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We investigated whether simply imagining contact with outgroup members can improve 
intergroup attitudes. In Experiment 1, young participants who imagined talking to an elderly 
person subsequently showed lower levels of intergroup bias than participants who imagined an 
outdoor scene. In Experiment 2, young participants who imagined talking to an elderly person 
subsequently showed lower levels of intergroup bias than participants who simply thought 
about elderly people, ruling out a priming explanation for our fi ndings. In Experiment 3, 
heterosexual men who imagined talking to a homosexual man subsequently evaluated 
homosexual men more positively, perceived there to be greater variability among them, and 
experienced less intergroup anxiety compared to a control group. The effect of imagined 
contact on outgroup evaluations was mediated by reduced intergroup anxiety. These fi ndings 
suggest that imagining intergroup contact could represent a viable alternative for reducing 
prejudice where actual contact between groups is impractical.
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In 1954, Gordon Allport proposed that contact 
between members of opposing groups, under 
the right conditions, would lessen intergroup 
hostility and lead to more positive intergroup 
attitudes (Allport, 1954). Subsequent research 
has supported this premise but to date this 
research has usually involved either actual 
contact or retrospective reports of past actual con-
tact. In this article we ask whether actual contact 
with outgroups is a necessary component in 
interventions derived from the contact hy-
pothesis, or whether simply imagining contact 
with outgroups may be enough to have a positive 
impact on intergroup relations.

Intergroup contact 

According to Allport (1954) simple contact be-
tween groups would not be suffi cient to improve 
intergroup relations. Rather, for contact between 
groups to reduce prejudice, certain prerequisite 
conditions must be in place. Specifi cally, Allport 
proposed that optimal intergroup contact would 
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be of equal status, involve cooperation to achieve 
common goals, and should be supported by 
important societal institutions. Over the past 
50 years, a great deal of research has been 
devoted to testing and amending the basic prin-
ciples of the contact hypothesis and contact is 
now one of the most widely used psychological 
interventions for the reduction of prejudice 
and the improvement of intergroup relations 
(Oskamp & Jones, 2000). 

The theory has had to deal with various con-
troversies over the years. Past debate has focused 
on whether the proposed optimal conditions 
are suffi cient, or even necessary, for contact 
to reduce prejudice, and whether the positive 
effects of successful intergroup contact would 
generalize from the individuals involved in 
the contact to the entire outgroup. However, 
a recent meta-analysis of over 500 studies on 
intergroup contact conducted by Pettigrew 
and Tropp (2006) found a robust highly signifi -
cant negative effect of contact on prejudice, an 
effect that remained even for contact that did not 
meet the proposed ‘optimal conditions’, and for 
generalized measures of outgroup prejudice.

Having confi rmed that contact does indeed 
result in more positive generalized outgroup 
attitudes, even under less than optimal con-
ditions, recent research has concerned itself 
with how contact reduces prejudice—that 
is, the processes that underlie the effect of 
contact—and what consequences contact has 
for intergroup relations. Below we expand on 
these two developments. First, we discuss inter-
group anxiety, a negative emotional arousal 
that can characterize intergroup encounters, 
the reduction of which is thought to be a key 
process underlying the effect of intergroup 
contact. Second, we outline research which 
shows that contact has both cognitive and 
affective consequences.

Intergroup anxiety

Stephan and Stephan (1985) argued that inter-
group anxiety can arise as a consequence of 
negative expectations of rejection or discrim-
ination during cross-group interactions, or fears 
that the interaction partner, or the respondents 

themselves, may behave in an incompetent or 
offensive manner. These fears may lead people 
to avoid intergroup contact altogether. Plant 
and Devine (2003), for example, found that 
the more negative White people’s expectations 
about interacting with Black people were, the 
more they reported avoiding encounters with 
Black people.  Similarly, Shelton and Richeson 
(2005) found that participants explained their 
failure to initiate intergroup contact in terms 
of their fear of being rejected by outgroup 
members because they belonged to a different 
group. Even if contact does arise, intergroup 
anxiety increases the likelihood that individuals 
will enter the encounter with feelings of hostility 
(Plant & Devine, 2003). In turn, this increases 
the likelihood that group members will interpret 
the interaction in a negative light, with negative 
consequences for intergroup relations.

Intergroup anxiety is likely to arise where there 
has been minimal previous contact and when 
there are large differences in status (Stephan & 
Stephan, 1985). When individuals have had a 
successful interaction with an outgroup member, 
however, their level of intergroup anxiety is likely 
to be reduced, as they come to realize they have 
nothing to fear from the outgroup. Consistent 
with this reasoning, a number of studies, in 
diverse intergroup settings, have found the effect 
of intergroup contact on reducing prejudice 
to be mediated by intergroup anxiety (Islam & 
Hewstone, 1993; Paolini, Hewstone, Cairns, & 
Voci, 2004; Voci & Hewstone, 2003). 

Affective and cognitive consequences 

of contact

Affective components of prejudice refl ect feel-
ings and emotional responses to a group, for 
example liking of an outgroup, whereas cog-
nitive components of prejudice are generally 
considered to relate to perceptions, judgments 
and stereotypes about a group. Research has 
demonstrated that intergroup contact can 
reduce both affective and cognitive forms of 
prejudice, although typically intergroup contact 
has a more powerful effect on affective than 
cognitive outcome measures (Tropp & Pettigrew, 
2005; Wolsko, Park, Judd, & Bachelor, 2003). 
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With respect to cognitive outgroup measures, 
studies have shown that in addition to generating 
more positive attitudes (outgroup members are 
better liked), intergroup contact leads to greater 
perceptions of outgroup variability. 

People have a general tendency to show an 
‘outgroup homogeneity effect’ (Quattrone & 
Jones, 1980). That is, we have a general tendency 
to assume that outgroup members are relatively 
more homogeneous than ingroup members. This 
is largely because we encounter few outgroup 
members and therefore have little knowledge of 
the diversity among them and because, initially 
at least, interactions with the outgroup tend to 
be superfi cial, constrained by social norms, and 
lacking in intimacy. Seeing outgroup members 
as relatively homogeneous may initially help 
the positive effects of contact to generalize from 
the individual involved in the contact to the 
outgroup as a whole (Hewstone & Hamberger, 
2000). Successful intergroup contact should, 
however, subsequently lead to an increase in per-
ceptions of outgroup variability, as we learn 
more about the unique characteristics of the 
outgroup members we meet. This is benefi cial for 
intergroup relations as it increases the amount 
of information searched for when developing 
impressions of individual outgroup members 
(Ryan, Bogart, & Vender, 2000), decreases the 
confi dence in judging them solely on the basis 
of group-based stereotypes (Ryan, Judd & Park, 
1996), and reduces the memory advantage for 
stereotype-congruent information (Pendry & 
Macrae, 1999).

A number of studies have demonstrated the 
effect of contact on outgroup attitudes and 
perceived outgroup variability. Islam and 
Hewstone (1993) found, in the context of 
Muslim—Hindu relations in Bangladesh, that  
the more high quality contact (contact of a pleas-
ant, intimate, cooperative, and voluntary nature) 
that participants had experienced, the more 
positive their outgroup attitudes were and the 
greater their perceptions of outgroup variability. 
Similarly, Voci and Hewstone (2003; Study 1) 
found that contact was related to more positive 
attitudes and increased perceived outgroup 
variability among Italians toward immigrants, 
while Paolini et al. (2004) found that cross-group 

friendship, a uniquely high quality form of inter-
group contact, led to more positive attitudes and 
increased perceived outgroup variability among 
Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland. 
In sum, recent developments in research on 
contact reveal that the effect of intergroup con-
tact is mediated by intergroup anxiety, and that 
intergroup contact can reduce both affective 
and cognitive forms of prejudice.

Despite the clear benefi ts of intergroup con-
tact, however, it has one inevitable limitation; it 
can only be used as an intervention to reduce 
prejudice when group members have the oppor-
tunity for contact in the fi rst place (e.g. Phinney, 
Ferguson, & Tate, 1997; Turner, Hewstone, & 
Voci, in press). Unfortunately, there are many 
examples of opposing groups that have few such 
opportunities; many Catholic and Protestant 
communities in Belfast have a very low percent-
age of residents from the opposing commun-
ity, and only 5% of Northern Irish children 
attend mixed Catholic–Protestant schools 
(Census, 2001). Similarly, despite being a very 
multicultural city, many South Asian and White 
communities in the British city of Bradford 
remain largely isolated from one another. In 
such circumstances, interventions that involve 
intergroup contact may be very difficult to 
establish. Yet it is in these types of context 
where contact-based interventions to reduce 
prejudice are needed the most. One solution 
to this dilemma is to utilize intergroup contact 
in an indirect manner. To date, research on the 
indirect application of intergroup contact has 
focused on extended contact. 

Extended contact

One of the most signifi cant recent advances in 
contact research is the fi nding that perceivers 
need not have actually experienced contact 
with the outgroup themselves to develop more 
positive intergroup attitudes. Specifi cally, Wright, 
Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, and Ropp (1997) pro-
vide evidence that so-called extended contact 
can reduce intergroup bias. The idea behind 
extended contact is that the benefi ts associated 
with cross-group friendship might also stem 
from vicarious experiences of friendship—the 
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knowledge that ingroup members have friends 
in the outgroup. If an outgroup member is ob-
served being friendly and positive to ingroup 
members, expectations about intergroup inter-
actions may be more positive, while seeing an 
ingroup member showing tolerance toward the 
outgroup may have a positive infl uence on the 
attitudes of other ingroup members. Extended 
contact may be especially useful in situations 
where there is less opportunity for contact, as 
it implies that an individual may not need to 
know personally an outgroup member in order to 
benefi t from the positive effects of cross-group 
friendship. Subsequent research among Finnish 
teenagers (Liebkind & McAlister, 1999) and 
among Catholics and Protestants in Northern 
Ireland (Paolini et al., 2004) has also supported 
the idea that extended contact can benefit 
intergroup relations.

The implication from work on extended con-
tact is that actual experience of contact with out-
groups is not a necessary component of contact 
interventions. The importance of this idea for 
policy makers and educators seeking to develop 
interventions designed to reduce intergroup 
bias cannot be understated because it suggests 
that contact may be a far more powerful and 
fl exible means of improving intergroup relations 
than previously thought. In fact, one may ask 
whether it is even necessary to know ingroup 
members who have friends in the outgroup 
in order for contact to exert a positive effect. 
Perhaps, simply imagining contact between 
oneself and an outgroup member is suffi cient to 
observe more positive outgroup attitudes. Some 
recent work on the impact of mental imagery 
on social perception adds some credence to 
this basic idea.

Imagined intergroup contact

Social psychological research often involves 
demonstrating the effects of social context 
on attitudes and behavior. Recently, however, 
research has shown that simply imagining a 
particular social context can have the same 
effect as actually experiencing that context. 
Garcia, Weaver, Moskowitz, and Darley (2002) 

investigated the role of imagining a social 
context on the bystander apathy effect, the idea 
that people are less likely to help others if there 
are other people present who might offer help 
instead. They found that just imagining being 
in a large group led to signifi cantly less helping 
behavior on a subsequent task: participants 
who imagined having a meal out with ten other 
people were subsequently less likely to help 
the experimenter by participating in a second 
study than those who imagined having a meal 
out with just one other person. Blair, Ma, and 
Lenton (2001) found imagery to have a similar 
effect on person perception. Participants who 
were asked to spend a few minutes creating a 
mental image of a strong woman showed less 
implicit gender stereotyping than participants 
who had created a mental image of a vacation 
in the Caribbean.

The effect of imagining a social context on 
subsequent attitudes and behavior may be 
explained in terms of priming effects. There 
is considerable evidence that the subtle cues 
or ‘primes’ in our social environment activate 
associated knowledge structures in our minds. 
As these knowledge structures become more ac-
cessible in memory, they often have a powerful 
infl uence on our attitudes and behaviors. Bargh, 
Chen, and Burrows (1996), for example, found 
that getting White participants to think about 
African Americans led them to behave in a more 
hostile manner (where hostile was a perceived 
stereotypic trait of African Americans). According 
to Garcia et al. (2002), activating a social context 
has a similar effect to activating a stereotype; it 
increases the accessibility of abstract concepts 
associated with that social context. Imagining 
being in a crowd, for example, activates feelings 
of being ‘lost in a crowd’ and ‘unaccountable’, 
feelings which are associated with less helping 
behavior in real situations. 

Following from this logic, imagining inter-
group contact should activate concepts that we 
normally associate with successful interactions 
with members of unknown groups, such as feel-
ing more comfortable and less apprehensive 
about the prospect of future contact with that 
group. In addition to these relatively automatic 
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activations, when people imagine intergroup 
contact they should also engage in conscious 
processes that parallel the processes involved 
in actual intergroup contact. They may, for 
example, actively think about what they would 
learn about the outgroup member, how they 
would feel during the interaction, and how 
this would infl uence their perceptions of that 
outgroup member and the outgroup more 
generally. In turn, this should lead to more 
positive evaluations of the outgroup, similar 
to the effects of face-to-face contact (e.g. Islam 
& Hewstone, 1993; Paolini et al., 2004; Voci & 
Hewstone, 2003).

There is an important theoretical issue to high-
light here. The fi ndings of Bargh et al. (1996) 
illustrate that getting participants to think about 
an outgroup category often generates negative 
intergroup attitudes and behavior. So why should 
we expect imagining intergroup contact with an 
outgroup member to generate positive intergroup 
attitudes and behaviors? Undoubtedly, when 
imagining intergroup contact thoughts of the 
social category will be present; without it, one 
would not expect to observe any generalized 
attitudes to the outgroup category and reduced 
intergroup bias. However, imagining contact 
does not simply involve social category prim-
ing. While Bargh and colleagues got people to 
think about a negatively perceived social cat-
egory, imagining intergroup contact involves 
participants imagining themselves in a particular 
social situation; an intergroup encounter. Thus, 
participants will not only be thinking about the 
outgroup category but also the interaction itself. 
Participants might, for example, think about the 
topic of conversation, how they would behave 
toward the interaction partner, and how that 
individual would behave in return. As such, we 
would not expect a simple priming of negative 
attitudes, but quite the opposite, consistent with 
the effects of actual contact.

 In the research reported below we investigated 
the effect of imagined contact in two different 
intergroup contexts: young people’s attitudes 
toward the elderly in Experiments 1 and 2, 
and straight men’s attitudes toward gay men in 
Experiment 3, using two different versions of 
our imagined contact task. 

Experiment 1

In Experiment 1, we carried out an initial test 
of the hypothesis that imagining intergroup 
contact would reduce intergroup bias. Young 
participants were either instructed to imagine 
interacting with an elderly person or, in a con-
trol condition, to imagine an outdoor scene. 
If imagining contact can have similar effects 
as actual intergroup contact, imagining con-
tact with an elderly person should result in re-
duced intergroup bias compared to the control 
condition.

Method
Participants Twenty-eight undergraduate 
students, 23 male and 5 female, aged between 
18 and 20, were randomly allocated to either the 
imagined contact condition or a control con-
dition. Participants received course credit for 
taking part in the research.

Procedure Prior to the start of the experiment, 
the researcher told the participant that they were 
running a pre-test for a possible later experiment 
and needed to gain some information for the 
construction of materials. We created two sets 
of instructions, designed to either invoke par-
ticipants’ imagination of a detailed interaction 
with an outgroup member, or their imagination 
of something totally unrelated to a contact en-
counter. Participants assigned to the imagined 
contact condition were asked: ‘We would like you 
to take a minute to imagine yourself meeting 
an elderly stranger for the fi rst time. Imagine 
their appearance, the conversation that fol-
lows and, from what you learn, all the different 
ways you could classify them into different groups 
of people’. Participants assigned to the control 
condition were asked: ‘We would like you to take 
a minute to imagine an outdoor scene. Try to 
imagine aspects of the scene about you (e.g. is it 
a beach, a forest, are there trees, hills, what’s 
on the horizon)’. In both conditions, participants 
were given exactly one minute to imagine 
the scene. Participants in the imagined contact 
condition were then instructed to ‘List the dif-
ferent ways in which you could classify the 
stranger following the conversation you just 
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imagined’, whereas participants in the control 
condition were instructed to simply ‘List the 
different things that you saw in the scene you 
just imagined’. This was designed to reinforce 
the effect of the imagery task.

Following this manipulation, participants 
completed a measure to assess their level of inter-
group bias. They were told: 

We may be carrying out a study shortly in conjunc-
tion with a local old people’s home where we will get 
either young people to converse with other young 
people, elderly people to converse with other elderly 
people, or young people to converse with elderly 
people. We are gauging whether people would be 
willing to take part in such a “conversation” study 
(it would be carried out in the School of Psychology, 
would last 20 minutes, and you would receive £5). 
If you were to sign-up for this study, can you rate 
your preference for the pairing you would be most 
happy being put in to. 

Participants were asked to circle their prefer-
ence for working with another young person 
(‘Young–Young’ pairing) and then their pre-
ference for working with an elderly person 
(‘Young–Elderly’ pairing) on a 9-point scale 
(1 = not at all, 9 = very much). An ‘Elderly–Elderly’ 
pairing rating scale was also included to re-
inforce the impression that elderly people were 
also being asked the same questions in pre-
paration for this supposed future study; our 
participants were instructed to ignore this 
question. After completing the dependent 
measure, participants were asked what they 
thought the aim of the study was, and whether 
they were at all suspicious that the pre-test 
was looking at anything other than what was 
stated. After providing demographic infor-
mation, participants were then thanked and 
debriefed.

Results
To determine whether imagining intergroup 
contact with an elderly person reduced intergroup 
bias compared to a control condition in which 
participants simply imagined an outdoor 
scene, we conducted a 2 (Task: Control versus 
Imagined Contact) × 2 (Target of evaluation: 
Ingroup versus Outgroup) mixed design analysis 
of variance (ANOVA), with repeated measures 

on the second factor. The degree of intergroup 
bias was therefore determined by calculating the 
difference in the extent to which participants 
are willing to interact with an ingroup member 
and an outgroup member. The analyses revealed 
the predicted signifi cant interaction between 
task and target (F(1, 26) = 4.50, p = .044; see 
Table 1). Planned t tests revealed that while 
there was signifi cant intergroup bias in the con-
trol condition (Mingroup= 7.50, Moutgroup = 6.36; 
t(13) = 2.58, p = .023), there was no signifi cant 
difference between ingroup and outgroup 
evaluations in the imagined contact condition 
(Mingroup= 5.71, Moutgroup = 6.71; t(13) = –1.10, 
p = .291). 

Table 1. Mean ingroup and outgroup preference and 
bias as a function of task in Experiment 1 (standard 
deviations in parentheses)

 Task
 

  Imagined 
 Control  contact

Ingroup preference 7.50 (1.16) 5.71 (2.30)
Outgroup preference 6.36 (1.28) 6.71 (1.54)
Intergroup bias 1.14 (1.66) –1.00 (3.40)

This experiment provided some initial evi-
dence that simply imagining contact with an 
outgroup member can reduce intergroup bias. 
It is worth noting that the reduction in inter-
group bias in the imagination condition was 
driven primarily by a decrease in preference 
for interacting with an ingroup member. This is 
not, however, surprising given that the imagined 
contact task in Experiment 1 involved making 
multiple categorizations. In contrast to the 
recategorization of members of two groups into 
a new inclusive group, which reduces intergroup 
bias because it leads to a more positive outgroup 
evaluation, encouraging people to categorize 
others along multiple dimensions has been 
shown to reduce intergroup bias by leading 
to a less positive ingroup evaluation (Crisp, 
Hewstone, & Rubin, 2001). 

One potential criticism of these fi ndings is 
that participants may have been infl uenced by 
demand characteristics; that is, participants may 
have responded more positively in the imagined 
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contact condition because they guessed the 
rationale of the experiment and behaved in 
accordance with the perceived expectations of 
the experimenter. However, feedback follow-
ing the experiment revealed that none of the 
participants were suspicious about its purpose, 
nor did any of them successfully guess the pur-
pose of the experiment. We can therefore rule 
out a demand characteristics explanation for 
our fi ndings.

A second potential criticism of Experiment 1 
is that perhaps imagined contact did not involve 
imagining contact at all, but instead simple 
category priming. As we noted in the intro-
duction, priming would typically be expected 
to elicit negative attitudes and behaviors (e.g. 
Bargh et al., 1996), which is the opposite of what 
we observed in Experiment 1. However, given 
the use of explicit measures, perhaps imagined 
contact simply primed participants to think of 
the outgroup (the elderly), which then led to 
a conscious attempt to regulate behavior to ap-
pear non-prejudiced (e.g. Devine & Monteith, 
1999). Although on the basis of the feedback 
received from participants we are confi dent 
that a priming/self-regulation effect cannot ac-
count for the fi ndings, to empirically rule out 
this explanation we carried out a second experi-
ment in which we sought to replicate the effects 
observed in Experiment 1 but using a control 
condition in which we primed the outgroup.

Experiment 2

To compare the effect of social category prim-
ing and imagined contact, in Experiment 2 
young participants were instructed to either 
imagine interacting with an elderly stranger 
or to simply think about the elderly.  If, as 
we predict, imagined contact does not simply 
involve category priming and associated self-
regulation, but that there is something special 
about mentally simulating the intergroup inter-
action, participants in the imagined contact 
condition should show lower intergroup bias 
than participants in the social category prime 
condition. If imagining intergroup contact 
simply involves priming and self-regulation, 
then there should be no difference between bias 

observed in the prime and imagined contact 
conditions; in both conditions there should be 
no signifi cant levels of bias.

Method
Participants Twenty-four undergraduate stu-
dents, 12 female and 12 male, aged between 19 
and 26, were randomly allocated to either 
the imagined contact condition or a control 
condition, in which participants were simply 
primed to think about the outgroup. Participants 
received money or course credit for taking part 
in the research.

Procedure The procedure was the same as 
Experiment 1, with one key difference. Instead 
of imagining an outdoor scene, participants 
in the control condition were told ‘We would 
like you to spend a minute thinking about the 
elderly’.

Results
To determine whether imagining intergroup 
contact with an elderly person reduced intergroup 
bias compared to a control condition in which 
participants were simply primed with the 
social category elderly,  we computed a 2 (Task: 
Prime versus Imagined Contact)  × 2 (Target of 
evaluation: Ingroup versus Outgroup) mixed 
design ANOVA, with repeated measures on the 
second factor. The degree of intergroup bias 
was therefore determined by calculating the 
difference in the extent to which participants 
were willing to interact with an ingroup member 
compared to an outgroup member. The analyses 
revealed the predicted signifi cant interaction 
between task and target (F(1, 21) = 5.09, 
p = .035; see Figure 1). Planned t tests revealed 
that while there was signifi cant intergroup bias 
in the control prime condition (Mingroup= 6.73, 
Moutgroup = 4.91; t(10) = 2.29, p = .045), there 
was no signifi cant difference between ingroup 
and outgroup evaluations in the imagined 
contact condition (Mingroup= 5.75, Moutgroup = 5.92; 
t(11) = –.394, p = .701). These fi ndings confi rm 
our prediction that while imagining intergroup 
contact with the elderly reduces intergroup bias, 
simply thinking about the elderly—in other 
words, priming the social category—does not. 



Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 10(4)

434

In contrast to what we would expect if priming 
a social category led to a self-regulation process 
in this context, there was signifi cant bias when 
participants just thought about the elderly, but 
not when participants imagined intergroup 
contact. In sum, imagining intergroup contact 
does not simply involve priming an outgroup 
category.

As in Experiment 1, feedback following the 
experiment revealed that while three par-
ticipants voiced suspicions about the aims of 
the experiment, none successfully guessed its 
rationale. This again enables us to rule out a 
demand characteristics explanation for our 
fi ndings. 

In Experiment 3 we sought to extend and 
replicate the imagined contact effect with an 
alternative intergroup dichotomy and with 
alternative measures of intergroup attitudes. 
We made two additional changes to the ex-
periment. First, we slightly altered the imagined 
contact task. As we note above, the task in 
Experiments 1 and 2 involved an element of 
multiple categorization. To determine that it 
was imagining the intergroup contact, rather 
than just the multiple categorization element 
of the task, that reduced intergroup bias, in the 
third experiment we eliminated this multiple 
categorization element. Instead, we asked 
participants to think about the interesting 

and unexpected things they might learn about 
the outgroup member during the imagined 
encounter.

Second, we aimed to uncover the mediating 
mechanisms that may drive the effect of imagined 
contact. Wright et al. (1997) found that extended 
contact works via reduced intergroup anxiety, 
supporting the idea that anxiety reduction is key 
to the positive impact contact has on intergroup 
attitudes, and suggesting that actual contact is 
not necessary to observe reductions in bias via 
this mediational route. Having demonstrated 
in Experiments 1 and 2 that imagining contact 
with outgroups can reduce intergroup bias, 
in Experiment 3 we aimed to test whether the 
positive impact of imagining contact with out-
groups works via reduced anxiety. 

Experiment 3

In Experiments 1 and 2, we showed that simply 
imagining contact with the elderly reduces 
intergroup bias. In Experiment 3 we aimed 
to replicate this effect with a different out-
group, homosexual males. Heterosexual male 
participants were instructed either to imagine 
interacting with a homosexual male, or to 
imagine a hiking trip. Previous research on inter-
group contact has shown it to affect cognitive 
and affective indices of prejudice, for example 
perceived outgroup variability and outgroup 
attitude (Islam & Hewstone, 1993; Paolini et al., 
2004) so we included both types of measure here. 
Contact has also been shown to reduce prejudice 
because it reduces intergroup anxiety (Islam & 
Hewstone, 1993; Voci & Hewstone, 2003). If, as 
we predict, imagined contact works in much 
the same way as direct intergroup contact, it 
should also work via the mediating mechanism 
of intergroup anxiety.

Method
Participants Twenty-seven male heterosexual 
undergraduate students, aged between 19 
and 25, were randomly allocated to either the 
imagined contact condition or a control con-
dition. Participants received course credit for 
their involvement.
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Figure 1. Mean ingroup and outgroup preference as a 
function of task in Experiment 2.
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Procedure The procedure was the same as in 
Experiments 1 and 2 apart from the following 
minor improvements that we believed more 
accurately captured the experience of intergroup 
contact. Participants assigned to the imagined 
contact condition were asked: 

Please spend the next fi ve minutes imagining that 
you are talking to a gay man that has sat next to you 
on the train.  You spend about thirty minutes chatting 
until you reach your stop and depart the train.  
During the conversation you fi nd out some interest-
ing and unexpected things about him, 

before being instructed to think about what 
those things were and list them. Participants 
assigned to the control condition were asked: 
‘Please spend the next fi ve minutes imagining 
that you are on a three day hiking trip in the 
south of England.  During the trip you arrive 
unexpectedly at a secluded bay’. They were then 
asked to imagine and list the different things 
that they saw at the scene. 

Following this manipulation, participants 
completed the dependent measures. To assess 
intergroup anxiety, participants were asked: ‘If you 
were to meet a gay man in the future, how do 
you think you would feel?’ They reported, on a 
7-point scale, how ‘Awkward’, ‘Happy’ (reversed), 
‘Self-Conscious’, ‘Competent’ (reversed), and 
‘Relaxed’ (reversed) they would feel (1 = not at 
all, 7 = very; α = .80; Voci & Hewstone, 2003). 
To measure outgroup evaluation, participants 
were fi rst asked to ‘Please describe how you feel 
about gay men in general’, responding to six 
items (from Voci & Hewstone, 2003) on 7-point 
semantic differential scales: cold–warm, positive–
negative (reversed), friendly–hostile (reversed), 
suspicious–trusting, respectful–contempt (reversed), 
admiration–disgust (reversed). We also included 
a three-item scale of attitudes toward gay men 
(Herek & Capitanio, 1996). Participants were 
asked to rate how much they agreed or disagreed, 
on a 7-point scale (1 = disagree, 7 = agree), with 
the following statements: ‘Sex between two men 
is just plain wrong’ (reversed), ‘I think male 
homosexuals are disgusting’ (reversed), and 
‘Male homosexuality is a natural expression 
of sexuality in men’. As the two sets of out-
group evaluation items loaded on the same factor, 
they were combined to form a composite variable 

(α = .86). Finally, perceived outgroup variability was 
assessed using three items averaged to form a 
single index (α = .551): ‘When you think about 
gay men, do you perceive them as similar to 
one another?’, ‘When you think about gay 
men, do you perceive them as different to one 
another?’ (both items, 1 = not at all, 7 = very), 
and ‘Among gay men there are different types of 
people (1 = disagree, 7 = agree; fi rst item reverse 
coded). High scores refl ected greater perceived 
outgroup variability. 

After completing the dependent measure, par-
ticipants were asked what they thought the aim 
of the experiment was, and whether they were 
at all suspicious that it was looking at anything 
other than what was stated. After providing 
demographic information, participants were 
then thanked and debriefed.

Results
To determine whether imagining intergroup 
contact with a gay man led to less intergroup 
anxiety, more positive outgroup evaluations 
and greater perceived outgroup variability 
compared to a control condition we computed 
planned t tests. This analysis revealed signifi cantly 
less intergroup anxiety following the imagined 
contact task (M  = 2.97) compared to the control 
condition (M = 4.05); t(25) = –3.71, p = .001); 
signifi cantly more positive outgroup evaluations 
following the imagined contact task (M = 3.82) 
compared to the control condition (M = 3.02) 
(t(25) = 2.10, p = .046); and signifi cantly greater 
perceived outgroup variability following the 
imagined contact task (M = 4.64) compared to 
the control condition (M = 3.97) (t(25) = –2.18, 
p = .040).

We then computed a mediational analysis to 
assess whether the effect of imagined contact on 
both outcome measures was mediated by variation 
in intergroup anxiety. There was a signifi cant 
path between task and both outgroup evaluation 
(β = .388, p = .046), and outgroup variability 
(β = .398, p = .040). Task also predicted the 
mediator, anxiety (β = –.596, p = .001). The path 
between anxiety and outgroup variability while 
controlling for the predictor was not signifi cant 
(β = –.050, p = .831). The path between anxiety 
and outgroup evaluation while controlling for 
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the predictor was, however, signifi cant (β = –.641, 
p = .003), and when the mediator was controlled 
the relationship between task and evaluation 
became nonsignifi cant (β = .006, p = .975). A 
Sobel test was signifi cant (Z = 2.47, p = .013; 
see Figure 2).

In sum, in Experiment 3, in a different inter-
group context and using both affective and cog-
nitive measures of bias, we replicated the positive 
impact of imagined contact that we observed in 
Experiments 1 and 2. Furthermore, we found 
that the bias-reducing effects of imagined contact 
were mediated by reduced intergroup anxiety. 
As in the fi rst two experiments, we wanted to 
rule out a demand characteristics explanation 
for our fi ndings. We found that one participant 
in the control condition reported being suspi-
cious that the research was looking at something 
other than what was stated, but they did not 
successfully identify what the experiment was ac-
tually about. In fact, none of the participants 
were able to identify what the experiment was 
about. Given that participants were not aware 
of the hypothesis, the current fi ndings cannot 
be explained by demand characteristics.

General discussion

Supporting our hypothesis, we found across three 
experiments that imagined intergroup contact 
was suffi cient to observe improved intergroup 

attitudes. In Experiment 1, participants were 
asked to imagine contact with an elderly per-
son, and to then think about all the different ways 
in which they might be able to categorize that 
person. While participants in a control condi-
tion who imagined an outdoor scene showed a 
greater preference for interacting with a young 
person than for interacting with an elderly 
person, participants who imagined intergroup 
contact showed reduced intergroup bias. In 
Experiment 2, we replicated the fi ndings from 
Experiment 1 with a control prime condition 
in which participants were simply asked to think 
about the elderly. While participants in this 
prime condition showed a signifi cantly greater 
preference for interacting with a young person 
than for interacting with an elderly person, 
participants who imagined intergroup contact 
showed reduced intergroup bias. These fi ndings 
rule out the possibility that imagining intergroup 
contact simply primes an outgroup category 
and leads to a self-regulation process whereby 
socially desirably responses are elicited. 

Experiment 3 provided further support for the 
benefi ts of imagined contact, and investigated 
mediating processes. Male heterosexual par-
ticipants were asked to imagine contact with a 
gay man, and to then think about some of the 
unexpected things they might learn about that 
person. Participants who spent a few minutes 
imagining intergroup contact subsequently had 

Control
vs.

imagined contact
Outgroup evaluation

Intergroup
anxiety

β = –.641, p = .003

Z = 2.47, p = .013

β = –.596, p = .001

β = .388, p = .046

β = .006, p = .975

Figure 2. Mediational model of the role of intergroup anxiety in explaining the effects of imagined contact on 
outgroup evaluation in Experiment 3.
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a more positive attitude toward gay people in 
general, and also perceived there to be greater 
variability among the outgroup, than participants 
in the control condition. That imagined contact 
worked in two intergroup contexts, using two 
versions of the imagined contact task, gives us 
confi dence that the effect of imagined contact 
isn’t limited to a specifi c intergroup context or 
type of imagined contact. 

Experiment 3 also showed that imagined 
contact has its benefi cial effects via that same 
mediational route as existing work on actual 
and extended contact; we found that intergroup 
anxiety explained the positive effects of imagining 
intergroup contact on outgroup attitudes. While 
we found that imagining contact with an out-
group member reduced outgroup homogeneity, 
this was not mediated by anxiety. Although some 
direct contact studies have found intergroup 
anxiety to mediate the effect of intergroup 
contact on outgroup variability (e.g. Islam & 
Hewstone, 1993; Voci & Hewstone, 2003), the 
evidence for this effect is less consistent than 
the effect of intergroup anxiety on affective out-
come measures, such as feelings of intergroup 
comfort and liking (e.g. Tropp & Pettigrew, 
2005; Turner et al., in press). Future research is 
needed to determine when intergroup anxiety 
will increase perceptions of homogeneity and 
when it will not have such an effect. 

It is worth noting that the participants in the 
reported studies had relatively positive intergroup 
attitudes even in the absence of the imagined 
contact intervention. Thus, although imagining 
intergroup contact reduced intergroup bias, we 
cannot conclude on the basis of these fi ndings 
that imagined contact would be just as effective, 
say, among Catholics and Protestants in North-
ern Ireland or Palestinians and Israelis in the 
Middle East, where intergroup attitudes are some-
times extremely negative. We argue, however, that 
what is important in the current studies is that 
in the experimental condition—regardless of 
the initial level of intergroup bias—participants 
who imagined intergroup contact showed lower 
levels of intergroup bias than participants in the 
control condition who had not imagined such 
contact. This indicates that imagined contact 
does have an effect on intergroup bias, but future 

research is necessary to determine the extent 
to which imagined contact will be more or less 
effective in different contexts. 

Why does imagined contact work?
We believe that imagining intergroup contact 
activates concepts that we normally associate 
with interactions with members of unknown 
groups, such as feeling more comfortable and 
less apprehensive about the prospect of future 
contact with that group. In addition to these 
automatic processes, imagining contact is likely 
to generate conscious processes that parallel 
the processes involved in actual intergroup 
contact, for example thinking about what they 
would learn from the encounter and how that 
encounter would make them feel. Together, 
we believe that these processes lead to more 
positive outgroup attitudes.

One potential criticism of this explanation 
is that if participants had the opportunity to 
imagine any contact situation they wanted to, 
they might have imagined a negative contact situ-
ation, particularly if they have a less than positive 
opinion of the outgroup. So, why did participants 
who imagined contact, in the absence of any 
specifi cally positive instructions, show reduced 
intergroup bias? The fi ndings of a large-scale 
meta-analysis of the intergroup contact literature 
may provide an answer. Pettigrew and Tropp 
(2006) found that although contact that meets 
the key conditions proposed by Allport (1954) 
for high quality contact was particularly effec-
tive at reducing prejudice, even ‘mere contact’, 
intergroup contact that failed to meet the key 
conditions proposed by Allport (1954) also 
frequently led to reductions in prejudice. 
This may explain why participants who were 
instructed to imagine intergroup contact in 
the absence of specifi c instructions to think 
of a positive encounter become less biased in 
their attitudes.

When will imagined contact work?
Imagining intergroup contact is particularly 
indirect in nature when compared to actual inter-
group contact, involving face-to-face interactions, 
and even extended contact, which involves 
knowing ingroup members who have outgroup 
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friends. This indirectness gives imagined contact 
a signifi cant disadvantage on the one hand, but 
some considerable advantages on the other, over 
actual and extended intergroup contact. Below, 
we outline these strengths and weaknesses, 
and discuss how they help us to identify when 
imagined contact will be most effective at reduc-
ing intergroup bias.

Probably the biggest drawback of imagined 
contact is that it may not have as powerful or 
long lasting an effect as more direct forms of 
intergroup contact. Direct experiences are 
thought to produce stronger attitudes on an 
issue than indirect experiences (Fazio, Powell, & 
Herr, 1983; Stangor, Sullivan, & Ford, 1991). 
Supporting this premise, research comparing 
direct and extended contact typically shows 
direct contact to have the stronger impact on 
prejudice (Paolini et al., 2004; Turner et al., in 
press). Given that imagined contact is less direct 
than actual intergroup contact and extended 
contact, we might expect it to have a weaker and 
more temporary effect on intergroup bias than 
either of these interventions. 

In comparison with face-to-face contact, 
however, imagined contact shares two advantages 
with extended contact. First, imagined contact 
may be particularly useful in contexts where 
intergroup confl ict and segregation are high 
and the opportunity for contact is low as, like 
with extended contact, an individual does not 
need to know personally an outgroup member. 
Second, because contact is not experienced 
fi rst hand, there is less likely to be intergroup 
anxiety than during direct contact. Moreover, 
imagining a non-threatening contact situation 
should encourage people to realize they have 
no reason to fear members of other groups. 
Imagined contact also holds a further advantage 
over both direct and extended contact. Although 
extended contact can be implemented more 
widely than direct contact, because an individual 
only needs to know of an ingroup member who 
has experienced outgroup contact, imagined 
contact goes one step further: no experience 
of outgroup contact, either direct or extended, 
is necessary to observe improved intergroup 
attitudes.

In sum, imagined contact may have a less 
powerful effect than direct or extended con-
tact, but it can be used as an intervention in 
contexts where direct contact, and even extended 
contact, cannot be. Moreover, as Experiment 2  
illustrated, imagining intergroup contact 
reduces the fears and negative expectations 
that often poison face-to-face contact (Plant & 
Devine, 2003), and thereby prepares people 
for a successful intergroup encounter. For 
this reason, we believe that one way in which 
imagined contact might be usefully applied is 
immediately before an intervention that involves 
direct contact. If participants spend some time 
imagining intergroup contact before personally 
engaging in such an encounter, their levels of 
intergroup anxiety will be lower, their intergroup 
attitudes more positive, and their expectations 
greater when they embark on the encounter. 
This will increase the chance that intergroup 
contact will result in strong, positive and long-
lasting attitude change.

Future research
The current fi ndings present some interest-
ing avenues for future research. First, as we 
outlined above, there are some intriguing 
questions surrounding when imagined contact 
might be most useful. Future research should 
consider whether the degree of confl ict in a 
particular intergroup context or the negativity 
of a participant’s initial outgroup attitude 
infl uences the effectiveness of imagined contact. 
Furthermore, social psychologists and prac-
titioners might investigate whether interventions 
involving face-to-face contact are more effec-
tive if participants fi rst imagine an intergroup 
encounter.

A second potential line of research involves 
ruling out the role of demand characteristics 
in imagined contact; that is, the possibility 
that participants completing the imagined 
contact task may have guessed the rationale of 
the experiment and subsequently attempted 
to confi rm the experimenter’s hypothesis. We 
do not believe that demand characteristics 
infl uenced our results; we did not reveal to 
participants the nature of the experiment until
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debriefi ng, and accordingly found that across 
the three experiments not one participant suc-
cessfully identifi ed the aims of the experiment. 
Clearly, if participants did not know what the 
experiment was about, they cannot have been 
infl uenced by demand characteristics. To con-
clusively rule out this alternative explanation of 
our fi ndings, however, future research should 
consider the effects of imagined contact on an 
implicit measure of intergroup bias, on which 
participants are unable to actively control their 
responses. Recent research has found that 
face-to-face contact predicts implicit outgroup 
bias (Aberson, Shoemaker, & Tomolillo, 2004; 
Turner et al., in press). If, as we predict, imagined 
contact parallels the effects of face-to-face 
con-tact, imagined contact should also reduce 
implicit bias.

Practical implications
These fi ndings may prove important for the 
adaptability of contact interventions by policy 
makers and educators. Community leaders in 
areas where there is segregation and intergroup 
tension recognize that positive intergroup 
contact might reduce prejudice, but they are 
often faced with practical difficulties that 
make such changes diffi cult. In the context 
of race relations in British cities, for example, 
‘White fl ight’ from inner city areas to the sub-
urbs has resulted in ethnic minority ‘enclaves’ 
in the inner cities, while White communities 
dominate the outer suburbs. Such situations 
cannot easily be remedied as they are often 
related to economic and social inequalities in 
wider society. Even in multicultural commun-
ities where many different groups live in close 
proximity to one another, we have a tendency 
to interact mainly with those similar to the self, 
especially with regard to age, gender, and race 
(Graham & Cohen, 1997). Moreover, when 
intergroup contact does occur, the anticipation 
of the encounter for those who have had little 
prior experience with an outgroup may lead 
to intergroup anxiety, with potentially negative 
consequences for intergroup contact (Plant & 

Devine, 1993). Imagined contact, however, is 
an inexpensive and practical means of reducing 
intergroup anxiety and prejudice that would be 
useful even where direct contact is very limited.  
For this reason, it might form an important 
component of multicultural teaching in schools 
and communities. Future research should be 
concerned with identifying the parameters of 
the effectiveness of the intervention; specifi cally, 
in what circumstances it is most likely to benefi t 
intergroup relations.

In conclusion, across three experiments we 
found that imagining contact with an outgroup 
member led to more positive intergroup atti-
tudes. In Experiments 1 and 2, young people 
who imagined an encounter with an elderly 
person were less biased than control participants, 
while in Experiment 3, straight men who im-
agined contact with a gay man had a more posi-
tive evaluation of gay men, mediated by reduced 
intergroup anxiety, and perceived there to be 
more variability among gay men than control 
participants. These fi ndings generate a number 
of interesting avenues for future research, and 
leave us optimistic about the potential prejudice-
reducing benefi ts of indirect interventions based 
on intergroup contact.

Note

1. When we omitted the third item the alpha 
improved to .74. We obtained exactly the same 
effects (all p < .05) using this two item scale in all 
the subsequent analyses we report that involved 
perceived outgroup variability as when using the 
three item index. 
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