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We proposed a model which explains the processes leading from contact to improved relationships 
with known and unknown outgroup members. The aim was to test the basic propositions of the com-
mon ingroup identity model by acknowledging the importance of emotions for the generalization of 
contact effects. We predicted that: (a) one-group identity would act as a mediator between contact and 
emotions (anxiety, empathy) felt for known outgroup members; (b) emotions toward known outgroup 
members would allow generalization to the whole outgroup. To test these hypotheses, a study was per-
formed by considering working contexts. Participants were Italian nurses and Italian workers. The out-
group was the category of immigrants. Results generally supported predictions. The theoretical and 
practical implications of findings are discussed. 

Key words: Common ingroup identity; Contact hypothesis; Intergroup anxiety; Intergroup empathy; 
Members-to-group generalization. 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Dora Capozza, Dipartimento di Psicologia Applicata, 

Università di Padova, Via Venezia 8, 35131 Padova (PD), Italy. E-mail: dora.capozza@unipd.it 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Among social psychologists, the idea that intergroup contact has the potential to reduce 

prejudice is widely accepted. Simple contact, however, might not be sufficient to improve inter-

group attitudes. The contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1998) states that intergroup re-

lations can be ameliorated when some conditions are met. In particular, contact should be inti-

mate, sanctioned by authorities, characterized by similar status of people involved in contact and 

by cooperation in attaining common goals. Despite a large empirical evidence, the contact hy-

pothesis presents some limitations. The meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) supports 

the idea that contact effects typically generalize to outgroup members not yet encountered and are 
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stronger when optimal conditions are met. However, the contact hypothesis does not specify the 

processes leading to improved relations with known outgroup members, and how the more posi-

tive attitudes toward outgroup members actually encountered generalize to the outgroup as a 

whole.  

During the 1980s, some models, drawing upon research on social categorization, social 

identity theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979), self-categorization theory (Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Rei-

cher, & Wetherell, 1987), were proposed with the aim of extending the contact hypothesis (All-

port, 1954) and explaining when and why prejudice reduction occurs. The common ingroup iden-

tity model (CIIM; Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), in particular, focuses on the role of group repre-

sentations — for instance, the perception of ingroup and outgroup as belonging to a superordinate 

category — as factors which can explain how contact can improve relations with both known and 

unknown outgroup members. However, in previous studies, the effects of group representations 

on the relationships with known outgroup members were generally examined separately from 

their effects on the relationships with the general outgroup.  

The aim of this research is to extend the CIIM (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) in naturalistic 

contexts, by examining in a single model the processes driving contact effects on improved rela-

tionships with both known and unknown outgroup members. We analyzed the effects of contact 

not only on intergroup attitudes, but also on the emotions of anxiety and empathy. The study of 

these emotions is becoming central in contact research (see, e.g., Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pet-

tigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Moreover, we believe it is important to distinguish the 

emotions felt for known outgroup members from those felt for the outgroup as a whole (see Har-

wood, Hewstone, Paolini, & Voci, 2005; Paolini, Hewstone, Voci, Harwood, & Cairns, 2006). 

There are only a few studies in which the emotions of anxiety and empathy toward known out-

group members are tested as proximal predictors of the emotions felt for the general outgroup 

(see Pagotto, Voci, & Maculan, in press).  

In the model we propose (Figure 1), the perception of belonging to a more inclusive 

group is considered as a mediator of the relationship between cooperative contact and emotions 

felt for known outgroup members. Furthermore, anxiety and empathy felt for outgroup members 

encountered are expected to mediate the effects of contact on criterion variables concerning the 

general outgroup. Anxiety and empathy, in fact, proved to be pivotal for the generalization of 

contact positive effects (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Paolini et al., 2006; Pettigrew, 1998; Petti-

grew & Tropp, 2008). It is the first time, to our knowledge, that a double mediation pattern is 

tested, where a specific contact mode (i.e., one-group representation) explains the effects of con-

tact on anxiety and empathy felt for specific outgroupers, which, in turn, explain generalization 

of contact effects to outgroup members not yet encountered.  

 

 

INTERGROUP CONTACT 

 

The predictor in our model is intergroup contact. A large evidence supports the idea that 

contact reduces prejudice. The meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) — including 515 con-

tact studies, 713 independent samples and more than 250,000 participants — concluded that contact 

improves relations with known outgroup members. Furthermore, its positive effects typically 
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FIGURE 1 

A model of contact effects on variables concerning known and unknown outgroup members. 

 

 

generalize to the whole outgroup. Importantly, meta-analysis results revealed that Allport’s 

(1954) optimal conditions play a major role in strengthening contact effects, though they are not 

essential to produce positive outcomes. 

In our model (Figure 1), contact is considered as a distal, rather than a proximal predictor 

of intergroup attitudes (evaluations) and emotions felt for both known and unknown outgroup 

members. In particular, we expect that contact affects outcome variables (general outgroup) 

through the mediation of one-group representation (outgroup in contact) and the emotions felt for 

known outgroup members.  

 

 

COMMON INGROUP IDENTITY 

 

The first process we propose to explain contact effects concerns the perception that in-

group and outgroup members are part of a larger, more inclusive group. In particular, the one-

group representation should mediate the effects of contact on emotions felt for known outgroup 

members. This is consistent with the core hypothesis of the CIIM (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), 

which accords great importance to group perceptions in the contact setting. Gaertner and Dovidio 

propose, in fact, that cognitive representations act as mediators between contact and its cognitive, 

affective, and behavioral consequences. In this view, cooperative contact improves intergroup re-

lations in part because it transforms the cognitive representation of groups from “us” and “them” 

to a superordinate, more inclusive, “we” (common ingroup identity).  

There is an impressive amount of experimental and cross-sectional studies supporting the 

basic premises of the CIIM (Dovidio, Gaertner, Saguy, & Halabi, 2008; Gaertner & Dovidio, 

2000; Gaertner et al., 2000). Most of this research focused on relationships developed within the 

contact setting. For instance, Gaertner and collaborators (Gaertner, Mann, Dovidio, Murrell, & 

Pomare, 1990) manipulated the categorization of ad-hoc groups during contact, finding that the 

perception of belonging to a common group mediated the effects of cooperative contact on 
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evaluations of known outgroup members (see also Dovidio, Gaertner, Isen, & Lowrance, 1995; 

Dovidio, Gaertner, & Validzic, 1998; Gaertner et al., 1999; Nier et al., 2001). 

Literature concerning the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000) 

also shows that group representations allow generalization of contact effects (stronger media-

tional effects are generally found for one-group than other representations, namely: separate indi-

viduals, two-groups, two groups included in a larger group). For instance, a study conducted in a 

multi-ethnic high school (Gaertner, Rust, Dovidio, Bachman, & Anastasio, 1994) revealed that 

cognitive representations of the student body mediated the effects of contact on reduced favorit-

ism for one’s ethnic group. Eller and Abrams (2006) tested the CIIM in the Anglo-French con-

text; the mediation effect of group representations concerned several measures relative to the 

general outgroup (outgroup evaluation, social distance, intergroup anxiety). However, studies ex-

amining the mediating role of group representations in the generalization process are not numer-

ous (see Bachman, 1993; Dovidio et al., 1997; Eller & Abrams, 2003, 2004).  

In this study, the mediational effects of common ingroup identity are tested considering 

both the relations with known and the relations with unknown outgroup members. Specifically, 

we aim to examine the chain which leads from contact to improved relationships with the general 

outgroup, through the mediation of processes taking place in the contact situation.  

 

 

INTERGROUP EMOTIONS 

 

With respect to generalization, we decided to focus on processes related to affective fac-

tors. The choice to focus on anxiety and empathy as explanatory mechanisms lies in the growing 

attention devoted by contact researchers to these emotions, as factors potentially relevant to the 

improvement of intergroup relations (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). Intergroup anxiety refers to 

feelings of uneasiness experienced by a person when expecting negative consequences for 

him/herself during a contact experience (Stephan & Stephan, 1985). Batson and colleagues 

(1997; see also Batson, 1991) defined empathy as “an other-oriented emotional response congru-

ent with another’s perceived welfare” (p. 105).  

Our prediction is that anxiety and empathy felt for known outgroup members mediate the 

relationship between contact and variables relative to the whole outgroup. This hypothesis is con-

sistent with recent research focusing on the importance of emotions as mediators of contact ef-

fects. There is now a large evidence suggesting that contact improves intergroup relations partly 

because it reduces anxiety (Islam & Hewstone, 1993; Paolini, Hewstone, Cairns, & Voci, 2004; 

Voci & Hewstone, 2003) and increases empathy (Aberson & Haag, 2007; Pettigrew, 1997). The 

recent meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp (2008) convincingly demonstrated that affect (spe-

cifically, anxiety and empathy), rather than cognition, plays a determining role in the process of 

prejudice reduction.  

However, the research on intergroup contact, examining the mediational role of affect, 

was mainly based on emotions toward the outgroup in general. In the present work, we predicted 

that generalization of positive contact effects would be mediated by emotions toward specific 

outgroupers and, in particular, by anxiety and empathy felt for known outgroup members. Al-

though emotions toward the general outgroup proved to be effective as mediating variables, we 

believe it is useful to distinguish their effects from those produced by emotions felt for outgroup 
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members within the contact situation. Paolini and collaborators (2006) use the term “affect gen-

eralization” to refer to the processes leading from contact to improved intergroup relations, 

through the emotions felt toward outgroup members encountered. Specifically, we propose that 

relations within the contact setting, and in particular emotions toward outgroup members, are a 

critical factor in allowing generalization. 

Two studies, analyzing grandparent-grandchild relationships, provided preliminary evi-

dence for the mediational role of empathy and anxiety toward known outgroup members. In the 

first, Harwood and colleagues (2005, Study 2) found that perspective-taking (cognitive empathy) 

and anxiety elicited by grandparents mediated the effects of contact on attitudes toward the eld-

erly. In the second, Tam and collaborators (Tam, Hewstone, Harwood, Voci, & Kenworthy, 

2006) showed that quantity and quality of contact with the elderly increased self-disclosure to-

ward grandparents. The effects of self-disclosure on evaluations of the elderly in general, in turn, 

were mediated by anxiety and empathy felt for one’s own grandparents. In line with the model 

proposed (Figure 1), these studies support the potential role of anxiety and empathy toward 

known outgroup members as an explanatory mechanism of generalization of contact positive ef-

fects to unknown outgroup members. In the present study, in addition to testing generalization 

through emotions developed within the contact setting, we test the prediction that emotions 

(anxiety and empathy) toward known outgroup members are proximal predictors of emotions 

relative to the wider outgroup category (see Paolini et al., 2006). 

Gaertner and colleagues (1994), besides affective responding, also included group repre-

sentations in the mediational process. Their results demonstrated that common ingroup represen-

tations (one-group and two groups within a larger group) mediated the effects of favorable con-

tact conditions on reduced bias in affective reactions toward the general ingroup and the general 

outgroup; in turn, the reduction in affective bias was associated with less bias in evaluations of 

ingroup and outgroup. Similar results were obtained by Bachman (1993; see Gaertner, Dovidio, 

& Bachman, 1996), who used anxiety toward the general outgroup as the affective intervening 

variable. The models proposed in these studies (Bachman, 1993; Gaertner et al., 1994), however, 

present important differences from that outlined here. First, Gaertner and colleagues did not con-

sider the differential effects of specific emotions, and Bachman did not consider empathy. Sec-

ond, the emotions measured referred to the general outgroup. Despite the importance of these 

emotions in the generalization of contact positive effects (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), emotions 

toward known outgroup members can be proximal predictors of emotions and attitudes toward 

the general outgroup; finding this association can shed light on the link between intergroup rela-

tions within and outside the contact setting. 

Concerning the hypothesized members-to-group generalization, our model is not based 

on cognitive interpretations of this process, such as group representativeness of exemplars (see., 

e.g., Desforges et al., 1997; Rothbart & John, 1985), one’s position accountability (Lerner & Tet-

lock, 1999; Paolini, Crisp, & McIntyre, 2009), group entitativity (Crawford, Sherman, & Hamil-

ton, 2002), which are mainly focused on stereotype generalization. We make reference, in con-

trast, to the research on direct contact, showing that it, differently from indirect contact, espe-

cially generates affective experiences, which influence the affective responding to the general 

outgroup (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005; see also Paolini, Hewstone, & 

Cairns, 2007). 
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THE CURRENT RESEARCH 

 

The study was performed in working contexts, where Italian employees had daily contact 

with immigrant colleagues. The recent growth in the number of immigrants living and working in 

Italy, and the problems associated with integration, make the context of immigration especially 

important for studying contact effects. The number of immigrants regularly residents in Italy has 

trebled over a few years, passing from roughly 1.3 million, in 2002, to approximately 3.9 millions 

— 6.5% of the inhabitants — in 2009 (Italian Institute of Statistics, 2009). This growth is due to 

people coming from outside, but also from inside the EU (especially, from countries which re-

cently joined the EU). In particular, about half of the total number of immigrants comes from 

Central and Eastern Europe. There is also a high presence of immigrants from Africa (especially, 

Northern Africa), Asia, Central and Southern America. Importantly, immigrants are not homoge-

neously distributed in Italy: the majority lives in the North; immigrants have problems of integra-

tion in many social settings, such as education, health, occupation. Relevant to the present study, 

the main reason for immigration in Italy is work. Thus, working contexts are particularly interest-

ing if we wish to analyze how contact can improve the relationships between Italians and immi-

grants.  

Our double mediation model (Figure 1) includes the two following hypotheses. 

Hypothesis 1. One-group perceptions mediate the effects of contact on emotions felt for 

known outgroup members. In particular, we assume that cooperative contact in the workplace 

fosters the adoption of the superordinate identity of employees of the same organization; the lat-

ter, in turn, increases empathy and reduces anxiety for known outgroup members. 

Hypothesis 2. The relationship between contact and the outcome variables concerning the 

general outgroup is mediated by anxiety and empathy felt for known outgroup members. Empa-

thy for known outgroup members should increase empathy for the outgroup as a whole, and en-

hance its evaluation; it should also reduce the anxiety felt for the general outgroup. Anxiety to-

ward known outgroup members should produce the opposite effects.
1 

Our model aims to extend the CIIM. However, among the four types of group representa-

tions, we only considered the one-group representation. Our study, in fact, concerns the effects of 

contact on a majority (higher status) group (Italians vs. immigrants). In this regard, there is con-

verging evidence that, while minority groups typically have dual identity orientations, majorities 

prefer and respond more favorably (e.g., with more empathy and helpfulness) to one-group, as-

similative orientations (see, for a review, Dovidio, Gaertner, & Saguy, 2009). 

Data were collected in two different working contexts in North Italy. In the first, partici-

pants were nurses working in hospitals for handicapped people. In the second, respondents were 

workers, employees of different firms (small handicraft businesses, firms dealing with the main-

tenance of real estates). All participants were Italians.  

Respondents completed a questionnaire assessing: quality of contact with immigrant col-

leagues; perceptions of intergroup status and institutional support in the contact setting; percep-

tions of belonging to the common group of workers of the same organization; emotions felt for 

known outgroup members; emotions felt for the general category of immigrants, and its evalua-

tion. Data, collected in the two contexts, were jointly analyzed. Descriptive statistics will, how-

ever, be reported separately for the two samples. 
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METHOD 

 

Participants and Procedure 

 

Participants belonging to the first sample were 134 nurses (31 males, 103 females); mean 

age was 38.15 years (SD = 10.13). The second sample consisted of 113 workers (36 males, 66 

females; 11 participants did not indicate gender); mean age was 42.60 years (SD = 9.29). Four 

respondents (first sample), declaring they did not have contact with outgroup members at work, 

did not complete the first part of the questionnaire; they were therefore excluded from analyses. 

The final sample thus consisted of 243 participants (65 males, 167 females; 11 missing data). 

Mean age was 40.26 years (SD = 9.98). All participants were Italian. The study was presented as 

an investigation concerning relationships between groups. Participation was voluntary, and re-

spondents completed the questionnaire individually. 

 

 

Measures 

 

The questionnaire was divided into two sections: the first concerned the immigrant col-

leagues, the second the general category of immigrants. All items had a 7-step rating scale in the 

nurses’ sample. For the workers’ sample, a 5-step scale was used to make the rating task less 

complex. Participants’ level of education, in fact, was lower in the second than in the first sam-

ple.
2
 The questionnaires for the two groups were practically identical; the measures used for the 

nurses’ sample were adapted to the different working context of the workers’ sample (e.g., “im-

migrant nurses” was replaced by “immigrant workers,” “hospital” by “firm”). The two sections 

of the questionnaire were presented with the same order for all participants. 

Contact with immigrant colleagues. Self-reported contact was measured by using eight 

bipolar scales (e.g., competitive/cooperative, formal/informal). The eight items were averaged to 

construct a reliable measure of cooperative contact (alpha was .73, for the first, and .89, for the 

second sample). Higher scores reflect higher quality of reported contact. 

One item measured perceived intergroup status within the work setting: “Thinking about 

the working position of Italian nurses [workers], how do you evaluate the position of immigrant 

nurses [workers] in this hospital [firm]?” Lower scores (from 1 to 3 for the first sample; from 1 to 

2 for the second) indicated higher status of immigrants; higher scores (from 5 to 7 for the first 

sample, from 4 to 5 for the second) indicated higher status of Italians; the central point (4 for the 

first sample, 3 for the second) indicated equal status. To assess perceptions of institutional sup-

port, participants were asked to express their agreement with the following item: “This hospital 

[firm] fosters the integration between different groups.” Higher scores indicate stronger percep-

tions of institutional support. 

One-group representation during contact. Three items (alphas higher than .75) measured 

the perception of belonging to the common group of employees of the same organization: “Do 

you think that Italian and immigrant nurses [workers] of this hospital [firm] are all members of a 

same group?”; “In this hospital [firm] there are not Italian nurses [workers] and immigrant nurses 

[workers], but only nurses [workers] of this hospital [firm]”; “It is possible to say that Italian and 
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immigrant nurses [workers] of this hospital [firm] are in the same team.” The scale was anchored 

by not at all and very much (first item) or by totally disagree and totally agree (second and third 

item). Items were averaged to form a reliable measure of one-group representation. The higher 

the score, the stronger the perception of belonging, together with immigrant colleagues, to the 

more inclusive group of employees of the organization. 

Emotions toward known outgroup members. Participants were asked to rate the emotions 

felt for immigrant colleagues during contact. Twelve items were used: eight expressed anxiety 

(e.g., anxious, worried), four empathy. Items, assessing empathy, were, for instance: “In this hos-

pital [firm], during contact with immigrant colleagues, to what extent did you feel you shared 

their emotions?”; “In this hospital [firm], during contact with immigrant colleagues, to what ex-

tent did you feel in tune with them?” The scale was anchored by not at all and very much. For 

each of the two emotions, items were averaged to form a reliable measure (alphas were higher 

than .76 for anxiety, and higher than .83 for empathy). Higher scores reflect stronger feelings of 

anxiety or empathy. 

Emotions toward the general outgroup. Participants were asked to indicate the emotions 

felt when they thought of immigrants in general. The eight items expressing anxiety and the four 

expressing empathy were used (see the previous section). Two measures were obtained by aver-

aging the respective items for anxiety (alphas higher than .86) and empathy (alphas higher than 

.86).  

Evaluation of the general outgroup. Participants rated immigrants on four semantic dif-

ferential items, representing the evaluation factor: undesirable/desirable, unpleasant/pleasant, 

negative/positive, disagreeable/agreeable. For the first sample, on the 7-point scale, 1 was given 

to the negative and 7 to the positive pole; 4 was the neutral point. For the second sample, the 5-

point scale was anchored by 1 and 5; 3 was the neutral point. Ratings were averaged to form a re-

liable measure of outgroup evaluation (alphas higher than .90). 

For the whole sample, alphas of all variables were higher than .77. 

 

 

RESULTS 

 

Introductory Analyses 

 

Means and standard deviations of measures are presented in Table 1. As appears from the 

table, cooperative contact was high. Respondents perceived contact as sustained by social norms 

in the work context; status of the two groups at work was not seen as very dissimilar. In sum, the 

contact setting was such to favor the development of harmonious intergroup relations. 

The perception of constituting a common group during contact was present, especially in 

Sample 1. Not surprisingly, in both samples, participants reported lower levels of anxiety and 

higher levels of empathy toward known than unknown outgroup members. The general category 

of immigrants was evaluated positively in the first sample; the evaluation was not significantly 

different from the neutral point in the sample of workers. 

Before merging the data obtained from the two work contexts, responses were converted 

into z-scores, since the response scale was different for Sample 1 and Sample 2. 
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TABLE 1 

Means and standard deviations of measures 

 

 
Sample 1 

(Nurses) 

Sample 2 

(Workers) 

Measures M SD M SD 

Cooperative contact 5.06*** 0.71 3.71*** 0.83 

Intergroup status at work 4.63*** 0.70 3.21** 0.85 

Institutional support at work 5.19*** 1.40 4.04*** 1.13 

One-group representation 5.18*** 1.26 3.19
†
 1.14 

Anxiety for known outgroup members 1.39*** 0.49 1.41*** 0.61 

Empathy for known outgroup members 3.41*** 1.01 2.41*** 0.85 

Anxiety for the general outgroup 1.64*** 0.80 1.75*** 0.78 

Empathy for the general outgroup 3.03*** 1.04 2.18*** 0.79 

Evaluation of the general outgroup 4.90*** 1.00 3.12 0.79 

0ote. A 7-point scale was used in Sample 1 and a 5-point scale in Sample 2. In both samples, higher scores reflect greater quality of 

contact, higher status of the Italian ingroup, greater institutional support and stronger one-group representation. As to anxiety and empa-
thy, both for known and unknown outgroup members, the response scale range between not at all and very much. Asterisks indicate that 

the mean differs from the central point of the scale, which is 4 for measures used in Sample 1, and 3 for measures used in Sample 2. 
†p < .08; **p < .01; ***p < .001. 

 

 

Distinction between Measures 

 

In order to test whether the measures of the variables included in the regression model 

(Figure 2) detected distinct constructs, we ran a confirmatory factor analysis (LISREL 8.7; Jöre-

skog & Sörbom, 2004). Two parcels were obtained for each of the seven factors, following the 

procedure of item-to-construct balance suggested by Little, Cunningham, Shahar, and Widaman 

(2002).
3
 As a result of this parceling method, the indicators of empathy for known outgroup 

members and those of empathy for unknown outgroup members included the same items. Conse-

quently, the error variance for these corresponding parcels was correlated in all the analyses. 

Goodness-of-fit of the model was evaluated using the following indices: chi-square, the ratio be-

tween chi-square and degrees of freedom (χ
2
/df), the standardized root-mean-square residual 

(SRMR), the root-mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA), and the comparative fit index 

(CFI). A reasonable fit to data is indicated by a nonsignificant chi-square; however, since this sta-

tistic is sensitive to the sample size, also significant values can be accepted. The ratio χ
 2
/df shows 

a good fit for values between 1 and 3, a very good fit for values between 1 and 2 (Byrne, 1998; 

Schumaker & Lomax, 1996). RMSEA and SRMR should be equal or less than .08; CFI should be 

equal or greater than .95 (see Hu & Bentler, 1999). 

The seven-factor model fitted the data very well: χ
2
(54) = 71.10, p = .059; χ

2
/df = 1.32; 

SRMR = .025; RMSEA = .039; CFI = 1.00. Correlations (φs) between latent variables are re-

ported in Table 2.
4
 To test whether φ coefficients were different from the perfect correlation, for 

each φ we computed a 95% confidence interval by considering two standard errors above and two 

standard errors below the estimated correlation. None of these intervals included the perfect cor-
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relation. In addition, for the two highest φs (namely, the correlation between empathy for known 

and empathy for unknown outgroupers, and the correlation between contact and empathy for 

known outgroupers), we applied the chi-square difference test, by comparing the seven-factor 

model with two nested models (see Miyake et al., 2000). In the first, we fixed as 1 the correlation 

between the two factors of empathy, and forced the two factors to have equal correlations with 

the others. In the second, we followed the same procedure for the correlation between contact and 

empathy toward known outgroupers. This analysis confirmed that the two φs were different from 

1: χ
2

ds(6) ≥ 58.97, ps ≅ .00.
5
 We can, therefore, conclude that our measures reveal distinct con-

structs. 

 

TABLE 2 

Correlations between latent variables in the confirmatory factor analysis,  

Sample 1 and Sample 2 (0 = 232) 

 

Measures 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Cooperative contact ‒       

2. One-group representation .47*** ‒      

3. Anxiety for known  

outgroup members 
‒.33*** ‒.51*** ‒     

4. Empathy for known  

outgroup members 
.73*** .56*** ‒.27*** ‒    

5. Anxiety for the general 

outgroup  
‒.30*** ‒.21** .57*** ‒.25*** ‒   

6. Empathy for the general 

outgroup 
.62*** .40*** ‒.19** .80*** ‒.40*** ‒  

7. Evaluation of the general 

outgroup 
.56*** .27*** ‒.22** .52*** ‒.51*** .60*** ‒ 

**p < .01; ***p < .001. 

 

 

Regression Model 

 

The model reported in Figure 1 was tested using regression with latent variables 

(LISREL 8.7; Jöreskog & Sörbom, 2004). As shown in the figure, we analyzed the relationships 

between four levels of variables: contact as predictor (Level 1); one-group perceptions during 

contact (Level 2); emotions for known outgroup members (Level 3); emotions for the general 

outgroup, and its evaluation (Level 4).  

In testing the model, we set free the correlations between variables concerning the known 

outgroup members and between variables concerning the general outgroup. As regards the good-

ness-of-fit, the chi-square was significant, but p was close to .05: χ
2
(57) = 76.52, p = .043; the 

other indices showed a good fit: χ
2
/df = 1.34; SRMR = .031; RMSEA = .041; CFI = .99. As can 

be noted in Figure 2, all paths were in the predicted direction. Contact increased the perception of 

belonging to the more inclusive group of employees of the same organization. In turn, this one-

group representation increased empathy and reduced anxiety toward known outgroup members.  

 

 



 

 

T
P

M
 V

o
l. 1

7
, N

o
. 1

, 2
0
1

0

1
7

-3
6

 –
 S

p
ecial Issu

e
©

 2
0
1
0
 C

ises

C
ap

o
zza, D

., V
ezzali, L

., T
rifiletti, 

E
., F

a
lv

o
, R

., &
 F

av
ara, I. 

C
o
m

m
o
n
 in

g
ro

u
p

 id
en

tity
: Its effects 

2
7
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FIGURE 2 

Regression model with latent variables. Only significant regression coefficients are displayed (completely standardized solution).  

In parentheses, the total effect of contact on the dependent variable is reported, Sample 1 and Sample 2 (0 = 232).  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001. 
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The portion of variance explained by the antecedents was high for empathy (60%) and moderate 

for anxiety (26%). According to the Sobel test, consistent with Hypothesis 1, the indirect effects 

of contact on empathy, z = 3.17, p < .01 (partial mediation), and the indirect effects of contact on 

anxiety, z = ‒4.00, p < .001 (total mediation) were significant. In Figure 2, the parameters in pa-

rentheses indicate the total effects of contact, namely, they correspond to the regression coeffi-

cients, when the effects of other variables are not controlled. 

Concerning generalization (Figure 2), empathy toward immigrant colleagues increased 

empathy felt for the general outgroup and its evaluation; anxiety felt for immigrant colleagues in-

creased anxiety for the general outgroup. Consistent with Hypothesis 2, the Sobel test revealed 

that empathy toward outgroup members encountered totally mediated the relation between con-

tact and empathy toward the category of immigrants, z = 4.97, p < .001. Similarly, the relation 

between contact and anxiety toward immigrants was totally mediated by anxiety felt for known 

outgroup members, z = ‒3.62, p < .001. Also, as predicted, empathy toward colleagues (partially) 

mediated the relationship between contact and outgroup evaluation, z = 1.97, p < .05. The portion 

of variance explained by antecedents was moderate for anxiety toward the general outgroup 

(32%) and its evaluation (33%); it was high for empathy (64%).
6 

 

 

Alternative Models 

 

Although the proposed model (M1, Table 3) fitted the data well, other models could ac-

count for data. In this section, we evaluate three alternative models. In all, we set free the correla-

tions between variables concerning known outgroup members, and between variables concerning 

the general outgroup. 

In the first alternative model (M2), we tested the hypothesis that the common ingroup i-

dentity (Level 2) would mediate the relationship between contact (Level 1) and outcome vari-

ables (Level 3) relative to both known (anxiety and empathy) and unknown outgroup members 

(anxiety, empathy, evaluation). This model does not include the hypothesis that emotions toward 

known outgroup members mediate the relationship between contact and variables concerning the 

general outgroup. The direct effects of contact on the five outcome variables were included. As 

shown in Table 3, M2 fitted the data less well than M1.  

In the second alternative model (M3), variables concerning the general outgroup (anxiety, 

empathy, evaluation) (Level 1) were entered as predictors of contact (Level 2), which, in turn, was 

expected to affect anxiety and empathy toward known outgroup members (Level 4) through one-

group representation (Level 3). The direct paths from contact to emotions toward outgroup mem-

bers encountered were included. This model fitted the data less well than model 1 (see Table 3). 

In M4, variables relative to both known (anxiety and empathy) and unknown outgroup 

members (anxiety, empathy, evaluation) (Level 1) predict contact (Level 3) through the media-

tion of the one-group representation (Level 2). We included the direct effects of anxiety and em-

pathy toward known outgroup members on cooperative contact. As shown in Table 3, this model 

did not fit data as well as M1. In sum, the alternative models fitted data more poorly than the 

model we proposed (Figure 1). 
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TABLE 3 

Summary of alternative models 

 

Model Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4 df χ2 χ2/df p SRMR RMSEA CFI 

M1 Cooperative 
contact 

One-group  
representation 

Anxiety for 
known outgroup 

members 

Empathy for 
known outgroup 

members 

Anxiety for the 
general outgroup 

Empathy for the 

general outgroup 
Evaluation of the 

general outgroup 

57 76.52 1.34 .043 .031 .041 .99 

M2 Cooperative 

contact 

One-group  

representation 

Anxiety for 

known outgroup 
members 

Empathy for 
known outgroup 

members 

Anxiety for the 
general outgroup 

Empathy for the 

general outgroup 
Evaluation of the 

general outgroup 

 60 184.26 3.07 .00 .078 .092 .96 

M3 Anxiety for the 
general outgroup 

Empathy for the 

general outgroup 
Evaluation of the 

general outgroup 

Cooperative 
contact 

One-group  
representation 

Anxiety for 
known outgroup 

members 

Empathy for 
known outgroup 

members 

63 186.90 2.97 .00 .082 .089 .96 

M4 Anxiety for 
known outgroup 

members 

Empathy for 
known outgroup 

members 

Anxiety for the 
general outgroup 

Empathy for the 

general outgroup 
Evaluation of the 

general outgroup 

One-group  
representation 

Cooperative  
contact 

 59 188.53 3.20 .00 .041 .097 .96 

0ote. SRMR = standardized root-mean-square residual; RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation; CFI = comparative fit index. 
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 

 

The aim of the present study was to test the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner & 

Dovidio, 2000) in naturalistic (working) contexts. We analyzed the processes leading from con-

tact to improved relationships inside and outside the contact situation. In the tested model we fo-

cused on emotions, since direct contact seems to be in particular associated with affective experi-

ences (see Paolini et al., 2007), which lead to affective positive outcomes for the general out-

group (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).  

Participants were Italian nurses and Italian workers who had contact with immigrant col-

leagues in the workplace. We tested a model in which common ingroup identity (the perception 

of belonging to the more inclusive group of employees in the same organization) was expected to 

mediate the relationship between contact and emotions (anxiety and empathy) felt for known 

outgroup members (Hypothesis 1); anxiety and empathy, in turn, were expected to mediate the 

effects of contact on emotions and evaluations relative to the general outgroup (Hypothesis 2).  

As predicted, the common group representation totally mediated the relation between 

contact and anxiety felt for known outgroup members, whereas mediation was partial for empa-

thy. It could be that, in addition to the common identity, other representations (e.g., separate indi-

viduals) or other factors, such as a deeper knowledge of outgroup members, explain this relation-

ship. 

Consistent with Hypothesis 2, positive effects of contact generalized to the outgroup as a 

whole through heightened empathy and reduced anxiety for immigrant colleagues. In particular, 

results showed that empathy toward known outgroup members totally mediated the effects of 

contact on empathy toward the general outgroup; the mediational effect of empathy on outgroup 

evaluation was, instead, only partial. Anxiety felt for known outgroup members totally mediated 

the effects of contact on anxiety felt for the general outgroup.  

The fact that empathy for immigrant colleagues did not mediate the relationship between 

contact and anxiety for the general outgroup and that, in a similar vein, anxiety for immigrant 

colleagues was not a mediator for empathy toward the general outgroup is not surprising. It is 

possible, in fact, that stronger mediational effects concern corresponding emotions tapped within 

and outside the contact situation. An unexpected finding, instead, was that reduced anxiety to-

ward proximal outgroup members did not mediate the effects of contact on outgroup evaluation. 

This result is inconsistent with previous studies testing anxiety within the contact setting as a 

predictor of attitudes toward the outgroup as a whole (Harwood et al., 2005; Tam et al., 2006). 

However, it should be noted that, in the present study, anxiety toward immigrant colleagues and 

outgroup evaluation were (negatively) correlated; significance disappeared when the effects of 

empathy (and contact) were controlled. In other words, the effects of empathy for immigrant col-

leagues were over and above those of anxiety (and contact). A similar result was obtained by 

Harwood and colleagues (2005; Study 2): when anxiety and perspective-taking relative to spe-

cific outgroupers were entered simultaneously as mediators between contact and attitudes for the 

general outgroup (together with other intervening variables), the only significant mediator was 

perspective-taking.  

Other factors, in addition to anxiety and empathy, for instance attitude (Voci & Hew-

stone, 2003), might be involved in the generalization process. However, to the extent that affect, 

more than cognition, has the power to influence intergroup relations (see, e.g., Pettigrew & 
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Tropp, 2008), we believe it is useful to consider the mediation of other emotions, such as: calm-

ness, compared to anxiety (see Vezzali, Capozza, Mari, & Hichy, 2007), and trust (see Tam, 

Hewstone, Kenworthy, & Cairns, 2009). 

Traditionally, contact studies considered emotions felt for the general outgroup (for ex-

ceptions, see Harwood et al., 2005; Tam et al., 2006). Our study fully supports the prediction that 

emotions, developed in the contact setting, are a crucial factor in the generalization process (see 

also Pagotto et al., in press).  

It is possible that generalization would be more pronounced for high levels of member-

ship salience (Voci & Hewstone, 2003). Harwood and collaborators (2005), however, found that 

membership salience did not moderate the paths from anxiety and empathy toward known out-

group members and attitudes toward the whole outgroup. Future studies should address the role 

of membership salience in moderating the relationship between emotions in the contact setting 

and emotions toward the general outgroup. 

Our model extends the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner & Dovidio, 2000), by 

explaining the chain leading from contact to improved relationships with the general outgroup. 

Consistent with previous findings, contact led to better relations with known outgroup members, 

in part, because it promoted the adoption of a more inclusive identity (Gaertner, Mann, Murrell, 

& Dovidio, 1989). As suggested by Gaertner and collaborators, moreover, we found that affect is 

an important consequence of changes in group representations following contact (Johnson et al., 

2006). Several studies showed that recategorization increases positive affect toward known (e.g., 

Gaertner et al., 1990) and unknown outgroup members (e.g., Eller & Abrams, 2006). In the cur-

rent study, affect toward known outgroup members, promoted by recategorization, was a key fac-

tor in facilitating generalization to the outgroup as a whole. It should be noted that our first alter-

native model, in which the common ingroup representation was entered as a proximal predictor 

of both outcomes concerning known and outcomes concerning unknown outgroup members, fit-

ted data more poorly than the focal model. This finding supports the hypothesis of the media-

tional role played by emotions developed in the contact setting. 

The present results have practical implications for relationships between the host society 

and immigrant communities. We suggest that interventions, aimed at improving intergroup rela-

tions in the workplace, should foster the perception of being “part of the same team.” The adop-

tion of a common identity can not only favor more harmonious relations in the work settings, it 

can also reduce anxiety and increase empathy toward the general category of immigrants.  

Despite its practical and theoretical implications, our research has some limitations. First, 

data are correlational. However, we can be confident in the proposed causal sequence for differ-

ent reasons. First, research has demonstrated that the path from contact to outcomes (reduced 

prejudice) is stronger than the reverse path (e.g., Pettigrew, 1997). Second, laboratory (e.g., 

Gaertner et al., 1990) and longitudinal studies (e.g., Brown, Eller, Leeds, & Stace, 2007; Eller & 

Abrams, 2004) have provided general evidence for the causal link from contact to improved rela-

tions. Third, our participants had no possibility to avoid contact, because outgroup members were 

colleagues in the workplace. The fact that we obtained strong effects of contact in a situation 

where participants had no choice but to work together is consistent with findings by Pettigrew 

and Tropp (2006), showing that no-choice contact can yield stronger effects than voluntary con-

tact. It will be interesting — in future studies — to test our model in contexts in which contact is 

voluntary rather than no-choice.  
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Another limitation of our research concerns the number of participants. It should be 

noted, however, that, since a large part of contact research has focused on students, the use of re-

spondents from work contexts increases the interest of our results.  

Finally, our participants belonged to the majority (higher status) group. Future studies 

should consider the perspective of lower status groups (see, e.g., Gaertner, Riek, Mania, & 

Dovidio, 2007; González & Brown, 2006), which seem to prefer relations in which a dual and not 

a common identity is salient (Dovidio et al., 2009). Future research, considering majorities, 

should also examine the effects that emotions and common identity have on measures of support 

for social change (Saguy, Tausch, Dovidio, & Pratto, 2009). 

In conclusion, our results support the common ingroup identity model (Gaertner & 

Dovidio, 2000), and show the central role that anxiety and empathy, developed in the contact 

situations, have in the generalization process.  

 

 

NOTES 

 
1. We decided not to measure the evaluation of known outgroup members, which would parallel the eva-

luation of the general outgroup, since our model focused on affect and, specifically, on emotions of an-
xiety and empathy (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 

2. Only 26.60% of the second sample had a high school diploma or a university degree, whereas this per-
centage was 51.60% among participants of the first sample. 

3. For each of the seven constructs, we tested a one-factor model, using as indicators the items measuring 
the construct, in order to estimate their factor loadings. As anchors for the two parcels we used the two 
items with the highest loadings. On the following step, we assigned to the anchors the two items with 
the next highest loadings in an inverted order, so that the anchor with the higher loading was paired 
with the lower loaded item. For the remaining items, higher loaded parcels were matched with lower 
loaded items. 

4. The correlations between the 14 indicators are reported in the Appendix. In all the LISREL analyses 
(seven-factor CFA, regression), the number of participants was 0 = 232. Data of eleven participants 
were deleted due to missing values in two or more indicators. 

5. The two factors of empathy were distinct constructs, even when error variances of indicators were not 
correlated. 

6. Empathy toward immigrant colleagues mediated the relationship between one-group and: empathy felt 
for immigrants in general (z = 3.27, p < .01); their evaluation (z = 1.94, p = .052). Anxiety felt for im-
migrant colleagues mediated the relationship between one-group and anxiety felt for immigrants in ge-
neral (z = ‒4.37, p < .001). To obtain these mediation effects, in the model of Figure 2, we set simulta-
neously free the direct paths from one-group to the three outcome variables, and used the regression co-
efficients obtained from this model. 
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APPENDIX 

Standard deviations and zero-order correlations between indicators of latent variables (0 = 232) 

 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1. Cooperative  
contact 1 

‒              

2. Cooperative  
contact 2 

.68*** ‒ 
            

3. One-group  

representation 1 
.35*** .26*** ‒ 

           

4. One-group  

representation 2 
.38*** .33*** .76*** ‒ 

          

5. Anxiety for 

known outgroup 

members 1 
‒.28*** ‒.22*** ‒.41*** ‒.42*** ‒  

        

6. Anxiety for 

known outgroup 

members 2 
‒.22*** ‒.17* ‒.29*** ‒.35*** .71*** ‒ 

        

7. Empathy for 

known outgroup 

members 1 
.52*** .49*** .42*** .47*** ‒.21*** ‒.17** ‒  

      

8. Empathy for 

known outgroup 
members 2 

.51*** .53*** .35*** .39*** ‒.21** ‒.22*** .71*** ‒ 

      

9. Anxiety for 

the general  

outgroup 1 
‒.21*** ‒.24*** ‒.14* ‒.18** .47*** .43*** ‒.19** ‒.26*** ‒ 

     

10. Anxiety for 

the general  

outgroup 2 
‒.24*** ‒.20** ‒.16* ‒.19** .49*** .40*** ‒.14* ‒.20** .84*** ‒ 

    

11. Empathy for 

the general  

outgroup 1 
.45*** .51*** .30*** .35*** ‒.18** ‒.13* .70*** .62*** ‒.35*** ‒.31*** ‒ 

   

12. Empathy for 

the general  

outgroup 2 
.43*** .46*** .28*** .32*** ‒.13* ‒.05 .59*** .68*** ‒.35*** ‒.30*** .81*** ‒ 

  

13. Evaluation 

of the general 
outgroup 1 

.42*** .44*** .21*** .24*** ‒.16* ‒.18** .41*** .44*** ‒.46*** ‒.41*** .54*** .50*** ‒ 

 

14. Evaluation 

of the general 

outgroup 2 
.43*** .44*** .18** .24*** ‒.22*** ‒.26*** .38*** .39*** ‒.44*** ‒.39*** .49*** .40*** .84*** ‒ 

SD 0.72 0.74 0.99 0.83 0.69 0.70 0.89 0.88 0.83 0.73 0.92 0.91 0.92 0.92 

* p ≤ .05. **p < .01. ***p ≤ .001. 


