent and dependent variables, but these variables are linked to each other through 
their significant relationship with one or more mechanisms (Hayes & Preacher, 2010). 
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.73* .14* Quality of 
Indirect Contact 

Perceived Quality 
of Interaction 

Attitudes towards 
the outgroup 

interaction and this was explained by greater perceived quality of the interaction.  See 

Figure 2 for a representation of the model and Table 3 for all relevant means.  

Figure 2. Perceived quality of interaction as a mechanism between quality of 
indirect contact and attitudes towards the outgroup 

 

 

 

Table 3. Means for perceived quality of interaction and attitudes towards the 
outgroup for both the high-and low-quality of indirect contact 
conditions 

IV  Mechanism DV 

 
Condition Perceived quality of 

interaction 
Attitudes towards the 

outgroup 

Manipulation of Quality of 
Indirect Contact 

Low 4.81 4.82 

High 

 
5.54 4.98 

Note.  All numbers are means from a 7-point likert scale  

These bootstrapping analyses were rerun for high-status and low-status 

conditions separately.  The same general indirect model was found for both groups.  

Hypotheses B-D: Tests of Effects of Group Status (Hyp. B), Quality of 
Indirect Contact (Hyp. C) and Local Rules/Expectations (Hyp. D) on 
Collective Action 

Three-Way ANOVA on Collective Action Intentions.  In order to test the 

impact of the three independent variables on collective action intentions a 2 (group 

status: high vs. low) x 2 (quality of indirect contact: high vs. low) x 2 (local interaction 

rules/expectations: respect and equality vs. open discussion) ANOVA was used.  This 

analysis revealed a significant group status main effect, F (1, 238) = 16.52, p < .01, n2 = 

.06, indicating that people in the low-status condition (M = 3.31, SD = 1.06) were more 

willing to engage in collective action than those in the high-status condition (M = 2.74, 
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SD = 1.07).  The analysis revealed no other main or interaction effects.  Therefore, the 

hypotheses that the quality of indirect contact and the local interaction rules/expectations 

would have a direct impact on collective action intentions were not supported.  See 

Table 4 for all results of the 3-way ANOVA and Table 5 for all relevant means.  

Table 4. Three-way ANOVA on Collective Action Intentions 

IV F p n2 
Group Status (Status) 16.52 <.00 .06 

Quality of Indirect Contact (Quality) .02 .90 <.00 

Local Interaction Expectation (Expectation) .01 .92 <.00 

Status * Quality .69 .41 <.00 

Status * Expectation .66 .42 <.00 

Quality * Expectation .22 .64 <.00 

Status * Quality *Expectation .16 .68 <.00 

 

Table 5. Means for all independent variables on both collective action 
measures 

IV  DV 

Manipulations Condition Collective Action Intentionsa Collective Action Behavioural 
Measureb 

Group Status 
Low 3.31 4.87 

High 2.74 4.93 

Quality of Indirect 
Contact 

Low 3.03 4.82 

High 3.03 4.98 

Local Interaction 
Expectation 

Respect and 
equality 

3.05 4.72 

Open 
discussion 

3.02 5.10 

Notes.  a Numbers represent the means from a 7-point likert scale 
            b Numbers represent the means for how many flyers the participant requested 

Three-Way ANOVA on Collective Action Behavioural Measure.  In order to 

test the impact of the 3 independent variables on the collective action behavioural 

measure (how many flyers the participant requested) a 2 (group status: high vs. low) x 2 
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(quality of indirect contact: high vs. low) x 2 (local interaction rules/expectations: respect 

and equality vs. open discussion) ANOVA was used.  This analysis revealed no 

significant main effects or interaction effects.  Therefore, the hypotheses that group 

status, the quality of indirect contact and the local interaction rules/expectations would 

have a direct impact on how many flyers the participant requested was not supported.  

Since there were no significant effects of the independent variables on the collective 

action behavioural measure, this measure was eliminated from all subsequent analyses.  

See Table 6 for all results of the 3-way ANOVA and Table 5 for all relevant means. 

Table 6. Three-way ANOVA on Collective Action Behavioural Measure 

IV F p n2 

Group Status (Status) .00 .95 <.00 

Quality of Interaction (Quality) 1.01 .31 <.00 

Local Interaction Expectation (Expectation) 1.13 .29 <.00 

Status * Quality .18 .67 <.00 

Status * Expectation .24 .63 <.00 

Quality * Expectation 3.42 .07 <.00 

Status * Quality * Expectation  .02 .89 <.00 

 

Hypotheses E-G:  Indirect Tests of the Quality of Indirect Contact on 
Collective Action Intentions 

It was predicted that the direct effect of quality of indirect contact on collective 

action intentions would be mediated by ingroup identification, anger and group efficacy.  

Since there was no direct effect found in the previous ANOVAs, I assessed the data in 

two different ways.  First, bootstrapping analyses were conducted to assess the indirect 

effects of quality of indirect contact on collective action intentions via the three proposed 

mechanisms (i.e., ingroup identification, anger, group efficacy).  Second, it was 

determined that it was not the current manipulation of quality of indirect contact that had 

an impact on collective action, but rather how the participant perceived the quality of the 

indirect contact (i.e., friendliness, getting along, equal).  Therefore, perceived quality of 

interaction was entered into the assessed model (see Figure 3).  The indirect effects 

were computed from unstandardized-regression weights with 1,000 bootstrap 
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resamples, using bias-corrected and accelerated 90% confidence intervals. All relevant 

means can be found in Table 7. 

Figure 3. Proposed model of intervening effects between quality of indirect 
contact and collective action (including perceived quality of 
interaction) 

 

Table 7. Means for perceived quality of interaction, anger, and collective 
action intentions for both the low-and high-quality of indirect 
contact conditions 

IV  Mechanisms DV 

 
Condition 

Perceived quality of 
interaction 

Anger 
Collective Action 

intentions 

Manipulation of 
Quality of Indirect 
Contact 

Low 4.81 2.37 3.03 

High 

 

5.54 2.28 3.03 

Note.  All numbers above are means from a 7-point likert scale 

 The entire model was tested and what emerged were two pathways between 

quality of indirect contact and collective action intentions.  First, ingroup identification 

and group efficacy, although associated with collective action were not significant 

mechanisms in the effect of quality of interaction on collective action and were therefore 

not included in the final model (see Figure 4).  The first significant effect showed that the 

manipulation of quality of indirect contact did produce the expected psychological effect, 

whereby participants who observed the high-quality interaction showed less willingness 

to engage in collective action than those who observed a low-quality interaction, and this 

was explained by their relatively greater perceived quality of interaction (IE = -.09, SE = 

.047, 90% CIs [-.19, -.02]).   
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.73

* 

Figure 4. Perceived quality of interaction and anger as serial mediating 
variables between quality of indirect contact and collective action 
intentions 

 

Quality of 
Indirect 
Contact 

Perceived 
Quality of 
Interaction 

Collective 
Action 

Intentions 

Anger 
.27* -.18* 

-.12* 

 

The second significant effect of quality of indirect contact on collective action 

intentions was via both perceived quality of interaction and anger (IE = -.04, SE = .02, 

90% CIs [-.07, -.02]).  Participants who observed the high quality interaction perceived 

the interaction to be of higher quality, which led to lower feelings of anger, and less 

willingness to engage in collective action (see Figure 4). 

This bootstrapping analysis was then run again with the high-status and low-

status conditions separately7.  The model was slightly different for the two conditions.  

Although the model shown in Figure 4 held for the high-status condition, the effect of the 

quality of indirect contact on collective action intentions via perceived quality of 

interaction failed to reach significance in the low-status condition.  However, the effect 

via both perceived quality of interaction and anger remained significant for those in the 

low-status condition. 

Discussion 

Strategies to improve high-status groups’ attitudes towards low-status groups 

with the intention that this will lead to positive intergroup relations has been a primary 

research focus in the social psychology of intergroup relations for the past 60 years 

 
7  Although analyses for high and low status conditions were conducted separately and showed 

slight differences between the indirect effects, bootstrapping analyses cannot determine 
whether these differences were significant.  
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(Oskamp, 2000).  In particular, intergroup contact has been acknowledged as “one of 

psychology’s most promising and effective strategies for improving intergroup relations 

and reducing bias and conflict” (Dovidio, Aller & Hewstone, 2011, p. 149).  Given the 

substantial research supporting the positive impact of intergroup contact, this strategy 

has been utilized in a variety of different settings such as the education system, 

workplace environment and community (Aboud & Levy, 2000; Paluck, 2006; Maoz, 

2004).  However, recent research by Wright and colleagues (Wright & Baray, 2012; 

Wright & Lubensky, 2009) and others (see Dixon et al., 2012) has revealed unintended 

consequences of direct cross-group contact for low-status group members.  Low-status 

group members who engage in positive cross-group contact can show reduced interest 

in collective action to address intergroup inequality.   

Indirect cross-group contact has also been recognized by social psychologists as 

a successful and somewhat more practical approach to reducing prejudice than direct 

cross-group contact (Turner et al., 2010; Wright et al., 1997).  Among the forms of 

indirect contact described in the literature, some (e.g., vicarious and extended contact) 

involve, at least in part, the observation of positive social interactions between members 

of high-status and low-status groups.  The current research is a first attempt to assess 

whether an individual’s interest in taking part in action to reduce intergroup inequality 

can also be reduced by observing high-quality cross-group interactions.  In addition, the 

research considered the possibility that observing high-quality cross-group interactions 

might not only influence the collective action of low-status group members, but might 

also impact the degree to which high-status group members support actions designed to 

improve the status of the outgroup.  

Summary of Findings, Contributions and Future Directions 

Effects of quality of indirect contact on intergroup attitudes  

Past research on indirect cross-group contact shows that being aware that an in-

group member has a close friendship with an outgroup member (e.g., Wright et al., 

1997), or simply observing positive cross-group interactions (Mazziotta et al., 2011) can 

result in improved attitudes towards the entire outgroup.  However, the current study 
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showed that the manipulation of the quality of the indirect contact had no significant 

direct impact on attitudes towards the outgroup; that is, participants were not more likely 

to have higher attitudes towards the outgroup when they observed a high-quality 

interaction compared to a low quality interaction.  However, there was an indirect impact 

of the quality of the indirect contact on attitudes via perceived quality of the interaction.  

Participants who observed the high-quality indirect contact perceived the interaction to 

be of higher quality (more friendly, getting along and equal) than did those observing a 

low-quality interaction, which then led to them reporting more positive attitudes towards 

the outgroup.   

Therefore, the current results are somewhat consistent with previous indirect 

cross-group contact research that shows that this type of contact improves one’s 

attitudes towards the outgroup (Mazziotta et al., 2011; Wright et al., 1997).  It appears 

that the impact on attitudes towards the outgroup, although not impacted directly by the 

manipulation, was impacted by how the cross-group contact was perceived in terms of 

the quality of the interaction.  

Effects of local interaction rules/expectations 

Ridgeway and colleagues’ (2006) Status Construction Theory posits that 

structures or rules implemented to encourage positive interactions could actually 

‘backfire’ and serve to affirm and legitimize intergroup inequality.  Research has shown 

that the salience of intergroup inequality and a feeling of injustice are needed to 

encourage people to engage in collective action (Wright & Lubensky, 2009).  Based on 

this, it was expected that the rules designed to ensure that interactions were respectful 

and called for equal opportunities would lead to less willingness to engage in collective 

action, compared to an open discussion that allowed for any type of behaviour (positive 

or negative).  However, there were no significant differences on collective action 

intentions depending on the rules/expectation structured into the current interaction 

context.  This may be due to the difficulty in manipulating interaction rules/expectations.  

Manipulation checks indicated that participants in the open discussion condition chose 

equally between the respect and equality, open discussion or both as their recollection of 

the rules for the interaction.  Although there is no known research in this area, perhaps 

the norm on online discussion forums is that any type of behaviour (positive or negative) 
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is accepted and therefore the participants imagined that there must be some other 

additional rule when attempting to recall, hence the apparent randomness of their 

chosen response.  The majority of participants in the respect and equality condition 

chose the correct response for the manipulation check.  Therefore, this expectation likely 

stood out more to participants than the open discussion condition.  Future research 

could perhaps make the rules/expectations more salient or utilize a different interaction 

context that would allow for an easier and more effective manipulation of the local 

interaction expectation. 

Effects of quality of interaction on collective action intentions 

The primary contribution of this research was to investigate the impact of the 

quality of indirect contact on collective action intentions.  Results showed that while there 

was no direct effect of the quality of indirect contact on collective action intentions, there 

were two significant indirect effects that may help to expose the underlying psychological 

mechanisms.  Compared to those who observed lower quality indirect contact, 

participants who observed high-quality indirect contact showed less willingness to 

engage in collective action, which was explained by the degree to which they actually 

perceived the interaction between the low-status and high-status members as in fact 

higher in quality.   

The one psychological mechanism underlying the indirect effect of quality of the 

indirect contact on collective action was feelings of anger about the cross-group contact.  

Participants who perceived the observed cross-group interaction to be of higher quality 

reported lower feelings of anger than those who perceived the interaction as lower in 

quality.  Higher reported anger was in turn associated with less interest in collective 

action.  Prejudice reduction approaches encourage harmony and liking between groups 

(Dixon et al., 2010; Wright & Baray, 2012).  Yet, there is substantial empirical support for 

the role of anger as a motivator of action to reduce intergroup inequality among both 

high-and low-status group members (Dixon et al., 2012; Grant & Brown, 1995; Iyer, et 

al., 2003; Mallet et al, 2008; van Zomeren, Spears, Fischer, & Leach, 2004).  Thus, if 

observation of high-quality indirect contact is associated with less anger, it is not 

surprising that it leads to less willingness to engage in collective action. 
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Since there was no direct effect of my manipulation of quality of indirect contact 

on collective action, it appears that there are one or more unknown psychological 

mechanisms, above and beyond perceived quality of the interaction (i.e., friendliness, 

getting along and equality), that were also influenced by the content of the manipulation 

and which may be suppressing this direct negative effect.  That is, the manipulation of 

quality of indirect contact may also have influenced some other variables, which had a 

positive influence on collective action.  Perhaps there are unique features of the 

interaction in the present study that could produce these empowering effects.  One 

possibility is that both of conditions in my manipulation depicted discussions about the 

inequality between the two groups (British Columbia and Ontario students).  The two 

students in the online discussion talked about why there are provincial differences in the 

higher education system.  Research by Saguy, Dovidio and Pratto (2008) showed that 

during cross-group contact low-status group members are more interested in discussing 

power differences, whereas high-status group members are more interested in 

discussing commonalities between the two groups.  Perhaps in the current research 

participants who observed the high-quality interaction believed that both the ingroup and 

outgroup members were engaging in a more critical and open conversation about the 

group power differences compared to those in the low quality interaction condition.  

Therefore, the critical discussion of power differences may have empowered low-status 

group members in the high-quality interaction to engage in collective action.  High-status 

participants who observed the high-quality interaction may have also seen this 

discussion of inequality as more genuine and were thus led to recognize some 

illegitimacy in the advantages held by their group, therefore increasing their motivation to 

support action on behalf of the low-status group. 

Previous research supports the importance of legitimacy in determining whether 

people will engage in collective action.  Both low-status and high-status group members 

are motivated to promote or participate in actions to create social change when they 

perceive the inequality to be illegitimate (Doosje, Ellemers & Spears, 1999; Iyer, Leach & 

Crosby, 2003).  As stated above, perhaps both high-and low-status group members 

recognized the illegitimacy of the intergroup inequality more when observing the high-

quality cross-group interaction (compared to the low quality interaction), but only when 

this interaction involved a direct discussion of the group-based inequality.  Thus, the 
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particular conversations used in this study might have contained content that made 

illegitimacy more salient in the high-quality interaction and thus this high-quality indirect 

contact could also indirectly empower collective action, thus providing a suppressor 

effect.  Future research might involve a context where the cross-group contact does not 

involve discussions of intergroup inequality. 

Another explanation for why the negative direct effect of quality of indirect contact 

on collective action may have been suppressed involves the belief that the inequality 

could change.   The current research did measure perceived group efficacy and found 

no significant effects, but this measure assessed only part of the equation that 

determines whether the current inequality can change.  According to McCarthy and 

Zald’s (1977) Resource Mobilization Theory, individuals and groups must consider the 

resources (e.g., people, money) available to the group and how those resources can be 

mobilized to create change.  Although observing a high-quality cross-group interaction 

may not lead to changes in the perceived efficacy of the low-status group itself, it might 

lead to the belief that at least some members of the high-status group may be willing to 

throw some of their resources behind the effort for social change.  This belief that 

outgroup members may serve as allies to the cause could increase one’s motivation to 

engage in collective action.  Thus, future research should examine whether perceiving 

outgroup members as a resource could serve as a positive mediator between the quality 

of indirect contact and collective action intentions. 

Effects of status on collective action intentions 

The current research also examined whether the quality of indirect contact 

influenced not only low-status group members’ collective action intentions, but whether it 

might also impact high-status group members.  Although others have speculated that 

direct cross-group contact could lead high-status group members to be less likely to 

notice structural inequality (see Dixon et al, 2013; Wright & Baray, 2012), to my 

knowledge, there is no previous research directly testing this effect and it is even less 

likely that there is research examining the effects of indirect contact on high-status group 

member support for action on behalf of the outgroup.  Therefore, this study provides an 

important extension of the current literature.   
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It was predicted that participants in the condition in which the British Columbia 

student was in a low-status position would be more interested in engaging in collective 

action compared to those in the condition in which the British Columbia student ingroup 

was the high-status group.  The primary results provide evidence of this predicted effect 

of group status.  However, there were no interaction effects between group status and 

quality of the indirect contact.  Additionally, the model testing the indirect effects of the 

quality of indirect contact on collective action showed that the same set of psychological 

mechanisms accounted for the indirect undermining effects on collective action for both 

high-and low-status group members.  Generally, high-quality indirect contact may lead to 

improvements in intergroup attitudes (the goal of the prejudice reduction approach), but 

it appears that the level of intergroup inequality is unlikely to change if these more 

positive attitudes come at the expense of high-status group members’ motivation to take 

action to reduce it.  

Conclusion 

As a first test of the impact of the quality of indirect cross-group contact on 

collective action intentions for both high-and low-status groups, the present study offers 

several important results.  First, an indirect effect indicated that observing a high-quality 

interaction led to improved attitudes towards the outgroup (the prejudice reduction goal).  

Secondly, overall, the current findings suggest that there is an indirect negative impact of 

observing a higher quality cross-group interaction on a person’s collective action 

intentions and this effect was found for both high-and low-status group members.  The 

lack of a direct negative effect of the quality of indirect contact on collective action 

suggests that there are one or more variables that were not measured in the current 

study that serve to suppress this direct effect.  Additional variables that might account for 

how high-quality indirect contact might simultaneously increase collective action 

intentions could include the importance of observing critical discussions of power 

differences (compared to observing an interaction with no references to the issue of 

intergroup inequality), perceptions of illegitimacy, and the belief that the inequality can 

change.   
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The results of the current research provide valuable insights to the growing 

debate concerning the relationship between prejudice reduction and collective action 

participation (e.g., Dixon et al., 2012; Wright & Bitacola, 2012).  They raise the possibility 

that high-quality indirect cross-group contact may have both empowering and 

undermining effects on collective action.  A clearer understanding of this relationship is 

needed if we are to find ways to bring the prejudice reduction and collective action 

perspectives together so that we can develop interventions that achieve both the goal of 

reducing prejudice while at the same time not undermining participation in collective 

action for social change. 
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Appendix A: Group Status Manipulation8 

 

 
8  There are two versions of this article. They are identical except the province that ranks higher 

is manipulated. This is the low-status version (i.e., Ontario ranks above British Columbia). 
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Appendix B: Quality of Indirect Contact Manipulation (High-
Quality Condition)9 

 

 
9  There are two versions of this discussion. This is the low-status version (i.e., Ontario ranks 

above British Columbia). The content of the discussions are identical except that in the high-
status condition the roles of the discussants are reversed. 
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Appendix C: Quality of Indirect Contact Manipulation (Low-
Quality Condition)10  

 

 
10  There are two versions of this discussion. This is the low-status version (i.e., Ontario ranks 

above British Columbia). The content of the discussions are identical except that in the high-
status condition the roles of the discussants are reversed. 
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Appendix D: Attitudes towards the Outgroup Scale 
 

1. In general, how do you feel towards Ontario university students? 
 
-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Very 
cold 

     Very  
warm 

2. In general, how would you evaluate Ontario university students? 
 
-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Very 
negatively 

     Very 
positively 

3. In general, how likeable are Ontario university students? 
 
-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Very 
unlikeable 

     Very 
likeable 

4. In general, how successful are Ontario university students? 
 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Very 
unsuccessful 

     Very 
successful 

5. In general, how similar are Ontario university students to you? 
 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Unlike me      Like me 

6. In general, how open-minded are Ontario university students? 
 

-3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 

Close-
minded 

     Open-
minded 
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Appendix E: Collective Action Intentions Scale11 
 
Using the scale provided please rate how likely or unlikely you would be willing to 
participate in the following actions. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Extremely 
unlikely 

     Extremely 
likely 

 

1. If approached by someone I would sign a petition against British Columbia 
universities being disadvantaged compared to Ontario universities. 

2. Participate in a rally encouraging Ontario to share some of the money that 
actually belongs to British Columbia universities. 

3. Vote for a political candidate who makes promoting equal funding between 
British Columbia and Ontario universities one of their serious concerns. 

4. Barricade the university administration office with other students to show our 
position on this issue of inequality. 

5. Contact my local Member of Parliament about supporting legislation that calls for 
equal distribution of funding between British Columbia and Ontario universities. 

6. If someone sent me a request I would join a Facebook group that promotes equal 
distribution of funding between British Columbia and Ontario universities. 

7. I would try to raise more awareness about this issue by talking to my family and 
friends about what I learned in the article. 

8. Join a community group or organization that promotes equal distribution of 
funding between British Columbia and Ontario universities. 

9. Encourage others to join organizations that promote equal distribution of funding 
between British Columbia and Ontario universities. 

10. Join a campus activist group that shows their dissatisfaction with this inequality 
by refusing to pay their tuition. 

11. Hand out fliers or put up posters at public locations calling for a reduction in the 
funding disparity between British Columbia and Ontario universities. 

12. Actively lobby the federal government to reduce the funding disparity between 
British Columbia and Ontario universities. 

13. Write in public forums about British Columbia universities being underfunded 
compared to Ontario universities (e.g., newspapers, blogs, facebook, etc.). 

14. Speak publicly about British Columbia universities being underfunded compared 
to Ontario.   

15. Educate myself more on this issue of inequality (e.g., read news articles, read 
blogs). 

 
 
11  This is the scale for the low-status version. In the high-status version all provincial labels 

were reversed. 
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Appendix F: Collective Action Behavioural Measure12 
 

 

 
12  This is the front of the flyer that was shown to participants.  
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Appendix G: Anger13 
 
Next you will be presented with some emotional reactions that you may have had when 
reading the discussion.  Please rate the level to which you did or did not experience 
them. 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not at all      Very 
much 

       

1. Angry 
2. Happy 
3. Irritated 
4. Furious 
5. Displeased 
6. Ashamed 
7. Proud 
8. Self-conscious 
9. Guilty 
10. Confident 
11. Anxious 
12. Confused 
13. Interested 
14. Uncomfortable 

 

 
13  The highlighted items are those used in the anger scale. All others were filler items. 
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Appendix H: Group Efficacy Scale 
 
Please use the scale provided to rate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the 
following statements. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Strongly 
disagree 

     Strongly 
agree 

 
 

1. I think together BC students are able to change this inequality. 
2. I think together BC students are able to encourage the government to reduce the 

discrepancy in funding between BC and Ontario universities. 
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Appendix I: Perceived Quality of Interaction Scale 
 

1. How friendly were the BC and Ontario student with each other during the online 
discussion? 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Not at all 
friendly 

     Extremely 
friendly 

 
2. How well did the BC and Ontario student get along during the online discussion? 

 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Did not 
get along 

well 

     Got along 
very well 

 
3. What was the level of equality between the BC and Ontario student during the 

online discussion? 
 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Extremely 

equal 
     Extremely 

unequal 
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Appendix J: Correlation Matrix of all Relevant Variables 

 
Group 
Status 

Quality of 
Indirect 
Contact 

Rules/ 
Expectations 

Perceived 
quality of 

interaction 

Attitudes towards 
the outgroup 

Collective 
Action 

Intentions 

Collective Action 
Behavioural 

Measure 

Ingroup 
ID 

Anger 
Group 

Efficacy 

Group Status 1 -.01 .02 -.01 .03 -.26** .01 .02 -.48** -.12* 

Quality of Indirect 
Contact 

-.01 1 -.02 .28** .08 -.01 -.07 -.11* -.04 .00 

Local Rules/ 
Expectations 

.02 -.02 1 .09 .19** -.01 .07 .04 .02 .08 

Perceived quality 
of interaction 

-.01 .28** .09 1 .19** -.18** -.08 -.10 -.18* -.01 

Attitudes towards 
the outroup 

.03 .08 .19** .19** 1 .19** .09 .12* -.12* .18* 

Collective Action 
Intentions 

-.26** -.01 -.01 -.18** .19** 1 .27** .16** .33** .39** 

Collective Action 
Behavioural 
Measure 

.01 -.07 .07 -.08 .09 .27** 1 .07 .04 .22** 

Ingroup 
Identification 

.02 -.11* .04 -.10 .12* .16** .07 1 .00 .23** 

Anger -.48** -.04 .02 -.18* -.12* .33** .04 .00 1 -.01 

Group Efficacy -.12* .00 .08 -.01 .18** .39** .22** .23** -.01 1 

Note. * Correlation is significant at the .05 level (1-tailed) 
** Correlation is significant at the .01 level (1-tailed)
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