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Running head: IMAGINED CONTACT AND COMMON INGROUP IDENTITY
Imagined Intergroup Contact and Common Ingroup Identity:
An Integrative Approach
Abstract
We conducted two studies involving two different age groups (elementary school
children and adults) aimed at integrating imagined contact and common ingroup identity
models. In the first study, Italian elementary school children were asked to imagine
interacting with an unknown immigrant peer as members of a common group. Results
revealed that common ingroup imagined contact, relative to a control condition,
improved outgroup helping intentions assessed one week and two weeks after the
intervention. In the second study, common ingroup imagined contact led Italian
university students to display higher intentions to have contact with immigrants
compared to control conditions. In conclusion, results from both studies demonstrate
that imagining an intergroup interaction as members of the same group strengthens the
effects of imagined contact. These findings point to the importance of combining the
common ingroup identity model and the imagined contact theory in order to increase the

potentiality of prejudice reduction interventions.

Keywords: imagined intergroup contact, common ingroup identity, intergroup relations,

prejudice reduction, behavioral intentions.
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Research over the past 60 years has convincingly demonstrated that positive
contact between members of different groups is a powerful strategy to reduce prejudice
(Hodson & Hewstone, 2013). There is also evidence that positive contact is especially
effective when it is structured so that ingroup and outgroup members perceive
themselves as belonging to a common superordinate group, instead of completely
separate and distinct groups (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). However, intervention
strategies based on direct intergroup contact can be anxiety arousing and difficult to
implement due to practical constraints. A highly flexible and easily implemented
indirect contact strategy which can overcome these difficulties and which has been
successful at reducing prejudice is imagined contact. According to Crisp and
collaborators (for reviews, see Crisp, Husnu, Meleady, Stathi, & Turner, 2010; Crisp &
Turner, 2009, 2012; for a meta-analysis, see Miles & Crisp, 2014), the mental
simulation of positive intergroup contact is an effective way to improve relations
between groups. In the two studies reported herein, we aim to explore the utility of
integrating the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) with the
imagined contact theory (Crisp & Turner, 2009) on reducing intergroup bias. Our
expectation is that common ingroup imagined contact, which combines imagined
contact with principles derived from the common ingroup identity model, will have
stronger effects than both standard imagined contact and classic control conditions used
in imagined contact research. A further aim is to shed light on the processes underlying
the effects of common ingroup imagined contact. Hypotheses will be tested both among
young children (Study 1) and adults (Study 2), in order to examine the generalizability
of the effects and the utility of the proposed approach for different age groups. An

additional aim is to test the longevity of the effects, which will be assessed by
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administering our measures to the children one and two weeks after the experimental
intervention.
Intergroup contact and common ingroup identity

According to the common ingroup identity model (CIIM; Gaertner & Dovidio,
2000), intergroup contact will be maximally effective at improving intergroup relations
when group members recategorize the intergroup situation by perceiving themselves as
members of a more inclusive common, superordinate category. Intergroup bias
stemming from group distinctions would be reduced thereby, as former outgroup
members are now accorded the status and the privileges of ingroup membership.

The CIIM has been supported by a number of experimental (e.g., Gaertner,
Mann, Murrell, & Dovidio, 1989), longitudinal (Levin, Sinclair, Sidanius, & Van Laar,
2009), and cross-sectional (e.g., Gaertner, Rust, Dovidio, Bachman, & Anastasio, 1994)
studies. Support for the CIIM (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) has also been obtained
among young children (Guerra et al., 2010; Houlette et al., 2004). For instance, Guerra
and collaborators (2010) conducted an experimental intervention with majority
(European-Portuguese) and minority (African-Portuguese) elementary school children
in Portugal. Results revealed that bias in resource allocations and competence ratings
toward outgroup classmates was reduced when a superordinate identity (vs. a separate
groups identity) was salient. Moreover, the positive effects of common identity on these
evaluations generalized to the outgroup as a whole immediately following
recategorization, and these effects persisted for at least three weeks.

However, despite their effectiveness, anti-bias interventions based on direct
contact may be difficult to implement in real-world settings such as public schools (as

in Study 1) because of practical constraints. We believe targeting prejudice in schools is
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especially relevant, given that schools are increasingly multicultural and children spend
most of their wakeful time in this setting. To this end imagined contact, compared to
direct contact, requires less time, imposes fewer logistical problems involving space,
resources and the potentially disruptive role of intergroup anxiety (Crisp & Turner,
2012).In our research, we aim to combine the benefits of adopting a common ingroup
identity with an indirect contact strategy that is practical to implement and extremely
flexible: imagined contact.
Imagined intergroup contact

Imagined intergroup contact is defined as “the mental simulation of a social
interaction with a member or members of an outgroup category” (Crisp & Turner, 2009,
p. 234). There is substantial evidence showing that imagined contact, especially when
positively toned, has beneficial effects on intergroup relations. The recent meta-analysis
by Miles and Crisp (2014) demonstrated that imagined contact has beneficial effects on
intergroup attitudes, emotions, behavioral intentions and actual behavior, and these
effects are consistent across different target-groups, age-groups and situational contexts.

Recent evidence shows that imagined contact improves intergroup relations not
only among adults but also among children (Cameron, Rutland, Turner, Holman-
Nicolas, & Powell, 2011; Stathi, Cameron, Hartley, & Bradford, 2014; Vezzali,
Capozza, Giovannini, & Stathi, 2012; Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2012).
For instance, Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et al. (2012) conducted an experimental
intervention by asking Italian elementary school children to imagine, once a week for
three consecutive weeks, a positive encounter with an unknown immigrant child in
various social situations. Results revealed that, compared to a control condition,

children in the imagined contact condition had more positive intentions to meet
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outgroup members and less implicit prejudice, as assessed one week after the last
intervention session.

In the present research, where we propose an empowered form of imagined
contact, we will also test whether the effects of an intervention combining principles
from the imagined contact theory (Crisp & Turner, 2012) and the CIIM (Gaertner &
Dovidio, 2000) can last after the end of the intervention. Specifically, in Study 1, a field
intervention with children, we will assess dependent variables one week and two weeks
after the end of the intervention. Assessing the longevity of effects is important in order
to show that imagined contact can produce meaningful attitude change, thus
contributing to the increasing canon of research supporting imagined contact effects,
and directly addressing initial skepticism expressed about the utility of this strategy
(Bigler & Hughes, 2010).

The present research: Integrating the common ingroup identity model with

the imagined contact theory

An important function of imagined intergroup contact is that, ideally, it should
prepare people for actual, direct contact with the outgroup. There is evidence that
imagined contact increases confidence about future intergroup interactions (Stathi,
Crisp, & Hogg, 2011). Furthermore, it encourages positive behavioral intentions among
both adults and children and its effects extend to overt behavior (Miles & Crisp, 2014).
In the present research we aim to extend previous research on imagined contact across
two studies by exploring whether imagining a positive intergroup interaction under a
common identity increases intentions to behave prosocially toward an outgroup member
and intentions to have contact with individuals belonging to the outgroup. Specifically,

we conducted one experimental intervention with elementary school children in which
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we examined the effectiveness of common ingroup imagined contact on intentions to
help outgroup members (Study 1), and one experiment with university students,
evaluating the effects of common ingroup imagined contact on intentions to have face-
to-face interactions with the outgroup (Study 2). The consideration of both child and
adult samples will allow us to examine whether the proposed approach can be fruitfully
used with different age groups. In both studies, participants in the common ingroup
imagined contact condition were asked to imagine an interaction with an outgroup
individual as members of the same superordinate group. In a second experimental
condition, we included the standard imagined contact condition, where participants
were asked to follow the typical imagined intergroup contact instructions (where
participants are asked to mentally simulate a positive interaction with an unknown
outgroup member) without mentioning a superordinate group. In a control condition,
participants were asked to imagine an interaction with another person whose group
membership was not specified.

Both studies were conducted in the context of Italy, with Italian participants;
immigrants served as the target-outgroup. This choice is due to the fact that, in the
context under examination, immigrants are an especially salient group. In fact, in the
Emilia Romagna Region of Italy, where the research was conducted, the percentage of
immigrants is higher compared to the average percentage in Italy (12.0% vs. 8.1%;
National Institute of Statistics, 2013). Moreover, in this context, immigrants represent a
stigmatized category both for adults (Giovannini & Vezzali, 2012) and children
(Vezzali, Giovannini, & Capozza, 2012).

We predict that common ingroup imagined contact, compared with the control

condition, will increase intergroup helping (Study 1) and contact intentions (Study 2). In
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other words, we expect that the effect of imagined contact is greater when participants
imagined an intergroup interaction as members of the same group. This prediction is in
line with studies based on direct contact. For instance, Gonzalez and Brown (2003; see
also, e.g., Gaertner et al., 1989) found that attitudes toward the outgroup as a whole
were more positive when participants interacted as members of the same group,
compared to when the interaction, albeit positive, was framed in terms of respective
group memberships (i.e., in the two-groups condition). Similarly, we expect that
positive (imagined) contact will improve outgroup attitudes (i.e., behavioral intentions)
compared to a control condition. However, as it happens for direct contact, imagining
contact as members of the same category should improve attitudes to a greater extent
because now outgroup members are accorded the privileges (and the evaluation)
reserved to ingroup members.

In order to understand the processes that are potentially involved, we will test
two mediators. In Study 1, where we will assess the duration of the effects of the
intervention, we will test whether the improvement in intentions to help an unknown
outgroup child (a measure of general behavioral intentions, conceptually similar to
measures used to assess effects in previous imagined contact interventions) predicts
specific intentions to help an outgroup child in a seemingly realistic situation. In Study
2, in line with studies on direct contact, we will test whether the effect of common
ingroup imagined contact on behavioral intentions actually depends on the fact that
participants perceive themselves as members of a superordinate group (i.e., we test the
mediator role of one-group representation).

Study 1

10
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We conducted an experimental intervention in a natural setting among
elementary school children to test the effectiveness of imagining a positive intergroup
encounter with an outgroup individual as members of the same group on intergroup
helping. As we anticipated, we are interested in the duration of the effects of imagined
contact. Previous studies showed that the effects of an imagined contact intervention
can last up to one week among children (Stathi et al., 2014; Vezzali, Capozza,
Giovannini, et al., 2012; Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al., 2012; see also Vezzali, Crisp,
Stathi, & Giovannini, 2015, showing that the effects of imagined contact can last some
months among adults). In this study, we examine the effects of common ingroup
imagined contact one week and two weeks after the last intervention session. We
decided to consider the time interval of one week in order to directly compare results
with previous imagined contact studies conducted with children (e.g., Vezzali, Capozza,
Stathi, et al., 2012). The dependent variable was also assessed after two weeks in order
to evaluate whether common ingroup imagined contact effects would go beyond the
time interval of one week used in previous imagined contact research conducted with a
similar population. Considering a longer time span between first and second assessment
would reduce the likelihood of observing an indirect effect from general to specific
behavioral intentions.

The effects of the intervention are evaluated by considering two types of helping
intentions. The first assessment (one week after the intervention) will focus on general
helping intentions, i.e. general intentions to help an unspecified outgroup individual.
This measure is conceptually similar to behavioral intention measures used in previous
assessments (e.g., Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al., 2012), asking for intentions to act

positively toward unknown outgroup members without specifying the nature of the
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situation. The second assessment, however, will focus on commitment to act prosocially
toward an outgroup member in specific ways (e.g., how many hours are you able to
help). We chose to focus on this measure of specific intentions to test whether the
effects of common ingroup imagined contact increases the intention to help an outgroup
member in specific ways when participants can believe that they realistically have the
possibility of helping someone. Specifically, the hypothesis is that common ingroup
imagined contact will have positive effects on helping intentions one week and two
weeks after the intervention, and that general intentions act as mediator of the effect of
common ingroup imagined contact on specific intentions to help the outgroup. The
rationale is that general action plans (in our case, general helping intentions) may be
realized in the form of specific intentions (such as committing to help an outgroup
member who needs assistance to adjust to his/her new school). As such, general
intentions that predict specific intentions can be considered as the most proximal
predictor of actual behavior (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987).
Method

Participants, design and procedure

Participants were 75 Italian third-, fourth- and fifth-graders. Three participants
who did not fully understand the task were excluded! leaving a final sample of 72
participants (29 males, 43 females). Age ranged from 7 years 9 months to 10 years 11
months; mean age was 9 years and 6 months. Children were randomly allocated to one
of three experimental conditions: common ingroup imagined contact (n = 24), standard
imagined contact (n = 26), control (n = 22). Specifically, within each class, children
were randomly assigned to complete one out of three imagined situations,

corresponding to the three experimental conditions.?
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Children in all conditions took part in four intervention sessions, each lasting
approximately 40 minutes. The intervention was conducted by the children’s teachers
(blind to the experimental hypotheses), who were instructed on how to explain and
administer the task to children. Sessions took place during regular classes and were
administered once each week for four consecutive weeks. In the common ingroup
imagined contact condition, children were asked to imagine belonging to a common
group with an immigrant child and cooperating with him/her while taking part together
in a competition against other teams; to increase the positivity of the imagined
interaction, children were also asked to imagine that they win this competition. Each
week the contact scenario varied so as to avoid the subtyping of the imagined contact
partner and to enhance generalizability. Specifically, each week children were instructed
to imagine interacting with a different outgroup partner as members of a same group in
a different situation, that is: a cooking competition at school (first session), a sport
competition at the park (second session), a theatre play competition at school (third
session), a learning competition at school (fourth session). The control condition was
identical to the common ingroup identity imagined contact condition; the only
difference was that the group membership of the contact partner was not mentioned, so
children were likely to imagine being in a group with an ingroup member (for similar
control conditions in the imagined contact literature, see e.g. Stathi & Crisp, 2008,
Study 2). We also included a standard imagined contact condition, which served as
second control condition, in order to determine whether common ingroup imagined
contact had stronger effects, compared to the control condition, than standard imagined
contact. In this condition, over the four sessions, participants were instructed to imagine

a positive contact with a different immigrant child across four different contact settings:
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at school (first meeting), at the park (second meeting), in the neighborhood (third
session), at the sport camp (fourth session) (a similar standard imagined contact
procedure was used by Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et al., 2012, and by Vezzali,
Capozza, Stathi, et al., 2012).

With the aim of reinforcing the effect of the imagined task, in all conditions
participants were given approximately 30 minutes to write a detailed description of the
imagined encounter (Husnu & Crisp, 2010) from a third-person perspective (Crisp &
Husnu, 2011) by keeping eyes closed while doing it (Hushu & Crisp, 2011), all
techniques that were found to enhance the effects of imagined contact (Crisp & Turner,
2012). One week following the last (i.e., 4™) session, participants were asked to respond
to a questionnaire containing the measure of general helping intentions. Two weeks
after the last session, they were administered the specific helping intentions measure.
The measures were administered by a researcher who was not present during the
intervention sessions and was unaware of the experimental hypotheses.

Measures

Questionnaire

General helping intentions. To measure the intentions to help an unspecified
outgroup member in a hypothetical situation, three items were used (e.g., “Think about
an immigrant child who may have problems with writing an essay. Would you help
him/her?”; see Vezzali, Cadamuro, Versari, Giovannini, & Trifiletti, in press). A 5-point
scale was used, ranging from 1 (definitely not) to 5 (definitely yes). Ratings were
aggregated in a reliable index (alpha = .81): the higher the score, the stronger the

intention to help outgroup children.

14



IMAGINED CONTACT AND COMMON INGROUP IDENTITY

Specific helping intentions in a realistic situation. This measure was intended to
provide children with a realistic (rather than hypothetical) situation where they could
express their willingness to help an outgroup member in specific ways. Two weeks after
the last session, a researcher met individually with each participant. The children were
informed that an immigrant child was going to arrive soon in the school and, as this
immigrant child may encounter difficulties integrating within the school, s/he may need
a guide to be helped to adjust to the new context. Participants were then asked
specifically, if they had sufficient time, how many afternoons (from zero up to a
maximum of four) they will spend with the immigrant child and explain to him/her how
things worked in the school.

Results

Means and standard deviations in the three conditions (common ingroup
imagined contact, standard imagined contact, control) are presented in Table 1.

To test whether the intervention was effective in improving general helping
intentions, we conducted a one-way ANOVA with experimental condition as the
independent variable and general helping intentions as the dependent variable. A
(marginal) main effect of condition was obtained, F(2, 69) = 2.56, p < .09, n% = 0.07.
As predicted, participants displayed stronger general helping intentions in the common
ingroup imagined contact (M = 4.69) than in the control (M = 4.17) condition, t(44) =
2.18, p < .05. However, although as predicted the mean for helping intentions in the
standard imagined contact condition (M = 4.45) fell in between the mean in the control
condition and the mean in the common ingroup imagined contact condition, differences
between the standard imagined contact and the other two conditions were

nonsignificant, ts < 1.40, ps > .16 (Table 1).
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A similar ANOVA was conducted by entering specific intentions to help the
outgroup in a realistic situation as the outcome variable, to test whether the effects
found for helping intentions persisted two weeks after the intervention. A main effect of
condition emerged, F(2, 69) = 3.83, p < .05, n% = 0.10. As predicted, participants
agreed to help more in the common ingroup imagined contact (M = 3.17) than in the
control condition (M = 2.27), t(44) = 2.62, p < .05. Closely replicating the linear trend
observed for the general measure, the mean in the standard imagined contact condition
(M = 2.83) fell in between means in the other two conditions, although these differences

were again nonsignificant, ts < 1.66, ps > .10 (Table 1).

Table 1

We also tested whether general helping intentions mediated the effects of
common ingroup imagined contact on specific helping intentions. As a predictor, given
that we only obtained significant effects of common ingroup imagined contact vs.
control, and because only common ingroup imagined contact (but not standard
imagined contact) improved helping intentions vs. the control condition, we created a
dummy variable where the common ingroup identity imagined contact condition was
coded 1 and the control condition was coded 0 (thus excluding the standard imagined
contact condition). This common ingroup imagined contact condition predicted both
general helping intentions and specific helping intentions, Bs = .31 and .37, ps < .05,
respectively. Second, when both experimental condition and general helping intentions
were included in the regression equation, the path from general helping intentions to

specific helping intentions was marginally significant, p = .28 p < .06, whereas the
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direct path from experimental condition to specific helping intentions was reduced, =
.28, p < .06. To test if the mediation effect was significant, bootstrapping analyses were
conducted by using the SPSS macros provided by Preacher and Hayes (2008). Since 0
was excluded from the Bias Corrected and accelerated (BCa) 95% confidence interval
(ranging from .003 to .516), the indirect effect was significant, p <.05.

Discussion

In line with expectations, our results showed that, compared with the control
condition, participants who mentally simulated positive encounters with an outgroup
individual as members of the same group displayed more positive general intergroup
helping intentions, assessed one week after the intervention, than those in the control
condition. These effects were still significant two weeks following the intervention,
when we assessed commitment to help an outgroup member in a realistic situation.
Notably, however, the effectiveness of the standard imagined contact condition fell in
between our “enhanced” common identity version and the control condition, rather than
being significantly different from both. Thus, data from Study 1 do not permit an
unequivocal conclusion that common ingroup imagined contact is more effective than
standard imagined contact, although only the former condition was sufficiently
powerful to improve helping intentions compared with the control condition.

There are several reasons that may account for why the standard imagined
contact effect did not differ reliably from the control condition. First, in previous studies
the intervention was conducted in small groups and was followed by group discussions
(e.g., Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al., 2012), whereas in this study children performed
the imagined task during classes and did not discuss what they imagined. We chose to

avoid group discussion because it would then have been especially difficult to
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disentangle its effects from those of common ingroup imagined contact and standard
imagined contact. Moreover, since each class was split in to the different experimental
groups, we would have had to conduct separate group discussions for each group. This
would have caused practical problems and also risk that the participants would have
shared their experiences with classmates, which would potentially contaminate each of
the separate experimental conditions. To the extent that group discussion can strengthen
and favor the effects of structured interventions (Meleady, Hopthrow, & Crisp, 2013),
the possibility that the intervention produced a strong effect was somewhat reduced in
the present study. Second, in previous studies (e.g., Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et
al., 2012) children in the control condition did not engage in any imagined contact task,
and were just administered the dependent measures; in this study, in the control
condition, children imagined working cooperatively with another child, whose
background was not specified. This condition is likely to have primed cooperation
among participants, constituting in some way an intervention potentially affecting our
dependent variables. This is especially important due to the close links between
cooperation and helping intentions, as both of them imply a prosocial orientation.
Mediation analyses revealed that the effect of experimental condition on specific
intentions to help an outgroup member in a realistic situation was (partially) mediated
by general helping intentions. To the extent that specific action plans are an especially
powerful predictor of real behavior (Vallacher & Wegner, 1987), our findings suggest
that improving general helping intentions may eventually translate in actual prosocial
behavior. However, future research should measure actual behavior, rather than general

and/or specific behavioral intentions.
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Despite the encouraging effects found for the proposed integrative common
ingroup imagined contact intervention, it is important to obtain stronger evidence than
that presented in Study 1. To this end, and to shed further light on the processes driving
the effects of common ingroup imagined contact, we carried out a second study in a
different context and with a different age group.

Study 2

We conducted a second experiment to replicate and extend previous findings by
considering a different aged sample composed of university students. Considering a
different age group would allow us to conclude that the effects found in Study 1 are not
limited to children. In this study we also aimed to address some of the methodological
issues that emerged in Study 1. First, in Study 1, participants in all conditions imagined
a successful cooperative task, leaving open the possibility that the stronger effects found
for the common ingroup imagined contact condition are due to increased attachment to
the new ingroup following the winning of a competition (e.g., Worchel, Lind, &
Kaufman, 1975) rather than to salience of a one-group identity. To eliminate this
concern, in Study 2 participants did not read explicit instructions regarding a successful
outcome for the cooperative task. Second, in this study we included a second control
condition commonly used in imagined contact research (e.g., Stathi & Crisp, 2008,
Study 2), where participants were asked to imagine a positive encounter with an
individual stranger. Finding that outgroup attitudes are more positive in the common
ingroup imagined contact condition compared to a classic control condition would
increase confidence in our results. Third, previous studies on imagined contact
conducted with both adults (e.g., Husnu & Crisp, 2010) and children (e.g., Vezzali,

Capozza, Giovannini, et al., 2012) used a measure of contact intentions as the dependent
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variable. In order to generalize results obtained in the first study and to compare the
findings with previous research, in this study we focused on intentions to have future
contact with the outgroup. Fourth, in the first study we examined general behavioral
intentions as the mediator of the effects of the intervention on specific behavioral
intentions, with the aim of testing whether and how a field intervention would influence
the likelihood of helping a specific outgroup member. However, in order to more clearly
test the hypothesized process underlying the effects of the empowered imagined
contact, we included a measure of participants’ one-group representation to serve as a
potential mediator. Specifically, we aim to explore the extent to which this potential
psychological mediator links the experimental conditions to participants’ intentions to
interact with outgroup members (Gaertner et al., 1989).

Hypotheses are the following:

H1: one-group perceptions and intentions to have future intergroup contact

should be higher in the common ingroup imagined contact than in the standard

imagined contact condition. This result would demonstrate that common ingroup

imagined contact has stronger effects than standard imagined contact;

H2: common ingroup imagined contact should have stronger effects compared

with all the remaining conditions. If this is reliable it would further support the

effectiveness of the strategy proposed;

H3: standard imagined contact should improve contact intentions compared with

the two control conditions. If this contrast is reliable for the interaction measure,

it would support research showing that imagined contact improves behavioral

intentions concerning future interactions (e.g., Husnu & Crisp, 2010). We would

not expect this contrast to be reliable for the measure of the one-group
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representation. Indeed, one-group perceptions should increase when participants

are asked to think to ingroup and outgroup as a common group. In contrast, there

IS no reason to expect that imagining a conversation with a member of a

different group (without being asked to perceive themselves and the outgroup

member as a single cognitive unit) will change participants’ perceptions from

two-groups to one-group;

H4: there should be no differences between the two control conditions, both for

contact intentions and one-group representation, because common identity

including ingroup and outgroup was not emphasized in either of the two

conditions and it is unlikely that interacting with a generalized individual

stranger would have an impact on intentions toward immigrants;

H5: with respect to the processes involved, in line with literature on the CIIM

(Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), we expect that one-group perceptions will mediate

the effects of common ingroup imagined contact (vs. the other conditions) on

future contact intentions.

Method

Participants, design and procedure

Participants were 105 Italian undergraduate students (15 males, 89 females, plus
one where sex was not specified) at a northern Italian university. Mean age was 22.96
years (SD =5.02). Participants were recruited individually in the university building or
within classes by the researcher, and were randomly allocated to one of four
experimental conditions: common ingroup imagined contact (n = 27), standard
imagined contact (n = 26), control-common ingroup identity (n = 26), control-individual

stranger (n = 26).
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In the common ingroup imagined contact condition, participants were asked to
take five minutes to imagine that the professor of one of their classes had divided them
into several groups of two with the aim of preparing a presentation for the rest of the
class, and that the best 2-person group would be rewarded with two additional credits
toward their exam grade. In this condition, participants were informed that they formed
a 2-person group with an unknown immigrant student. In the standard imagined contact
condition, participants were asked to imagine meeting and having an interaction with an
immigrant stranger for the first time with no mention of them working together as a
group. The control-common ingroup identity condition was identical to the common
ingroup imagined contact condition, except there was no mention of the group
membership of their partner, allowing participants to assume their partner was an
ingroup member (Stathi & Crisp, 2008, Study 2). This control group served to exclude
that any effects of the common ingroup imagined condition are simply due to
cooperation, rather than to the creation of a common identity including an ingroup and
an outgroup member. Similarly, the control-individual stranger condition was identical
to the standard imagined contact condition, except that there was no reference to the
partner’s group membership. This is a typical control condition used in research on
imagined contact. The purpose of including it was to exclude the possibility that the
effects of standard imagined contact (and also of common ingroup imagined contact)
are due to the mere simulation of a generalized social interaction, rather than to the
simulation of a social interaction with an outgroup member.?

To increase the positivity of imagined contact, in all conditions, participants
were also asked to imagine a positive interaction where they would discover new and

unexpected things about the partner, and to describe their feelings and thoughts during
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the interaction. Moreover, as in Study 1, in order to further reinforce the effect of the
imagined task, participants were asked to imagine the contact situation from a third-
person perspective, to keep their eyes closed while doing it , and to write down a
detailed description of the imagined encounter (see Crisp & Turner, 2012). Then, they
were administered a questionnaire to complete before being debriefed and thanked for
their participation.

Measures

For all items, a 7-point scale was used, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (very
much).

One-group perceptions. In line with research on the CIIM, one-group
perceptions were assessed with a single item measure (e.g., Gaertner et al., 1989): “Do
you perceive Italians and immigrants as members of a common group (residents of
Italy)?”

Contact intentions. We used seven items, adapted from Ratcliff et al. (1999) and
from Crisp and Husnu (2011), for example “Thinking about the next time you find
yourself in a situation where you could interact with an immigrant, how likely do you
think it is that you would strike up a conversation?”(alpha = .93). Higher scores
indicated a stronger desire to interact with immigrants in the future.

Results

Means and standard deviations in the four conditions are presented in Table 2.

Table 2
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We conducted a one-way ANOVA for each of our dependent variables (one-
group perceptions, intentions to have future contact). Contrast analysis was used to
examine our predictions, since it is recommended in hypothesis-driven research (Judd &
McClelland, 1989) and allows a clear and powerful test of specific and complex effects
(Rosenthal, Rosnow, & Rubin, 2000). First, we performed a contrast (C1) comparing
the common ingroup imagined contact with the standard imagined contact condition,
which allows us to test H1. Afterwards, we used Helmert contrasts to incrementally test
our hypotheses. With the first Helmert contrast (C2), allowing us to test H2, we
compared common ingroup imagined contact with the three remaining conditions. C3,
used to test H3, compared standard imagined contact (with an immigrant) with the two
control conditions involving interacting with a stranger with group identity unspecified.
With C4 we tested H4 by examining eventual differences between the control-
individual stranger and the control-common ingroup identity condition. The contrasts

used to test predictions are specified in Table 3.

Table 3

When using intentions for future interactions as the dependent variable, the main
effect of condition was significant, F(3, 101) = 9.34, p <.001, n% = 0.22. Consistent
with H1, C1 (common ingroup imagined contact vs. standard imagined contact) was
significant, t = 2.10, p < .05. This indicates that common ingroup imagined contact is
more effective than standard imagined contact in improving intentions to have future
intergroup contact. Thus, it seems that our enhanced imagined contact manipulation has

additional benefits compared to the standard imagined contact task. C2 (common
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ingroup identity with an immigrant vs. the other conditions) was significant, providing
evidence for the effectiveness of common ingroup imagined contact in fostering the
willingness to initiate contact with outgroup members, t = 4.52, p <.001. Thus, as
hypothesized in H2, common ingroup imagined contact proved to be more effective in
improving contact intentions compared with all the other conditions considered
together. Replicating the established role of standard imagined contact with an outgroup
member in eliciting positive behavioral intentions (e.g., Husnu & Crisp, 2010), C3
(standard imagined contact with an immigrant vs. control-individual stranger, i.e. with
no mention of immigrant status of the partner, and control-common ingroup identity,
i.e., with no mention of partner’s immigrant status) was significant, t = 2.70, p < .01.
This result supports H3 and gives additional confidence in the results, as it shows that
also the classic imagined contact manipulation acted toward improving behavioral
intentions. Finally, as expected, C4 (control-individual stranger, i.e. without mention of
partner’s immigrant status vS. control-common ingroup identity, i.e. without mention of
partner’s immigrant status) was nonsignificant, t < 1. This was expected (see H4), since
neither of the two control conditions, which did not mention an intergroup encounter,
was supposed to have beneficial effect on intergroup behavioral intentions.

The main effect of condition was also reliable when considering one-group
perceptions as the dependent variable, F(3, 101) =5.82, p =.001, n% = 0.15. In line
with expectations, C1 (common ingroup imagined contact vs. standard imagined
contact) was significant, t = 2.21, p < .05. This result, consistent with H1, allows us to
conclude that imagining an interaction with an outgroup individual as members of the
same group, compared to when the imagined intergroup interaction does not explicitly

mention a common belonging, fosters the perception that ingroup and outgroup are part
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of the same group (at least, it does so more strongly than when the belonging to a
superordinate group is not explicitly mentioned in the instructions, that is, than in the
standard imagined contact condition). C2 (common ingroup identity vs. the other
conditions) was significant, t = 3.44, p = .001. Thus, it seems that, as predicted in H2,
common ingroup imagined contact is more effective in fostering the perception to
belong to a common group that includes ingroup and outgroup, compared with the other
conditions. Moreover, in line with H3,C3 (standard imagined contact vs. control-
individual stranger and control-common ingroup identity) was nonsignificant, indicating
that imagined contact per se does not affect the one-group representation, t = 1.01. p =
.31. Thus, simply asking to imagine a positive intergroup interaction does not induce
people to feel that they belong to a common group including both ingroup and outgroup
members. Contrary to H4, however, C4 (control-individual stranger vs. control-common
ingroup identity) was significant, t = 2.14, p < .05, revealing that one-group perceptions
were higher in the control-individual stranger than in the control-common ingroup
condition.

We then tested H5, by examining whether one-group perceptions mediate the
effect of common ingroup imagined contact on intentions to have future contact. First,
C2 (common ingroup identity vs. the other conditions), used as predictor variable, was
significantly associated with both one-group perceptions and future contact intentions,
Bs =.32 and .40, ps <.001, respectively. Second, when both experimental condition and
one-group perceptions were entered as predictors, the path from one-group perceptions
to contact intentions was significant, p = .24, p < .05, whereas the direct path from

experimental condition to contact intentions was reduced, p = .32, p =.001. The
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(partial) mediation effect was significant, as indicated by the fact that the BCa 95%
bootstrapped confidence interval, ranging from .012 to .132, excluded O.
Discussion

In this study we provided further evidence for the benefits that imagining a
positive intergroup interaction as members of a common group has on intentions to have
contact with the outgroup. In particular, intentions to have future contact were more
positive in the common ingroup imagined contact than in the other conditions. Notably,
supporting the view that common ingroup imagined contact has additional benefits
compared with standard imagined contact, future contact intentions were more positive
in the former than in the latter condition. Replicating previous research on imagined
contact, participants displayed more positive contact intentions in the standard imagined
contact than in the two control conditions.

It should be noted that in the standard imagined contact condition (as well as in
the other conditions), consistent with Study 1, we used a series of task variants that have
been shown to be crucial factors in order to strengthen the effects of imagined contact,
such as closing eyes during the imagined task and imagining the situation from a third-
person perspective. Critically, contact intentions were still higher in the common
ingroup imagined contact compared to this very elaborated standard imagined contact
condition. This represents a robust test for our hypotheses and provides strong evidence
for the positive role of imagined contact that is structured in a way that promotes a
common ingroup identity.

Results also showed that, in line with research on the CIIM (Gaertner &

Dovidio, 2000), the improvement in intentions to have contact following common
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ingroup imagined contact was (partially) explained by the increase in the perception that
ingroup and outgroup members belong to a common group.

An unexpected finding was that one-group perceptions (specifically mentioning
immigrants) were higher in the control-individual stranger than in the control-common
ingroup condition. A possible explanation is that imagining to be in a common group
with someone who is likely to be an ingroup member (e.g., Stathi & Crisp, 2008, Study
2; Turner & West, 2012) may have activated the ingroup category, i.e., ltalians,
excluding immigrants from the larger category of inhabitants of Italy, compared to
when a common group was not made salient (in the control-individual stranger
condition).

General discussion

We conducted one experimental intervention with elementary school children
(Study 1) and one experiment with university students (Study 2) to demonstrate that
enhancing an imagined intergroup encounter with the salience of a common ingroup
identity is an especially effective way to improve intergroup relations, relative to just
imagining an intergroup encounter. Additional aims were to investigate the processes
driving the effects of common ingroup imagined contact and the longevity of effects of
an experimental intervention.

In general, results supported our predictions, showing the benefits of adopting a
superordinate identity during the mental simulation of contact. In Study 1, participants
who mentally simulated positive encounters with an outgroup individual as members of
the same group displayed more positive general helping intentions and commitment to
act prosocially toward a specific outgroup member, assessed respectively one and two

weeks following the intervention, than those in a control condition. Moreover, the effect
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of common ingroup imagined contact on commitment to help was mediated by general
helping intentions. Although the predicted linear trend was apparent, the means in the
common ingroup imagined contact did not differ from those in the standard imagined
contact condition (for a detailed explanation of the possible reasons concerning the
absence of these effects, see Discussion of Study 1).

Study 2, however, where we considered a different-aged sample (i.e., university
students), a different type of intergroup intention (i.e., intention to have contact with the
outgroup in the future) and a further control condition typically used in research on
imagined contact (e.g., Stathi & Crisp, 2008, Study 2), revealed that common ingroup
imagined contact had additional beneficial effects compared with standard imagined
contact.

Theoretically, these findings extend previous research in several ways. First,
they integrate two effective prejudice reduction models, that is, the common ingroup
identity model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) and the imagined contact theory (Crisp &
Turner, 2012), by demonstrating the importance of enhancing the salience of a common
ingroup identity during imagined contact both with adults and children. Despite the
impressive amount of studies that demonstrate the effectiveness of these two
approaches, evidence supporting their basic predictions within educational settings is
scarce (for exceptions, see e.g. Guerra et al., 2010; Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et al.,
2012). Second, our research contributes to the literature with regard to the underlying
processes of the effects of imagined contact. In Study 2, in line with the literature on the
CIIM (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), the effects of common ingroup imagined contact
were mediated by a one-group representation. Third, they show that the effects of an

intervention involving common ingroup imagined contact can last at least two weeks.
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We note that the measure of commitment to help an outgroup member used in
Study 1 represented a precise intention that, as such, is highly likely to be associated
with actual behavior. In fact, children were not expressing a simple desire to eventually
help outgroup members by donating some of their free time; rather, they believed that
they were actually deciding to spend these afternoons with an unknown immigrant
child. The fact that results for this measure were obtained in a naturalistic context with
children two weeks after the intervention is also noteworthy and adds to the importance
of our findings.

We believe that our results are especially noteworthy given the rigorous design
that included a number of very relevant control conditions. Indeed, in both studies, we
used for the standard imagined contact condition (as well as for the common ingroup
identity condition) a series of task variants identified by research to make the effects of
imagined contact more powerful. This was the first test of creating such elaborate
imagined contact conditions based on extensive findings from previous research. The
fact that in Study 2 common ingroup imagined contact had a stronger effect than an
already powerful form of standard imagined contact represents a strong confirmation for
our hypothesis. We note that the same task variants were also used in the control
condition, so as to exclude them as a possible source driving differences among
conditions.

An important practical implication of this research relates to the fact that
imagined contact tasks can easily be administered during classes or as homework as part
of school curriculum. Imagined contact could create the basis for reciprocal trust
between the ingroup and the outgroup and, ultimately, facilitate cross-group friendships.

Notably, additional analyses revealed that, in Study 1, school grade did not moderate
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the results obtained. Thus, in line with previous studies, imagined contact proved to be
an effective strategy to improve intergroup relations among children from 8 to 10 years
of age. Moreover, the present findings help overcome some of the reasons for
skepticism on imagined contact posed by Bigler and Hughes (2010). For instance, Study
1 demonstrated that imagined contact can be used in multiple-session interventions and
that interventions based on imagined contact can have long-lasting effects of at least
two weeks. Moreover, as researchers involved in the assessment of intervention effects
were not the same who administered the intervention, the possibility that effects were
due to demand characteristics is unlikely. As advocated by Crisp et al. (2010), imagined
contact interventions in educational contexts are complementary to other prejudice
reduction strategies and should be used in combination with alternative types of
interventions based, for instance, on extended contact (Cameron & Rutland, 2006;
Vezzali, Stathi, Giovannini, Capozza, & Trifiletti, 2015, Study 1) and, whenever
possible, direct contact (Turner, Hewstone, & Voci, 2007).

We acknowledge some limitations, related to underlying processes unique as
well as shared by both the imagined contact and the common ingroup identity
perspectives that we did not address. For instance, common ingroup imagined contact
could work both via vividness of the imagined scenario (a process unique to the
imagined contact perspective; Husnu & Crisp, 2010) and increased closeness toward
former outgroup members (a process related to the common ingroup identity
perspective; see Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000). In turn, increased vividness and
psychological closeness could lead to reduced intergroup anxiety and empathy, which
should stem both from imagined contact and common ingroup identity, in turn leading

to more positive outgroup attitudes. Indeed, imagining contact should arise less anxiety
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(Turner, Crisp, & Lambert, 2007, Study 3) than actual contact, because individuals
should be less concerned about imagining a cross-group interaction rather than actively
taking part in it (e.g., Turner, Crisp, et al., 2007, Study 3). Similarly, imagined contact
was shown to increase empathic feelings for the outgroup (e.g., Kuchenbrandt, Eyssel,
& Seidel, 2013). Moreover, the activation of a common ingroup identity should lower
intergroup anxiety (e.g., Riek, Mania, Gaertner, McDonald, & Lamoreaux, 2010, Study
1) and increase intergroup empathy (e.g., Capozza, Trifiletti, Vezzali, & Favara, 2013,
Study 2), because now former outgroup members benefit from the fact that they are now
accorded the ingroup status. Future research should test these possibilities and examine
more closely the processes explaining the combined perspectives of imagined contact
and common ingroup identity.

In conclusion, the present research shows that integrating the basic principles of
imagined contact (Crisp et al., 2010) and the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner

& Dovidio, 2000) can improve intergroup relations.
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Footnotes

1. These participants were not able to provide a written description of the imagined
encounter, which serves as a manipulation check that participants were willing and
able to produce a contact scenario as instructed (Crisp & Turner, 2012). When
including these participants in the analyses, the results remain mostly similar.

2. Assigning children to the three conditions in each class was possible because
instructions were identical for the three conditions. Specifically, in all conditions
children were asked to read carefully the instructions received, which detailed the
situation to imagine, and then to write down what they had just imagined. The
specific content of the imagined task in each condition was not specified by the
teacher, in order to avoid any possible confounding. Furthermore, the fact that, in
contrast with previous studies (e.g., Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al., 2012), children
did not engage in any discussions with the teacher after the experimental sessions
helped to avoid discussions concerning the three different tasks assigned to children
in each class.

3. We conducted a post-study to ensure that participants in the control-common
ingroup identity and control-individual stranger conditions actually imagined an
intragroup interaction. Ten Italian university students were given the instructions
used in the control-common ingroup identity and control-individual stranger
conditions (five students for each condition). After the imagined task, instead of
completing the final questionnaire, they were asked whether the contact partner they
imagined was an Italian or an immigrant. All participants imagined to have contact

with an Italian partner. On the basis of these results, we are confident that
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participants in the control-common ingroup identity and control-individual stranger

conditions imagined an intragroup, rather than an intergroup, situation.
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Tables

Table 1. Means for general and specific intergroup helping intentions in the three

experimental conditions (standard deviations are reported in parentheses) (Study 1).

Condition

Common Standard
Measure {ingroup imagined Control

imagined contact

contact

General helping intentions 4.69 4.45ab 4.17b
(0.47) (0.74) (1.08)
Specific helping intentions in a 3.17a 2.83ab 2.27b
realistic situation (1.01) (1.01) (1.32)

Note. The scale ranges from 1 to 5 for the measure of general helping intentions, and from 0 to 4 for the

measure of specific helping intentions. Different letters on the same row indicate that the means are

significantly different, p < .05.
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Table 2. Means for intergroup contact intentions and one-group perceptions in the four

experimental conditions (standard deviations are reported in parentheses) (Study 2).

Condition

Common ingroup Standard Control-common Control-

imagined contact  imagined contact  ingroup identity individual
Measure

stranger

neraroup 5.29 4.63b 3.80¢ 3.96¢
intentions (1.06) (1.22) (1.14) (1.19)
One-group 4.56a 3.69bc 2.92b 3.77c
perceptions (1.42) (1.52) (1.47) (2.27)

Note. For both measures, the response scale ranges from 1 to 7. Different letters on the same row

indicate that the means are significantly different, p < .05.
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Table 3. Contrasts tested (Study 2).

Condition
Common ingroup Standard Control-common Control-
Contrast imagined contact imagined contact  ingroup identity individual
stranger
Contrast 1 1 -1 0 0
Contrast 2 3 1 1 1
Contrast 3 0 2 1 1
Contrast 4 0 0 1 1
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