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Recent research has provided consistent support for imagined intergroup contact (Crisp & Turner,
2012), a new indirect contact strategy for reducing prejudice. In the present review, we focus on the af-
fective consequences of imagined contact. In particular, we review studies showing that imagined con-
tact has powerful effects on reduced intergroup and performance anxiety, as well as increased trust and
empathy toward outgroup members. Moreover, these effects extend to the affective part of intergroup
attitudes tapped at both an explicit and at an implicit level. We also present evidence that some of these
variables mediate the effects of imagined contact on reduced prejudice. Finally, we discuss the double
nature, cognitive and affective, of imagined contact.
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There is a general agreement among social psychologists that direct, face-to-face inter-
group contact is an effective method for reducing prejudice, as supported by impressive evidence
over almost 60 years from the initial formulation of the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954; Petti-
grew & Tropp, 2006, 2011). Research has consistently demonstrated that intergroup contact is
related to more positive intergroup attitudes, and that this is largely a function of its effects on in-
tergroup emotions. Ample studies have shown that contact reduces prejudice because it affects
emotions toward the outgroup, that in turn play a pivotal role in the formation of intergroup atti-
tudes. The affective mediators of the contact-prejudice relationship can be further divided into
negative affective processes (such as intergroup anxiety), which are generally alleviated by posi-
tive contact, and positive affective processes (such as empathy), which are enhanced by inter-
group contact (Galinsky, Gilin, & Massux, 2011; Stephan & Stephan, 1985; for a meta-analysis
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highlighting the mediating role of intergroup emotions in the relation between contact and preju-
dice, see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; for a review, see Brown & Hewstone, 2005).

However, strategies based on direct intergroup contact have some important shortcomings.
One of the most relevant relates to limitations of applicability. Some scholars argued that contact
research has been detached from practice, that is, from consideration of real-word social contexts.
This is true especially in contexts where high segregation between groups still persists and, essen-
tially, implementing the optimal contact conditions originally proposed by Allport is rather unreal-
istic (Dixon, Durrheim, & Tredoux, 2005). In such contexts, contact opportunities are by defini-
tion scarce, and people may even feel threatened at the prospect of meeting an outgroup member,
which increases the possibility of contact avoidance (Stephan & Stephan, 2000). Contact may also
be difficult to apply in less segregated contexts, due to practical and organizational restrictions. So,
despite the popularity of the contact hypotheses (Allport, 1954) among social psychologists, only a
small number of experimental studies and interventions conducted in the field have attempted to
reduce prejudice via direct, face-to-face contact (see Paluck & Green, 2009).

With the aim of enhancing the applicability of intergroup contact, recent research focused
on indirect forms of contact, which can be easily implemented precisely in those contexts where
there is little opportunity for direct contact (Dovidio, Eller, & Hewstone, 2011; Vezzali, Hew-
stone, Capozza, & Giovannini, 2013). In the present work, we focus on imagined intergroup con-
tact — a relatively new (indirect) prejudice reduction technique recently proposed by Crisp and
colleagues (see Crisp & Turner, 2009, 2012). In particular, we review evidence showing that,
paralleling evidence for direct contact, imagined contact is strongly related to affective variables,
a psychological impact that can explain (at least in part) its effectiveness in ameliorating inter-
group relations. Previous reviews of imagined contact by Crisp and collaborators (e.g., Crisp,
Husnu, Meleady, Stathi, & Turner, 2010) have mainly presented evidence for mediation by inter-
group anxiety and did not include a range of the affective variables and mediators more recently
identified by other scholars. Since affect is a key antecedent of reduced prejudice (Pettigrew,
1998), we believe that it is important and timely to carry out a review of whether and how imag-
ined contact influences a range of affective variables, and if these variables help explain its ef-
fects on intergroup relations.

Before presenting studies investigating the relation between imagined contact and affec-
tive variables, we will briefly review evidence that intergroup affect is an important mediator of
direct intergroup contact.

INTERGROUP CONTACT

Intergroup contact is undoubtedly the most popular approach for prejudice reduction
identified by social psychologists. According to the contact hypothesis, face-to-face contact be-
tween groups, if characterized by optimal conditions (equal status, cooperation for superordinate
goals, institutional support), can foster more harmonious intergroup relations (Allport, 1954). The
contact hypothesis has received impressive support by hundreds of studies across a large variety
of target groups, situations and cultural contexts (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). Moreover, Pettigrew
and Tropp’s (2006) meta-analysis revealed that prejudice reduction even occurs when optimal
conditions are not met, although contact effects are strengthened when they are present.
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Over the last two decades research has shown that contact reduces both blatant (Hamber-
ger & Hewstone, 1997; Pettigrew, 1997) and subtle forms of intergroup bias, such as implicit
prejudice (Turner, Hewstone, & Voci, 2007; Vezzali & Giovannini, 2011; Vezzali, Giovannini,
& Capozza, 2012) and infrahumanization (Brown, Eller, Leeds, & Stace, 2007; Capozza, Trifi-
letti, Vezzali, & Favara, 2013). Moreover, its effects generalize to outgroups uninvolved in the
contact situation (see Pettigrew, 2009; Tausch et al., 2010). Over the last 15 years, scholars have
focused their attention on the mediators of direct contact, so as to understand why contact reduces
prejudice. Originally, Allport (1954) proposed that contact allows members of different groups to
know each other, and this increased knowledge of the outgroup creates the basis for the im-
provement of intergroup attitudes. However, the recent meta-analysis by Pettigrew and Tropp
(2008) revealed that, although outgroup knowledge plays a mediation role, affective factors are
the most potent mediators of contact. In particular, according to Pettigrew and Tropp (2008; see
also Brown & Hewstone, 2005), intergroup anxiety (Stephan & Stephan, 1985), and intergroup
empathy/perspective-taking (Stephan & Finlay, 1999) represent two pivotal mediators of contact
effects. Specifically, contact reduces prejudice because it lowers intergroup anxiety (e.g., Swart,
Hewstone, Christ, & Voci, 2011; Vezzali, Giovannini, & Capozza, 2010; Voci & Hewstone,
2003) and increases intergroup empathy (e.g., Capozza, Vezzali, Trifiletti, Falvo, & Favara,
2010; Pagotto, Voci, & Maculan, 2010; Vezzali & Giovannini, 2012). In addition, research has
identified numerous other affective mediators of direct contact, such as outgroup trust (Tam,
Hewstone, Kenworthy, & Cairns, 2009), forgiveness (Cehajic, Brown, & Castano, 2008), close-
ness to the self (Stathi & Crisp, 2010). Indeed, Pettigrew (1997, 1998) stated that intergroup con-
tact is primarily an affective, rather than a cognitive, experience. A meta-analysis by Tropp and
Pettigrew (2005) that focused on the affective and cognitive dimensions of contact revealed that
affective factors contributed more importantly toward improved attitudes than cognitive factors,
and that the affective outcomes of intergroup interactions are more likely to generalize beyond
the contact situation (see also Stangor, Sullivan, & Ford, 1991).

IMAGINED INTERGROUP CONTACT

According to Crisp and collaborators, direct contact is not always strictly necessary in
order to improve intergroup attitudes. Instead, they focused on a new indirect contact technique
that capitalizes on the power of mental imagery (for a review on the effects of mental imagery on
perceptions and behaviors, see Crisp, Birtel, & Meleady, 2011); a technique based on the idea
that simply imagining an intergroup interaction will reduce prejudice.

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
now consistent evidence that imagined contact has beneficial effects on intergroup relations (for
reviews, see Crisp et al., 2010; Crisp, Stathi, Turner, & Husnu, 2009; Crisp & Turner, 2009,
2012; Stathi, Crisp, Turner, West, & Birtel, 2012). It has been found that imagined contact im-
proves intergroup attitudes (Turner, Crisp, & Lambert, 2007; West, Holmes, & Hewstone, 2011),
enhances projection of positive traits to the outgroup (Stathi & Crisp, 2008), increases percep-
tions of self-efficacy concerning future contact (Stathi, Crisp, & Hogg, 2011) and of outgroup
variability (Turner, Crisp, et al., 2007), fosters self-disclosure (Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, &
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Stathi, 2012) and positive behavioral intentions (Husnu & Crisp, 2010a, 2010b). In addition, im-
agined contact reduces negative stereotypes (Stathi, Tsantila, & Crisp, 2012) and stereotype
threat (Abrams et al., 2008; see also Crisp & Abrams, 2008). Notably, the effects of imagined
contact are not restricted to overt attitudes; instead, they extend to bias expressed in subtle and
indirect ways, such as implicit prejudice (Turner & Crisp, 2010; Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et
al., 2012) and infrahumanization of the outgroup (Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, & Giovannini, 2012).
Recent evidence also indicated that its effects generalize to outgroups uninvolved in the imagined
contact scene (secondary transfer effects; see Harwood, Paolini, Joyce, Rubin, & Arroyo, 2011)
and to intergroup behavior (Birtel & Crisp, 2012a; Turner & West, 2012; Vezzali, Crisp, Stathi,
& Giovannini, 2013, Study 2).

Despite the fact that research on imagined contact is relatively recent, it has already iden-
tified various mediators and moderators of its effects. This is important in order to understand
why imagined contact works and the conditions that limit its effectiveness (see Crisp & Turner,
2012). Several studies have identified mediators related to the cognitive sphere. This is not sur-
prising, since imagined contact primarily represents a cognitive experience; that is, the mental
simulation of a cross-group interaction. However, there are indications that, as is the case for di-
rect contact, imagined contact also influences affective variables, and that affect plays a pivotal
role in explaining the observed effects. With respect to the two types of mediators of imagined
contact (i.e., cognitive and affective), Crisp et al. (2010) proposed a dual route model of imagined
contact effects, with one route based on cognitive factors (such as script availability and vivid-
ness of the imagined interaction), and the other based on affective factors. Given the increasing
evidence supporting this latter route, in the next section we review the main affective variables
influenced by imagined contact experimental manipulations. The studies reviewed can be found
in Table 1.

IMAGINED CONTACT AND AFFECTIVE FACTORS

As we stated above, narrative and meta-analytic reviews have identified affective factors as
the most important mediators of direct contact effects (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2008). Despite the clear cognitive element of simulated contact experiences, research has
also highlighted that imagined contact impacts on affective factors, many of which have mediating
roles.

INTERGROUP ANXIETY
Mediation

Intergroup anxiety is the uncertainty and discomfort that arise when interacting or expect-
ing to interact with outgroup members (Stephan & Stephan, 1985, 2000). It is one of the most in-
vestigated variables in contact research and the most commonly supported mediator of the direct
contact-reduced prejudice relationship (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008).
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TABLE 1

Studies showing effects of imagined contact on affective variables

Ingroup

Dependent variable
influenced

Stud e Target outgrou by the affective variable
y of participants g grotp (mediation by
the affective variable)
Effects on
intergroup anxiety
Birtel & Crisp, 2012b, Non-disabled people People with /
Study 1 schizophrenia
Birtel & Crisp, 2012b, Heterosexual men Gay men Behavioral intentions
Study 2a

Husnu & Crisp, 2010a,
Study 2

Kuchenbrandt, Eyssel,
& Seidel, 2013

Stathi, Tsantila, et al.,
2012

Turner, Crisp, et al.,
2007, Study 3

Turner, West, &
Christie, 2013, Study 2
Vezzali, Crisp, et al.,
2013, Study 2

British non-Muslims British Muslims

Germans Roma people
British non-disabled People with
people schizophrenia
Heterosexual men Gay men

Heterosexuals Homosexuals

Italian Erasmus
students

Natives of the country
of destination of Italian
Erasmus students

Affective intergroup
attitudes® /Behavioral
intentions
/

Stereotyping/Behavioral
intentions
Affective intergroup
attitudes®
Behavioral intentions

Time spent with natives
of the country of
destination/Affective
intergroup attitudes®

West & Bruckmuller, British non-disabled People with /
2013, Study 1 people schizophrenia
West et al., 2011, Study British non-disabled People with Affective intergroup
3 people schizophrenia attitudes®
West et al., 2011, Study British non-disabled People with Affective intergroup
4 people schizophrenia attitudes
Effects on performance
anxiety
Abrams et al., 2008, White British Young people Math performance
Study 2 individuals over the

age of 60 years
Effects on outgroup
trust
Kuchenbrandt et al., Germans Roma people /

2013

Pagotto, Visintin,

De lorio, & Voci, 2013
Turner et al., 2013,
Study 1

Turner et al., 2013,
Study 2

Italian non-Muslims Muslim immigrants

British non-Muslims

(high school students)
Heterosexuals

Asylum seekers

Homosexuals

Cooperation/Affective
intergroup attitudes”
Behavioral intentions

Behavioral intentions

(table 1 continues)
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Table 1 (continued)
Dependent variable
influenced
Ingroup by the affective variable

Study

of participants

Target outgroup

(mediation by
the affective variable)

Vezzali, Capozza,
Stathi, et al., 2012

Italian elementary
school children

Immigrant children

Outgroup
infrahumanization
(attribution of
secondary emotions
to the outgroup)/
Behavioral intentions

Effects on outgroup
infrahumanization

Vezzali, Capozza, Italian elementary Immigrant children /
Stathi, et al., 2012 school children

Effects on intergroup

empathy

Kuchenbrandt et al., Germans Roma people /

2013

Effects on affective
intergroup attitudes

Birtel & Crisp, 2012b,
Study 3*
Harwood et al., 2011°

Husnu & Crisp, 2010a,
Study 2°

Pagotto et al., 2013°
Turner & Crisp, 2010,
Study 1°

Turner, Crisp, et al.,
2007, Study 3°

Turner & West, 2012,
Study 2°

Turner et al., 2013,
Study 1°

Turner et al., 2013,
Study 2°

Vezzali, Crisp, et al.,
2013, Study 1°

West & Bruckmuller,
2013, Study 2°

V}J/est etal., 2011, Study
3

V}J/est etal., 2011, Study
4

British non-Muslims

White Americans

British non-Muslims

Italian non-Muslims
Young females

Heterosexual men
British non-Muslims

British non-Muslims

(high school students)

Heterosexuals

International students

German Christians

British non-disabled
people
British non-disabled
people

British Muslims

Illegal immigrants

British Muslims

Muslim immigrants
Older people

Gay men
Muslims
Asylum seekers
Homosexuals
Italians
Muslims
People with schizo-
phrenia

People with
schizophrenia

Behavioral intentions
Affective attitudes
toward similar
secondary outgroupsb
Behavioral intentions

/
/

/
/
Behavioral intentions

Behavioral intentions

(table 1 continues)
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Table 1 (continued)

Dependent variable
influenced
; Ing_ro_up Target outgroup by the affective variable
of participants (mediation by

the affective variable)

Study

Effects on implicit

prejudice

Turner & Crisp, 2010, Young females Older people /
Study 1

Turner & Crisp, 2010, British non-Muslims British Muslims /
Study 2

Vezzali, Capozza, Gio- Italian elementary Immigrant children /
vannini, et al., 2012 school children

Note. Superscripts refer to the measure used to assess affective intergroup attitudes: (a) Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, and Ropp’s
(1997) scale; (b) feeling thermometer; (c) combination of items from Wright et al.’s (1997) scale with items assessing cognitive and
affective (i.e., disgust) responses to the outgroup from the scale by Herek and Capitanio (1996); (d) combination of items from Wright
et al.”’s (1997) scale with items assessing avoidance of outgroup members from the scale by Corrigan et al. (2002). In the study by
Harwood et al. (2011), imagined contact improved attitudes toward the following secondary outgroups: Mexican Americans, legal
immigrants, Asian Americans, homeless people, political refugees, Black people, Democrats, professors.

According to Stephan and Stephan (1985) anxiety regarding the negative consequences of inter-
group contact (such as rejection, embarrassment or discrimination) derives from previous experi-
ences with the outgroup and/or beliefs regarding the interaction. Overall, intergroup anxiety is
with no doubt one of the most disruptive variables for harmonious intergroup relations. It can
have detrimental consequences such as reduction in cognitive control (Amodio, 2009) and task
performance (Mendes, Blascovich, Hunter, Lickel, & Jost, 2007), changes in physiological re-
sponses (Mendes, Blascovich, Lickel, & Hunter, 2002), increased reliance on stereotypes (Wil-
der, 1993). Importantly, intergroup anxiety also leads to contact avoidance (Plant & Devine,
2003) and prejudice (Stephan & Stephan, 2000). Given that imagined contact has been proposed
as a “pre-contact” tool (Crisp & Turner, 2009), it is crucial to show that it can limit anxiety at the
prospect of meeting outgroup members.

The first evidence that imagined contact reduces intergroup anxiety was provided by
Turner, Crisp, et al. (2007, Study 3). Participants were male heterosexual university students. Re-
sults revealed that imagined contact, relative to a control condition, not only improved attitudes
toward gay men and increased perceived outgroup variability, but it also reduced intergroup anx-
iety. It is worth noting that, whereas in the control condition the level of anxiety was around the
mid-point of the response scale used, in the imagined contact condition anxiety was lower than
the mid-point of the scale. Moreover, reduction in anxiety fully mediated the relationship be-
tween imagined contact, on one hand, and improved outgroup attitudes, on the other. In a further
study by Husnu and Crisp (2010a, Study 2), British non-Muslim university students in an imag-
ined contact condition reported less anxiety, improved attitudes and contact intentions toward
British Muslims than those in a control group. A path analysis revealed that imagined contact af-
fected contact intentions via two routes. The first route was affective (reduced anxiety, that in
turn was associated with improved attitudes, that were predictive of better intentions), the second
was cognitive (via increased vividness of the imagined contact scenario). Further demonstration
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of the mediating role of intergroup anxiety was offered by Turner et al. (2013, Study 2), who found
that the effect of imagined contact on intentions to approach homosexuals was partly explained by
reduced anxiety toward homaosexuals.

An especially powerful demonstration of the mediating role of intergroup anxiety and of
its importance in allowing the effects of imagined contact was provided by Vezzali, Crisp, et al.
(2013, Study 2). At Phase 1 of the study, the authors asked Italian university students leaving
with the Erasmus program' to imagine a pleasant interaction with an unknown native of the coun-
try they were leaving for. At Phase 2, after the participants concluded the exchange program and
returned to Italy, they were asked to complete an online questionnaire (within 30 days after their
return). Phase 2 took place after an average of almost eight months from the completion of the
experimental task in Phase 1. Compared to participants in a control condition, those in the imag-
ined contact condition reported less anxiety toward natives of the country they had visited. More
relevant, imagined contact had an indirect effect, via reduced intergroup anxiety, on self-reported
time spent with natives during the Erasmus and on their evaluation. Interestingly, similar effects
were not observed when considering other Erasmus students as the target outgroup, thus showing
that the effects were specific to natives of the country of destination. Moreover, results did not
change when statistically controlling for length of stay, initial intergroup attitudes and direct con-
tact with natives. To the extent that Erasmus students generally socialize more with non-host (for
example other Erasmus students) rather than with host country members (Sigalas, 2010), these
results are very encouraging.

Delimiting Conditions

Recent research revealed that imagined contact is an effective technique also when con-
sidering deeply stigmatized outgroups that are likely to arise high level of anxiety at the prospect
of encountering them, such as people with schizophrenia. Mentally simulating an interaction with
such stigmatized categories can reduce the effectiveness of imagined contact, thus constituting a
serious delimiting condition of this technique. In this context, reducing anxiety is a particularly
important task to promote positive cross-group relations. West et al. (2011, Studies 3, 4) found in
two studies that positive imagined contact reduced perceptions and feelings of dangerousness,
fear and anxiety toward people with schizophrenia. Reduced perceived dangerousness, reduced
fear and lower anxiety, in turn, fully mediated the effects of imagined contact on more positive
attitudes toward people with schizophrenia. Notably, in other two studies, West et al. (2011,
Studies 1 and 2) found that neutral (i.e., not explicitly positive) imagined contact failed to reduce
intergroup anxiety, which was instead increased by the imagined contact manipulation. Thus, es-
pecially when considering deeply stigmatized outgroups, a positively toned imagined contact sce-
nario is crucial to produce beneficial effects on intergroup relations (see also Stathi & Crisp,
2008, Study 1). A similar finding was obtained by West and Bruckmuller (2013, Study 1). They
examined the role of difficulty of the task, by comparing a standard positive imagined contact
condition with a condition where the task was made more difficult by making the font in which it
was written less easy to read. According to the results, when the font was easier to read, positive
imagined contact, compared with a control condition, reduced fear and perceptions of dangerous-
ness regarding people with schizophrenia. In contrast, prejudice was greater in the imagined con-
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tact than in the control condition when the font was difficult to read. Further evidence for the ef-
fectiveness of imagined contact in improving attitudes toward people with schizophrenia was
provided by Stathi, Tsantila, et al. (2012). They showed that imagining a positive encounter with
a schizophrenic individual, relative to a control condition, reduced outgroup stereotyping and in-
creased future contact intentions via lowering intergroup anxiety.

Facilitating Conditions

Birtel and Crisp (2012b) tested whether imagined contact can decrease intergroup anxiety
in the same way as clinical treatments based on psychotherapeutic principles limit anxiety disor-
ders. In other words, the authors examined mental imagery (i.e., imagined contact) as a desensiti-
zation approach. In this case, however, instead of reducing anxiety stemming from specific pho-
bias, the treatment was aimed to decrease anxiety at the prospect of meeting a member of a deep-
ly stigmatized outgroup, that is, an adult with schizophrenia (Study 1) or a gay man (Study 2a).
Specifically, in two studies, participants were asked to first imagine a negative intergroup en-
counter (individuals may spontaneously have negative intergroup expectations) followed by a
positive intergroup encounter (negative-positive condition). In the control condition, more closely
corresponding to the standard imagined contact procedure, participants imagined a positive inter-
group encounter followed by another positive intergroup encounter (positive-positive condition).
Results revealed that intergroup anxiety was lower after first imagining a negative (rather than a
positive) intergroup encounter, followed by a positive imagined encounter. Thus, similarly to
psychotherapy, being first confronted with personal fears (in this case, imagining a negative in-
tergroup encounter) and gradually face them, by then imagining a positive intergroup encounter,
attenuates the anxiety and discomfort generally associated with cross-group meetings. Moreover,
decreased intergroup anxiety fully mediated the effects of this desensitization approach on future
contact intentions with gay men (Study 2a).

Finally, Kuchenbrandt et al. (2013) have recently demonstrated that imagining oneself to
cooperate with an outgroup member is more effective than standard imagined contact in reducing
intergroup anxiety; however, no formal test of mediation on reduced prejudice was applied (this
study is described in more detail below in the section of intergroup empathy).

PERFORMANCE ANXIETY

Imagined contact has also been shown to be effective in limiting another dangerous type
of anxiety. Specifically, it was found that imagined contact reduces performance anxiety, that is,
anxiety at the prospect of engaging in some kind of task. Performance anxiety is a key factor in
promoting stereotype threat (Steele, 1997), defined as the perception of possibly confirming that
the negative stereotype of one’s own ingroup applies to the self (Steele & Aronson, 1995).
Abrams et al. (2008, Study 2) examined imagined contact as a strategy to reduce stereotype threat
among older people. The main hypothesis was that imagined contact should change the perceived
affective consequences stemming from intergroup comparisons, thereby reducing stereotype
threat. Consistently, the authors found that White British participants over the age of 60 years
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who engaged in a mentally simulated interaction with a young individual, compared to those in a
control condition, subsequently were more confident in themselves and displayed less anxiety for
an upcoming test. Reduced anxiety, in turn, was associated with improved performance in re-
sponding to math items. It is possible that positive, albeit imagined, contact with a young person
reduces the accessibility of negative stereotypic expectations and increases self-perceived confi-
dence, in turn limiting stereotype threat.

OUTGROUP TRUST

Outgroup trust is an important factor promoting positive intergroup relations. It consists
of positive expectations about others’ intentions and behaviors (Kramer & Carnevale, 2001;
Tropp, 2008; see also Trifiletti & Capozza, 2011) and is associated with feelings of transparency
and certainty. Building trust is a difficult task, often requiring several positive encounters (Wor-
chel, Cooper, & Goethals, 1991). However, once trust is formed, it fosters intergroup cooperation
and positive attitudes (Lewicki & Wiethoff, 2000). There is some evidence that imagined contact
can favor the development of trust toward the outgroup. Turner et al. (2013, Study 1) examined
imagined contact as a strategy to improve behavioral intentions toward asylum seekers. Their re-
sults revealed that imagined contact favored the adoption of an approach orientation toward asy-
lum seekers. Moreover, this effect was mediated by trust and improved attitudes toward asylum
seekers. In Study 2, the authors examined the relation between heterosexuals and homosexuals.
Once again, imagined contact was effective in fostering outgroup trust among heterosexuals. Par-
ticipants in the imagined contact condition, compared with those in a control condition, also re-
vealed less anxiety, more positive attitudes, reduced avoidance orientation and increased approach
orientation toward homosexuals. Path analysis revealed that outgroup trust mediated the effects of
imagined contact on reduced tendency to avoid the outgroup; additional mediation effects were
found for reduced intergroup anxiety (on increased approach behavioral tendencies) and improved
intergroup attitudes (on reduced avoidance and increased approach behavioral tendencies).

Further evidence for the mediator role of outgroup trust was provided by Pagotto et al.
(2013). The authors first asked participants (Italian university students and full-time employees)
to complete a warm-up task aimed at promoting reciprocal self-disclosure. After this they asked
them to imagine a conversation with a Muslim immigrant by making salient interpersonal charac-
teristics (interpersonal condition) or enhancing the salience of group distinctions (intergroup con-
dition). There was also a control condition, where a standard no-contact task was used. In line
with previous research (Stathi et al., 2011), imagined contact was effective when it was struc-
tured to enhance membership salience. In particular, intergroup attitudes and the choice to use a
cooperative strategy (assessed with Tajfel’s matrices; Tajfel, Billig, Bundy, & Flament, 1971), as
well as outgroup trust, were more positive in the intergroup than in the interpersonal and control
conditions; the differences between the two latter conditions were nonsignificant (somewhat sur-
prisingly, the manipulation did not affect intergroup anxiety). In line with findings by Turner et
al. (2013), trust toward Muslim immigrants fully mediated the effects of imagined contact (inter-
group condition vs. interpersonal and control conditions) on attitudes and cooperation intentions
toward Muslim immigrants. Evidence for the role of imagined contact in fostering outgroup trust
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was also found by Kuchenbrandt et al. (2013); the authors, however, did not test outgroup trust as
a mediator of imagined contact on reduced prejudice.

Finally, Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al. (2012) showed that outgroup trust can also be a
crucial mediator of the effects of imagined contact on reduced prejudice in young children. Be-
cause reduced prejudice was assessed by means of a measure of outgroup infrahumanization
based on intergroup emotions, the study will be presented in the following section.

OUTGROUP INFRAHUMANIZATION

Outgroup infrahumanization consists in perceiving the outgroup as less human than the
ingroup (Haslam, Loughnan, Kashima, & Bain, 2008; Leyens, Demoulin, Vaes, Gaunt, & Pala-
dino, 2007). There is evidence that individuals infrahumanize the outgroup by attributing more
uniquely human emotions (e.g., pride, shame) to the ingroup than to the outgroup, whereas non-
uniquely human emotions (e.g., joy, anger) are equally assigned to ingroup and outgroup mem-
bers. Denying humanness to the outgroup has pervasive detrimental effects on intergroup rela-
tions (e.g., Goff, Eberhardt, Williams, & Jackson, 2008; Vaes, Paladino, Castelli, Leyens, & Gio-
vanazzi, 2003; see also Capozza, Boccato, Andrighetto, & Falvo, 2009) and, to the extent that in-
frahumanization can be activated automatically (Boccato, Capozza, Falvo, & Durante, 2008;
Paladino et al., 2002), it can be difficult to combat, especially in contexts characterized by a his-
tory of violence.

Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al. (2012), in the context of the relationship between Italians
and immigrants, examined the effects of imagined contact on outgroup infrahumanization (as-
sessed as the differential attribution of uniquely human emotions to ingroup and outgroup;
Leyens et al., 2007). In this study, in the imagined contact condition, Italian elementary school
children engaged once a week for three consecutive weeks in an imagined contact session, where
they were asked to imagine a positive encounter with an unknown immigrant child at school (first
week), at home (second week), and at the park (third week). In the control condition children did
not complete any experimental task. One week after the last imagined contact session, children
were administered a questionnaire. Results indicated that participants in the control condition re-
vealed evidence of infrahumanization, since they assigned more uniquely human emotions to the
ingroup than to the outgroup. In contrast, the differential attribution of uniquely human emotions
was not evident in the imagined contact condition, suggesting that imagined contact is an effec-
tive strategy to combat infrahumanization. Moreover, outgroup trust fully mediated the relation-
ship between imagined contact, on one hand, and stronger attribution of uniquely human emo-
tions to the outgroup and improved intergroup contact intentions, on the other.

INTERGROUP EMPATHY

Batson and colleagues (1997) defined empathy as “an other-oriented emotional response
congruent with another’s perceived welfare” (p. 105). Research has shown that fostering inter-
group empathy has beneficial effects for relations between conflicting groups. For instance, it re-
duces prejudice and increases prosocial behavior and altruism (Batson, 2010; Stephan & Finlay,
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1999). Batson et al. (1997) suggested that the effectiveness of empathy in improving intergroup
relations relies on three steps: first, people empathize with individuals who are suffering. Second,
after the empathic reaction to an individual, people realize the importance of the wellbeing of the
individual and third, the concern about the welfare of the person who suffers generalizes to the
whole group that the person belongs to. As noted above, intergroup empathy is the second affec-
tive factor, in addition to intergroup anxiety, that has been highlighted as a key mechanism ex-
plaining the positive effects of direct contact on reduced prejudice (Brown & Hewstone, 2005;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008).

Initial evidence for the role of imagined contact in improving intergroup empathy was
provided by Kuchenbrandt et al. (2013), who tested whether adding cooperation to the standard
imagined contact task benefits the improvement of intergroup attitudes. Participants were Ger-
many university students, and the outgroup was that of Roma people. In the positive imagined
contact condition, participants were asked to imagine a positive encounter with a Roma stranger
at university. In the positive cooperative imagined contact condition, in addition to imagining a
positive contact with a Roma stranger at university, participants also imagined to cooperate with
him/her by grabbing some chairs to seat in the classroom. In the neutral contact condition, the in-
structions for imagining an encounter with a Roma stranger did not include neither the positive
tone (which has been shown to strengthen contact effects; see Crisp & Turner, 2012) nor the co-
operation element. Results showed that empathy toward Roma people was higher in the positive
cooperative imagined contact than in the neutral contact condition; however, the difference be-
tween positive cooperative imagined contact and positive imagined contact condition only ap-
proached statistical significance (similar findings emerged for intergroup anxiety, outgroup trust,
subtle prejudice). Unfortunately, no formal tests were conducted to assess the role of empathy as
a mediator. However, given its mediating role observed for direct contact (Pettigrew & Tropp,
2008), intergroup empathy may also be a likely mediator of imagined contact effects.

(AFFECTIVE) INTERGROUP ATTITUDES

According to the tripartite model, attitudes are formed by three different components:
cognitive, affective, and behavioral (Zanna & Rempel, 1988). In line with the aims of the present
review, we will present studies on imagined contact that tapped the affective component of inter-
group attitudes. Indeed, research consistently showed that imagined contact has a reliable effect
on the improvement of “affective” intergroup attitudes. Several studies (Birtel & Crisp, 2012b,
Study 3; Husnu & Crisp, 2010a, Study 2; Turner & Crisp, 2010, Study 1; Turner, Crisp, et al.,
2007, Study 3; Vezzali, Crisp, et al., 2013, Study 2; West & Bruckmuller, 2013, Study 2; West et
al., 2011, Studies 3, 4) found that imagined contact improves attitudes toward the outgroup as-
sessed with adaptations of the scale by Wright et al. (1997). This scale focuses on intergroup af-
fect, asking participants to evaluate outgroup members on six bipolar scales: warm-cold, positive-
negative, friendly-hostile, trusting-suspicious, respect-contempt, admiration-disgust. Other stud-
ies found beneficial effects of imagined contact on attitudes assessed with a feeling thermometer
(Harwood et al., 2011; Pagotto et al., 2013; Turner & West, 2012; Turner et al., 2013; Vezzali,
Crisp, et al., 2013, Study 1).
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Moreover, there is evidence that affective attitudes explain why imagined contact im-
proves behavioral intentions. In the previously described study by Husnu and Crisp (2010a,
Study 2), imagined contact increased the desire to have contact with outgroup members by reduc-
ing intergroup anxiety, that in turn predicted more positive affective intergroup attitudes; affec-
tive attitudes were then associated with more positive contact intentions. Birtel and Crisp (2012b,
Study 3), by employing the desensitization procedure described above (i.e., imagining a negative
followed by a positive intergroup encounter) found that compared to a control condition (a stan-
dard imagined contact condition, where participants imagined a single positive encounter with an
outgroup member), this empowered form of imagined contact fostered positive contact intentions
toward British Muslims among non-Muslim British students. This effect was fully mediated by
the improvement of affective attitudes (assessed with Wright et al.’s 1997 scale). Also Turner et
al. (2013) found that improved affective intergroup attitudes mediated the relationship between
imagined contact and more positive behavioral intentions toward asylum seekers (Study 1) and
homosexuals (Study 2).

Harwood et al. (2011) also examined the mediating role of affective attitudes by testing
whether the secondary transfer effect can be applied to imagined contact. The secondary transfer
effect refers to the generalization of positive attitudes developed during contact to outgroups not
directly involved in the encounter situation (Pettigrew, 2009). It corresponds to one of the types
of generalization identified by Pettigrew, which is arguably the most difficult to achieve (1998;
the other two types of generalizations being from the contact situation to different contexts and
from known to unknown outgroup members, respectively). Research has shown that the positive
effects of direct contact with a primary outgroup indeed generalize to attitudes toward a secon-
dary outgroup (Tausch et al., 2010), even when the secondary outgroup is very dissimilar from
the contact outgroup (Vezzali & Giovannini, 2012). However, it is crucial to also test whether
imagined contact effects generalize beyond the imagined contact situation to different outgroups.
Indeed, if the positive effects of imagined contact with a specific group do not generalize to dif-
ferent outgroups, then the usefulness of this strategy for reducing prejudice is severely narrowed.
Harwood and collaborators (2011) asked White undergraduates to imagine a positive interaction
with an illegal immigrant, a negative interaction with an illegal immigrant, or an outdoor scene
(control condition). Results revealed that affective attitudes toward illegal immigrants, assessed
with a feeling thermometer, where more positive in the positive condition than in the negative
and in the control (marginal effect) conditions. More interestingly, the effects of positive (vs. nega-
tive) imagined contact generalized to attitudes toward similar outgroups (i.e., Mexican Americans,
legal immigrants, Asian Americans, homeless people, political refugees, Black people, Democrats,
professors (1)) via attitudes toward the primary outgroup (i.e., illegal immigrants).

IMPLICIT ATTITUDES

According to Gawronski and Bodenhausen (2006, 2011), implicit attitudes represent the
affective reaction to an attitude object. In terms of the tripartite model, they represent the affec-
tive part of attitudes (Zanna & Rempel, 1988). As such, we present studies showing that imag-
ined contact can reduce implicit prejudice. These studies add to the others reviewed in the previ-
ous section by showing that imagined contact can influence the affective part of attitudes tapped
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not only at an explicit, but also at an implicit level. Whereas explicit attitudes are mainly associ-
ated with controlled behaviors, implicit attitudes, which are unintentional and are activated auto-
matically at the mere presence of the attitude object, predict a wide range of subtle and nonverbal
prejudicial behaviors (Greenwald, Poehlman, Uhlmann, & Banaji 2009). Moreover, they influ-
ence how others perceive and evaluate people (Dovidio, Kawakami, & Gaertner, 2002). It is thus
important to examine ways to reduce implicit negative intergroup attitudes, which may be detri-
mental for intergroup relations and impede the formation of cross-group friendships (Towles-
Schwen & Fazio, 2006).

The first demonstration that imagined contact can reduce implicit prejudice was provided
by Turner and Crisp (2010). In their first study, undergraduates under a standard imagined con-
tact task displayed more positive explicit and implicit attitudes (measured with an Implicit Asso-
ciation Test, IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 1998) toward older people, compared with
a group imagining an outdoor scene. These results were replicated in a second study, considering
a different target-outgroup (i.e., Muslims) and a different control condition, which allowed to
conclude that the effects were not due to simply priming the outgroup category, but were instead
a function of the simulated intergroup interaction.

Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et al. (2012) demonstrated that imagined contact is also
effective in reducing implicit prejudice among young children. The study was similar to the one
described above by Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al. (2012): Italian elementary school children
were asked to imagine in three weekly sessions a positive encounter with an immigrant child.
One week after the last imagined contact session, children were administered a questionnaire and
a Child IAT (Baron & Banaji, 2006). The Child IAT, administered by means of a computer lo-
cated in the computer room of the school, is a simplified version of a standard IAT. In this case,
ingroup and outgroup target-stimuli were exemplified by pictures of Italian and immigrant chil-
dren, whereas positive and negative stimuli for the attribute dimensions were presented by audio
(through speakers), so as to eliminate possible confounds related to children’s differential reading
ability. Results closely replicated those by Turner and Crisp (2010), showing that implicit preju-
dice was lower in the imagined contact than in the control condition (where children did not per-
form any task). Results additionally showed that, whereas the effects of imagined contact on be-
havioral intentions were mediated by self-disclosure, the effect on implicit prejudice was unme-
diated. This is in line with dual-process theories (Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006), stating that,
although related, explicit and implicit attitudes are a function of distinct processes.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Research on direct contact has identified numerous mediators of contact effects, most of
which can be classified as cognitive or affective (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). In contrast, re-
search on imagined contact is still in its infancy. Initial evidence has revealed that intergroup anx-
iety, which is probably the most potent mediator of direct contact (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), is
also a crucial factor allowing imagined contact to reduce prejudice (e.g., Turner, Crisp, et al.,
2007, Study 3). More recently, researchers have found that several variables, in addition to inter-
group anxiety, can play a role in mediating the effects of imagined contact. Concerning cognitive
mediators, for instance, the effects of imagined contact were explained by vividness of the imag-
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ined scenario (Husnu & Crisp, 2010a), attribution to the self of a positive outgroup orientation
(Crisp & Husnu, 2011), self-disclosure toward the outgroup (Vezzali, Capozza, Giovannini, et
al., 2012). Relative to affective mediators, that were the focus of the present review, evidence
was found, in addition to intergroup anxiety, for outgroup trust (e.g., Turner et al., 2013), affec-
tive intergroup attitudes (e.g., Birtel & Crisp, 2012b, Study 3).

A first avenue for researchers might be that of identifying new mediators, which could
help explain why imagined contact has positive effects on intergroup relations. For instance, we
have reviewed evidence that imagined contact increases intergroup empathy (Kuchenbrandt et
al., 2013). To the extent that empathy toward the outgroup is a key mediator of direct contact
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), this variable is an especially likely candidate to explain the imagined
contact effects. Moreover, imagined contact was found to reduce outgroup infrahumanization
(Vezzali, Capozza, Stathi, et al., 2012). Andrighetto, Mari, Volpato, and Behluli (2012) found
that infrahumanization acted as a mediator of the relationship between extended contact and
common ingroup identity, on one hand, and competitive victimhood (the tendency to feel, in the
context of intractable conflicts, that the ingroup has been victimized more than the outgroup;
Noor, Brown, & Prentice, 2008) on the other. Similarly, to the extent that imagined contact re-
duces outgroup infrahumanization, it may be potentially used in the context of intractable con-
flicts to reduce competitive victimhood. Other variables may be affected by outgroup infra-
humanization, such as intentions to aggress the outgroup (Vaes et al., 2003). Thus, a hypothesis
to be tested is whether imagined contact, by reducing outgroup infrahumanization, can be effec-
tive in improving intergroup relations and promote peace attempts in highly conflictual contexts.

Turner and West (2012) demonstrated in two studies that imagined contact has an impact
on actual behavior. In particular, they showed that mentally simulating an intergroup interaction
reduces seating distance toward the outgroup, indicating more positive nonverbal behavior fol-
lowing imagined contact. Combining evidence showing that implicit attitudes (capturing the af-
fective component of attitudes; Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006) are important predictors of
nonverbal behaviors (Greenwald et al., 2009) and that implicit prejudice is reduced by imagined
contact (e.g., Turner & Crisp, 2010), it is possible to anticipate that implicit prejudice may medi-
ate the effects of imagined contact on more positive nonverbal behaviors. However, despite this
reasonable expectation, this hypothesis still needs empirical support.

There are several other additional affective mediators, identified by direct contact re-
search, that could be tested as mediators of imagined contact, such as intergroup forgiveness (Ce-
hajic et al., 2008). Other potential mediators can be guilt, shame (Brown, Gonzalez, Zagefka,
Manzi, & Cehajic, 2008), anger (Cehajic et al., 2008). The identification of further mediator of
imagined contact can allow a better understanding of the effects of this technique, by investigat-
ing how it works and the different variables affected by it. It can also help delimiting the potenti-
alities and the boundaries of imagined contact, by showing for instance whether it also works in
highly conflictual contexts, where variables such as forgiveness, guilt, shame, etc. can have a ma-
jor role in influencing a peaceful coexistence between conflicting groups.

Additionally, researchers should identify how affective and cognitive mediators of imag-
ined contact work in conjunction. A first step in this direction was done by Husnu and Crisp
(20104, Study 2), who demonstrated that imagined contact affected behavioral intentions toward
the outgroup via two ways, one cognitive (vividness of the imagined scenario) and one affective
(reduced anxiety and, in turn, more positive intergroup attitudes). However, it is also possible
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that, as for direct contact, the two types of processes operate interactively or sequentially. For in-
stance, imagined contact could foster the perceptions that ingroup and outgroup belong to a
common group, which in turn should improve intergroup attitudes by reducing anxiety and fos-
tering empathy toward the outgroup (for a similar model tested with direct contact as the predic-
tor, see Capozza et al., 2010, 2013).

CONCLUSIONS

The accumulating empirical evidence firmly supports that imagined contact has the po-
tential to be a highly effective strategy for improving intergroup relations (Crisp & Turner, 2009,
2012). Due to its flexibility and ease of application, we believe that this technique has a great po-
tential for fostering positive intergroup behavior. In order to better understand the limits and the
effectiveness of imagined contact, however, it is important to understand when and how it re-
duces prejudice. Previous reviews (Crisp et al., 2009, 2010; Crisp & Turner, 2009, 2012) have
shown that imagined contact exerts its effects via a cognitive and an affective route. However,
despite these reviews are very recent, due to the rapid increase of the research on imagined con-
tact, most of the studies on affective variables were conducted or presented after these reviews
were published. The aim of the present review was to specifically focus on the impact that imag-
ined contact has on affective factors. Given that affect plays a major role in prejudice reduction
(Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), it is crucial to understand whether imagined contact
influences intergroup affect and, in turn, improved intergroup relations. We have shown that, de-
spite research on this strategy being relatively recent, there are several results demonstrating ef-
fects on affective factors. In particular, imagined contact was shown to reduce intergroup (Birtel
& Crisp, 2012b; Husnu & Crisp, 2010a; Turner, Crisp, et al., 2007, Study 3) and performance
(Abrams et al., 2008) anxiety, to increase outgroup trust (Turner et al., 2013) and empathy (Ku-
chenbrandt et al., 2013), to improve the affective component of attitudes (West & Bruckmuller,
2013, Study 2), even at an implicit level (Turner & Crisp, 2010). Moreover, most of these vari-
ables also served as mediators of imagined contact effects. Since affective, more than cognitive,
factors, have been shown to be strong predictors of reduced prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008),
the fact that the effects of imagined contact are strongly related to affective consequences is en-
couraging.

Importantly, evidence from various studies reviewed here demonstrated that imagined con-
tact is effective at both alleviating negative affective factors, that is, anxiety, and enhancing posi-
tive affective factors, such as empathy and trust. The findings that support reductions in anxiety
are particularly important because high intergroup anxiety can lead to contact avoidance or even
more negative outgroup evaluations following contact (Plant & Devine, 2003; Vorauer Hunter,
Main, & Roy, 2000). However, the reviewed literature suggests that imagined contact can reduce
anxiety and outgroup infrahumanization and enhance trust, attitudes and empathy toward the out-
group, and thus prepare people for a more positive intergroup contact experience (for recent re-
views focusing on this dimension, see Crisp et al., 2010; Crisp & Turner, 2012; Stathi, Crisp, et al.,
2012).

To the extent that imagined contact has its roots in mental imagery, and is clearly a cog-
nitive experience of mentally practicing intergroup interactions, it may apparently seem surpris-
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ing that this technique has powerful effects on affective, in addition to cognitive, factors. How-
ever, we argue that, despite being a cognitive experience, it is based on simulating an experience
deeply intertwined with affect. Indeed, intergroup contact has been defined as a primarily affec-
tive experience (see Pettigrew, 1997, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011). Given that mental imagery
shares neurological mechanisms involved in memory, emotion and motor control (Kosslyn,
Ganis, & Thompson, 2001) and elicits motivational and emotional responses similar to those
produced by real experiences (Dadds, Bovbjerg, Redd, & Cutmore, 1997), we argue that imag-
ined contact, similar to direct contact, is not only a cognitive experience, but also largely an af-
fective one (i.e., the experience of contact with the outgroup). When participants are asked to im-
agine an interaction with a stranger from the outgroup, we suggest that they engage in a process
of exploring what they think of and how they feel toward the outgroup. So, mentally simulating
positive contact experiences activates concepts that are normally associated with successful in-
tergroup interactions, such as increased knowledge and more positive affect toward the outgroup.
As such, it is not surprising that its effects extend to several affective variables.

We suggest that social psychologists and practitioners may fruitfully capitalize on this
double nature, cognitive and affective, of imagined contact, and base future studies and interven-
tions on both aspects. Cognitive and affective factors that are linked to direct and indirect contact
processes can jointly contribute to the goal of fostering smooth and friendly relations between
members of different groups.

NOTE

1. The Erasmus program is a University student exchange program, where students attend for a specified
time, ranging from one term to one academic year, a University abroad.
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