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Abstract 

Previous research has shown that positive intergroup contact among disadvantaged group 

members may predict a so-called ‘sedative’ effect according to which positive contact is 

associated with reduced support for social change. Conversely, positive contact is associated 

with increased support for social change toward equality among advantaged group members. 

This raises the important question of under which circumstances intergroup contact can 

encourage support for social change among both disadvantaged and advantaged groups. In 

this theoretical article, we tackle this question by introducing a new Integrated Contact-

Collective Action Model (ICCAM). We first provide an up-to-date review of how intergroup 

contact may promote or hinder social change for both disadvantaged and advantaged groups. 

We, then, use ICCAM to examine when the many forms of intergroup contact promote or 

hinder support for social change, proposing the existence of two different paths for 

disadvantaged and advantaged group members. Finally, we discuss the implications of the 

model for social intervention and make policy recommendations stemming from a review of 

available evidence. 

 

Keywords: intergroup contact, collective action, social change, disadvantaged groups, 

advantaged groups, ICCAM.  
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Intergroup Contact and Social Change: An Integrated Contact-Collective Action Model  

 Despite a general social trend towards greater equality, discrimination based on sex, 

ethnicity, sexual orientation, gender, and other types of identities are still pervasive 

throughout the world (Mendos, 2019; United Nations DESA, 2016; United Nations Women, 

2018). Importantly, inequality is not only a problem for members of disadvantaged groups, 

but also an issue for advantaged group members, to the extent that they are concerned with a 

just and fair society. Members of both disadvantaged and advantaged groups should, 

therefore, become involved in changing society towards greater social justice.   

 A way to promote support for social change beyond group divides may be to enable 

people from different social groups to interact together in positive ways. In social 

psychology, this is known as positive contact (Allport, 1954). Importantly, members of 

disadvantaged and advantaged groups often have different degrees of resources, power, and 

status. Bringing members of both groups into positive contact may therefore have different 

implications for social change, depending on the groups’ relative positions in the social 

hierarchy (for a theoretical discussion, see Kteily & McClanahan, 2020). Members of 

advantaged groups may, sometimes, become more likely to embrace the plight of the 

disadvantaged, thus showing more support for social change (Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et 

al., 2020). Perhaps ironically, members of disadvantaged groups may embrace the goal of 

more intergroup harmony, thus losing sight of their struggle towards equality (Hässler, 

Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 2020; Saguy et al., 2016; Wright & Lubensky, 2009). This raises 

the important question of what the conditions are under which intergroup contact may 

promote support for social change toward greater equality among both disadvantaged and 

advantaged group members.  

 In this article, we tackle this question by synthesizing previous research into a 

theoretical model, the Integrated Contact-Collective Action Model (ICCAM). ICCAM’s 
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objective is to synthesize previous research on intergroup contact and collective action, as 

well as propose some untested moderators of the link between intergroup contact and support 

for social change. Thus, ICCAM provides a framework for understanding when (i.e., 

moderators) intergroup contact may result in heightened or reduced support for social change 

toward greater equality among both disadvantaged and advantaged groups. ICCAM 

differentiates between paths relevant for disadvantaged (Figure 1) and advantaged (Figure 2) 

group members. The model is based on the assumption that intergroup contact is compatible 

with efforts to promote social change toward greater equality when group-specific needs of 

both groups are met and existing inequalities are openly addressed. We thus hope that this 

model will provide a useful theoretical framework for organizing future research and guiding 

practitioners that aim to promote stronger social justice in the relationships between different 

groups.  

The Link Between Intergroup Contact and Support for Social Change 

Previous research has already established the existence of an effect of intergroup 

contact on social change both for disadvantaged and advantaged groups (Wright & Lubensky, 

2009). The present article extends this work by integrating the literature on (1) intergroup 

contact and (2) support for social change. When bringing both lines of research together, it is 

important to keep in mind that the literatures on intergroup contact and on support for social 

change have long been developing in isolation. Research on intergroup contact has mostly 

focused on reducing prejudice among advantaged groups (Lemmer & Wagner, 2015; Paluck 

et al., 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). In contrast, research on social change has mainly 

addressed the precursors of disadvantaged groups’ mobilization, such as ingroup 

identification, perceived injustice, and perceived efficacy (e.g., van Zomeren et al., 2008).  

According to Allport’s (1954) original contact hypothesis, contact between social 

groups is effective in reducing prejudice when members within the contact situation have 
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equal status, work on common goals, do so cooperatively, and are supported by authorities. 

In line with this idea, intergroup contact has been shown to reduce prejudice and foster 

positive relationships among multiple groups, in various contexts, in areas with marked 

conflicts, and even with other outgroups not involved in the encounter (Al Ramiah & 

Hewstone, 2013; Boin et al., in press; Lemmer & Wagner, 2015; Paluck et al., 2019; 

Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006; Uluğ & Cohrs, 2017; White et al., in press). Research has also 

demonstrated that not all the conditions initially listed by Allport are necessary for the 

positive effects of contact to occur (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).  

More recent work has examined a host of different factors that may alter the impact 

and effectiveness of contact. For instance, more intimate intergroup contact may reduce 

prejudice to a larger extent than more superficial forms of intergroup contact (Davies et al., 

2011). Importantly, intergroup contact can work through a cognitive route (e.g., by increasing 

knowledge about the other group and perspective-taking) and an affective route (e.g., by 

decreasing anxiety, threat, and fear as well as increasing empathy; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 

Although intergroup contact is successful in promoting positive attitudes among both 

advantaged and disadvantaged groups, the relationship between intergroup contact and 

prejudice reduction is smaller for disadvantaged groups compared to advantaged groups 

(Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005).  

 While previous research on intergroup contact revolves around the objectives of 

prejudice reduction and increasing intergroup harmony, most of the work on support for 

social change has focused on collective action that aims to bring about social justice. 

Research on support for social change has mainly addressed the precursors of disadvantaged 

groups’ mobilization (van Zomeren et al., 2008). A popular model of the psychological 

motivators of disadvantaged group members’ support for social change is the Social Identity 

Model of Collective Action (SIMCA; van Zomeren et al., 2008), which integrates 
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assumptions based on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986), Relative 

Deprivation Theory (Runciman & Runciman, 1966; Smith et al., 2012; Walker & Smith, 

2002), and Resource Mobilization Theory (e.g., Klandermans, 1984; McCarthy & Zald, 

1977) into a coherent theoretical framework. A large body of research supports SIMCA’s 

predictions that identification, perceived illegitimacy of group disparities and anger about 

them, as well as group efficacy are ‘core’ predictors that drive collective support for social 

change among disadvantaged group members (e.g., Çakal et al., 2011; Eisner et al., 2020; 

Odağ et al., 2016; van Zomeren et al., 2008; for a theoretical review see also van 

Stekelenburg & Klandermans, 2013).  

 Many successful movements, however, have mobilized not only members of 

disadvantaged groups but also of advantaged groups. For example, the Black Lives Matter 

movement has mobilized thousands of Black people and White allies. Similarly, women and 

their allies have long been marching worldwide to demand progressive gender policies, 

greater inclusion, and representation of all people. In addition, large-scale demonstrations by 

the LGBTIQ+ movement – supported by cis-heterosexual allies – have paved the way for 

growing legal equality in many Western countries. Research has only recently begun to 

examine the predictors of support for social change among advantaged groups on behalf of 

the disadvantaged (for a theoretical framework see Radtke et al., 2020). Intergroup contact 

fosters more inclusive identification (Di Bernardo et al., 2019; Reimer et al., 2017; Reimer et 

al., 2020), which promotes advantaged group members’ support for social change on behalf 

of disadvantaged groups (Di Bernardo et al., 2019; Kunst et al., 2018; Reicher et al., 2006; 

Reimer et al., 2017). Moreover, emotion-based variables such as increased guilt and empathy 

toward the disadvantaged (Mallet et al., 2008; Selvanathan et al., 2018), decreased anxiety 

and prejudice (Turoy-Smith et al., 2013) and cognitive-based variables such as increased 

perspective-taking (Çakal et al., 2019) and increased awareness of privilege (Uluğ & Tropp, 



INTERGROUP CONTACT AND SOCIAL CHANGE 

 

 

7 

in press) play an important role in advantaged group members’ decisions to act on behalf of 

disadvantaged group members. 

 Research integrating intergroup contact and support for social change points out an 

asymmetrical effect of contact on disadvantaged and advantaged group members’ support for 

social change. While positive intergroup contact seems to increase support for social change 

toward greater equality among advantaged group members (Hässler, Ullrich, Bernadino, et 

al., 2020), some scholars have cautioned that intergroup contact may directly affect and 

weaken core predictors of collective action among disadvantaged group members (Dixon et 

al., 2010). These scholars contend that intergroup contact reduces prejudice between groups 

but also alleviates disadvantaged groups’ perception of inequality and, in turn, discourages 

them from supporting social change (Saguy et al., 2009; Wright & Lubensky, 2009). For 

instance, positive intergroup contact may hinder support for social change among members of 

disadvantaged groups by reducing awareness of existing inequalities, increasing expectations 

of fair treatment by advantaged group members (Saguy et al., 2009), and increasing the 

perceived permeability of the boundaries between advantaged and disadvantaged groups 

(Wright & Lubensky, 2009). In so doing, intergroup contact may limit opportunities for 

mobilization against deeply entrenched structural inequalities (Dixon et al., 2010; Halabi & 

Sonnenschein, 2004; Saguy et al., 2009; Thiessen & Darweish, 2018).  

 Recent experimental, cross-sectional, and longitudinal studies conducted in different 

settings and geographical areas, examining different social groups and various forms of 

support for social change to increase social equality, have provided empirical evidence that 

positive intergroup contact is in general negatively associated with the disadvantaged groups’ 

support for social change (e.g., Çakal et al., 2011; Dixon et al., 2007; Hässler, Ullrich, 

Bernardino, et al., 2020; Kamberi et al., 2017; Saguy et al., 2009; Tausch & Becker, 2012; 

Tausch et al., 2015; Tropp et al., 2012). For instance, Reicher (2012, p. 43) argued that 
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“contact might make for a more civil society, but it maintains an unequal society.” Reaching 

harmony and reaching equality, however, do not have to be incompatible goals (e.g., Hässler, 

Ullrich, Sebben, et al., 2020). Consequently, interventions and policies that are grounded in 

intergroup contact and aim to improve relationships between groups, need to be carefully 

designed not to perpetuate structural inequalities (Dovidio et al., 2016; Thiessen & Darweish, 

2018). 

  The goal of the present paper is to provide a roadmap for future research and applied 

interventions alike that aim to promote social justice. We hope that the Integrated Contact 

and Collective Action Model (ICCAM) contributes to the understanding of the circumstances 

under which intergroup contact can promote support for social change toward greater 

equality. Importantly, social change does not happen in a vacuum but needs the support of all 

groups involved. Therefore, we not only synthesize previous research in a theoretical 

framework for both disadvantaged (see Figure 1) and advantaged groups (see Figure 2) but 

also suggest new moderators that have not been tested yet. Below, we first discuss the model 

for the disadvantaged groups.  

Intergroup Contact and Collective Action Model for Disadvantaged Groups  

 Although research suggests that intergroup contact is often negatively associated with 

disadvantaged group members’ support for social change, a growing body of research 

suggests that this is not an inevitable outcome of contact. By formalizing and synthesizing 

moderators proposed by previous research as well as suggesting new ones, the ICCAM helps 

us to better understand when positive contact between groups is compatible with efforts to 

promote disadvantaged group members’ support for social change. Below, we discuss several 

social-psychological constructs that are likely to moderate the contact-support for social 

change link. Figure 1 visualizes the moderators for disadvantaged group members. Since 

intergroup contact can dampen disadvantaged groups’ support for social change, we postulate 
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a negative relationship between intergroup contact and collective action. The moderator 

above the direct path potentially mitigates the negative effect of intergroup contact, while the 

moderator below the path potentially reinforces it. 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

Types of Contact and Support for Social Change 

 It is crucial to recognize that there are various forms, contents, and natures of 

intergroup contact and efforts for social change. For instance, contact may be extended (i.e., 

group members may merely know of people from their own group who have contact with 

people from another group; Wright et al., 1997), vicarious (i.e., when members observe an 

intergroup interaction; Gómez & Huici, 2008), or imagined (Crisp & Turner, 2009). 

Alternatively, contact may involve either acquaintances, friends, or romantic partners (e.g., 

Pettigrew et al., 2007; Marinucci et al., in press). Moreover, contact may be voluntary or non-

voluntary (Pettigrew et al., 2011). All of these different forms of contact may differ in their 

frequency (Hayward et al., 2017) and valence, ranging from positive to negative in contact 

experience (e.g., Barlow et al., 2012; Paolini et al., 2010; Reimer et al., 2017; Schäfer et al., 

in press). To establish when intergroup contact is associated with support for social change 

among disadvantaged groups, it is necessary to systematically assess different forms of 

intergroup contact.  

The results of a large recent multi-national study (Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 

2020) indicate that ethnic minorities and LGBTIQ+ groups show lower support for social 

change when they experience more positive and intimate contact (i.e., friendship) or lack 

negative contact experiences. However, solely increasing the quantity or frequency of direct 

and indirect contact with advantaged group members does not seem to dampen disadvantaged 

group members’ support for social change to any significant degree. Other research indicates 

that negative contact with advantaged group members seems to be associated with more 
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support for social change (Graf & Sczesny, 2019; Hayward et al., 2018; Reimer et al., 2017; 

but see Bagci & Turnuklu, 2019). Considered simultaneously, these findings indicate that 

disadvantaged group members who engage in more positive and intimate contact with 

advantaged groups members are less likely to attend demonstrations, sign petitions, raise 

peers’ awareness of inequality, or support empowering policies for their own groups – 

exhibiting the so-called ‘sedative’ effect (Çakal et al., 2011). 

 Engagement in protest action can also take multiple forms. These include raising peers’ 

awareness of inequality, signing petitions, and sharing content on social media. They may 

also involve attending demonstrations, supporting policies that empower disadvantaged 

groups, or working in solidarity with other groups (e.g., Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 

2020; Klandermans, 2004; Saab et al., 2017; Subašić et al., 2008). Furthermore, individuals 

might engage in violent collective action such as vandalism or terrorist acts, or express 

support for disruptive groups that attack the system (e.g., Tausch et al., 2011; Travaglino, 

2019). To establish when intergroup contact is associated with support for social change 

among disadvantaged and advantaged groups, it is, therefore, necessary to systematically 

assess the relationship between all these different forms of intergroup contact and actions for 

social change (Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 2020). ICCAM suggests that more positive 

and intimate forms of intergroup contact, such as intergroup friendships, may reduce 

participation in particularly costly forms of support for social change such as participating in 

demonstrations and strikes. In contrast, positive and intimate forms of contact seem to have 

less impact on less costly forms of collective action – such as signing petitions or voting (see 

also Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 2020).  

Perceived Illegitimacy of Group Differences  

 People need to be aware of group disparities and perceive them as illegitimate before 

they demand social change (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986; van Zomeren et al., 2008). Yet, 
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people may not always perceive group-based disparities to be illegitimate because structural 

inequalities are characterized by ambiguity concerning the advantaged group’s culpability 

(Galtung, 1969). Indeed, disadvantaged group members may believe that they deserve their 

position in the social hierarchy (Jost et al., 2004; Jost et al., 2015; Major, 1994). Importantly, 

however, members of disadvantaged groups differ in the degree to which they perceive group 

differences as illegitimate (Leach et al., 2002) and the system as fair (Jost & Banaji, 1994). 

These differences in perception of illegitimacy, in turn, should shape their reaction to existing 

inequalities such as the emergence of group-specific needs (Hässler et al., 2019). While 

disadvantaged group members who believe that group differences are legitimate may defend 

the status quo, those who perceive group differences as illegitimate may challenge them 

(Hässler et al., 2019; Jost, Becker, et al., 2017; Jost et al., 2012).  

 ICCAM proposes that individual differences in perception of inequalities and the 

system in which people live in (i.e., the extent to which they justify current social 

arrangements; Jost et al., 2015) should also be crucial moderators that explain under which 

circumstances intergroup contact does (not) promote support for social change among 

disadvantaged group members. For instance, individuals who are more knowledgeable about 

group disparities and have lower system justification tendencies should be more eager to talk 

about power relations during intergroup encounters with the hope of ending injustice by 

promoting greater social equality (Saguy et al., 2008). In contrast, individuals who are less 

knowledgeable about group disparities or more likely to justify the system may abide by the 

preferences of advantaged group members to talk about similarities between groups (Saguy et 

al., 2008) and about shared hopes of achieving intergroup harmony instead. Both these latter 

topics may further divert disadvantaged individuals’ attention away from existing group 

disparities (Hasan-Aslih et al., 2019; Osborne et al., 2019; Saguy et al., 2009). Consequently, 

the ICCAM suggests that perceptions of greater inequality and lower system justification 
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should attenuate the negative link between intergroup contact and support for social change 

toward greater equality among disadvantaged group members.  

Satisfaction of the Group-Specific Need for Empowerment 

A recent stream of research suggests that the content of intergroup contact (e.g., 

whether it is empowering or not) may be a crucial moderator that explains under which 

circumstances intergroup contact promotes support for social change among disadvantaged 

group members. For instance, evidence indicates that contact with advantaged group 

members who clearly describe the group disparity as illegitimate (Becker et al., 2013), 

communicate support for social change (Droogendyk, Louis, & Wright, 2016; Techakesari et 

al., 2017), convey status-based respect (Glasford & Johnston, 2018), or empower 

disadvantaged group members (Hässler, Ullrich, Sebben, et al., 2020) does not appear to 

undermine collective efforts for social change.  

These findings are in line with the assumptions of the needs-based model (Nadler & 

Shnabel, 2015), which postulates that conflict threatens disadvantaged and advantaged group 

members’ identities asymmetrically. People often judge themselves and others along two 

fundamental psychological dimensions (Abele & Wojciszke, 2013): 1) the agency dimension, 

representing constructs such as competence, respect, strength, influence, and self-

determination and 2) the moral-social (or communion) dimension, representing constructs 

such as warmth, sociability, trustworthiness, and morality (see also the stereotype content 

model, which uses the terms “competence” and “warmth” to denote these dimensions; Fiske 

et al., 2007). The needs-based model proposes that members of victimized groups experience 

a threat to their agentic identity, namely, to their group’s respect, perceived competence, and 

ability to control its outcomes. Therefore, they experience a heightened need for 

empowerment (i.e., they wish to restore their group’s identity as agentic and competent). The 

satisfaction of the group-specific need for empowerment by advantaged group members 
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should promote support for greater equality among members of disadvantaged groups (see 

also Shnabel & Ullrich, 2013).  

 The problem with many contact interventions is that they do not address the need for 

empowerment because they focus on commonalities rather than group disparities, with the 

goal of establishing warmer relations between groups (e.g., Coexistence Model or the Joint 

Projects Model; see Maoz, 2011 for a discussion). Commonality-focused intergroup contact 

has been shown to draw attention away from group disparities (Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 

2012; Saguy et al., 2009; Thiessen & Darweish, 2018) or to lead to dissatisfaction and 

frustration on the side of the disadvantaged group (Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004). 

Consequently, intergroup contact interventions aiming to promote social change should not 

only focus on commonalities between groups but also make existing group differences an 

active topic of the interaction between advantaged and disadvantaged group members (see 

also Vezzali et al., 2017; Tropp et al., 2021). ICCAM proposes that greater empowerment 

during intergroup contact, the ability of disadvantaged group members to express their 

perspective (see work on perspective giving, Bruneau & Saxe, 2012), and more discussion of 

existing inequalities would attenuate the negative link between intergroup contact and 

support for social change among disadvantaged group members.  

Levels of Categorization 

 According to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986) and Self-

Categorization Theory (Turner, 1985), individuals’ personal and collective identities are 

critical in determining their responses and reactions to others (see Hornsey, 2008 for an 

overview). A large body of research has examined the conditions that enable intergroup 

contact to alter the inclusiveness of individuals’ processes of social categorization (Dovidio 

& Gartner, 2010; Pettigrew, 1998). This work suggests that intergroup contact may not only 

affect people’s identification with their group, but also alter how people categorize others. 
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Thus, we propose that a category’s level of inclusiveness may be a relevant moderator of the 

association between intergroup contact and support for social change.  

 On the one hand, perceiving a sharp distinction between disadvantaged and advantaged 

groups (‘us’ versus ‘them’) may pose obstacles to disadvantaged group members’ 

engagement in collective action with allies from advantaged groups. This is especially the 

case when groups have a history of conflict (Hasan-Aslih et al., 2020), where intergroup trust 

tends to be eroded (Kappmeier, 2016). In such situations, there may be little intergroup trust, 

and disadvantaged group members may perceive advantaged group members’ support as 

ineffective or even damaging (see Droogendyk, Wright, et al., 2016 for a discussion). 

Conversely, perceiving the disadvantaged and advantaged groups as belonging to a common 

category (a shared ‘we’; see Gartner et al., 1993) may undermine disadvantaged group 

members’ support for social change. This is because a common identity makes earlier 

categorizations less salient (Brown & Turner, 1979), diverting attention away from 

intergroup disparities (Ufkes et al., 2016).  

 A solution to this dilemma may be to preserve differences between disadvantaged and 

advantaged groups in the context of a shared superordinate category (i.e., a dual identity; 

Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Hewstone & Brown, 1986). A dual identity may foster positive 

attitudes toward allies while preserving awareness of intergroup disparities. It may, therefore, 

encourage support for social change among disadvantaged group members. In line with this 

reasoning, research indicates that intergroup contact does not necessarily entail a sedative 

effect when members of a disadvantaged group identify with both the superordinate category 

and the subordinate disadvantaged group (Pereira et al., 2017; Ufkes et al., 2016). Finally, 

individuals may also perceive themselves as unique individuals rather than group members 

during intergroup contact (decategorization; Brewer & Miller, 1984).  
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 To summarize, ICCAM suggests that intergroup contact may promote social change 

most effectively when a disadvantaged group category (e.g., a religious minority identity) 

remains salient in the context of a superordinate category (e.g., a national identity). 

Preserving a dual identity would enable disadvantaged group members to remain aware of 

intergroup inequalities while also promoting their willingness to work in solidarity with allies 

from advantaged groups. Thus, a dual identity may attenuate the sedative effect of intergroup 

contact on support for social change. 

Intergroup Contact and Collective Action Model for Advantaged Groups 

While it is fundamental that disadvantaged group members question the status quo 

and raise awareness of inequalities (Droogendyk, Wright, et al., 2016; Wright & Baray, 

2012), social change often requires the active engagement of both disadvantaged and 

advantaged groups. Importantly, advantaged groups can (and often do) exert more power 

over the intergroup relationship based on their privileged position. Therefore, the action of 

disadvantaged groups alone may rarely be sufficient in achieving the desired social change, 

which is also reflected in the fact that many successful social movements have recruited not 

only members of the disadvantaged groups but also allies from advantaged groups. But when 

do members of advantaged groups support social change toward greater justice, even at the 

expense of their own privileges? In the next section, we will provide some initial answers to 

this question by discussing when intergroup contact may encourage stronger or weaker 

support for social change among advantaged group members. Figure 2 visualizes the 

proposed path for the advantaged group. We postulate a positive direct effect of intergroup 

contact on support for social change. The moderators above the path are hypothesized to 

amplify this effect, while the moderators below the path are hypothesized to dampen this 

effect. 

[Insert Figure 2 here] 
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Types of Intergroup Contact and Support for Social Change 

Since positive attitudes toward disadvantaged group members may increase 

individuals’ engagement in solidarity-based collective action (e.g., Reimer et al., 2017), 

positive intergroup contact should be a key motivator for advantaged groups’ support for 

social change toward greater equality. There is robust empirical evidence that various forms 

of positive intergroup contact, especially intimate forms of intergroup contact such as 

intergroup friendships, are positively associated with advantaged group members’ support for 

social change (e.g., Çakal et al., 2019; Fingerhut, 2011; Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 

2020; Hoskin et al., 2019; Kotzur et al., 2019; Lewis, 2011; Reimer et al., 2017; Selvanathan 

et al., 2018; Turoy-Smith et al., 2013). Furthermore, recent research suggests that advantaged 

group members’ closeness to people targeted by prejudice is central to bridging the gap 

between intentions to support social change and actual behavior (Tropp & Uluğ, 2019).  

Advantaged group members can also engage in an array of different behaviors to 

support social change toward greater equality. Results from a large-scale multi-national study 

(Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 2020) indicate that more and better intergroup contact 

seems to particularly increase advantaged group members’ willingness to stand in solidarity 

with the disadvantaged group for social change and their engagement in low-cost collective 

action. However, intergroup contact seems less effective in increasing advantaged group 

members’ willingness to raise ingroup-awareness about inequalities. This is problematic, 

considering that critical consciousness of existing inequalities is central to challenging them 

(Vollhardt & Twali, 2016). Therefore, advantaged groups’ unwillingness to confront 

inequalities may contribute to masking existing privileges and may undermine a powerful 

way to change the hearts and minds of those advantaged group members who perceive group-

based disparities as legitimate (see also Droogendyk, Louis, & Wright, 2016). In sum, 

ICCAM suggests that more frequent and more intimate positive intergroup contact 
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strengthens the positive effect of intergroup contact on advantaged group members’ support 

for social change toward greater equality. Importantly, however, this positive effect could be 

attenuated for more costly forms of collective action (e.g., demonstrations) and for those 

actions that aim to increase awareness among advantaged group members.  

Perceived Illegitimacy of Group Differences 

  According to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & Turner, 1979, 1986), members of 

advantaged groups should have a strong self-interest in maintaining a higher group status 

because it reflects on their self-esteem. Consequently, they may ignore group disparities or 

perceive them as legitimate to defend their privileges (Uluğ & Tropp, in press). However, 

actual behavior promoting social justice may be contingent on the perceived illegitimacy of 

group-disparities (Kende et al., 2020; Tropp & Uluğ, 2019). For instance, the recent debate 

on the #MeToo movement has led to a divide between men arguing that the #MeToo debate 

restricts what they could say/do and men standing up against the sexual harassment 

experienced by many women. This divide suggests that individuals perceiving group 

differences as legitimate should be less supportive of social change toward greater equality.  

 Differences in perceived illegitimacy should further moderate the link between 

intergroup contact and support for social change. Members of advantaged group members 

often wish to be liked by disadvantaged group members (Bergsieker et al., 2010). Therefore, 

they channel discussion toward commonalities and avoid discussing group differences in 

intergroup interactions (Saguy et al., 2008). When they are confronted with the existence of 

inequalities, however, members of advantaged groups who perceive group disparities as just 

may act defensively to preserve their privileges (Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004; Hässler et al., 

2019; Knowles et al., 2014). In contrast, advantaged group members who perceive group 

disparities as illegitimate experience a greater need to address power relations during 

intergroup encounters (Saguy et al., 2008) and greater willingness to give up existing 
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privileges to achieve greater equality for all (Hässler et al., 2019). Consequently, ICCAM 

proposes that greater perceived illegitimacy of group differences should heighten the positive 

effect of intergroup contact on advantaged group members’ support for social change.  

Satisfaction of the Group-specific Need for Acceptance  

 An increasing amount of evidence suggests that the satisfaction of group-specific needs 

during intergroup interactions may be a crucial moderator explaining under which 

circumstances intergroup contact promotes support for social change among advantaged 

group members as well. As discussed above, disadvantaged and advantaged group members 

experience conflict in an asymmetric manner (Kteily & McClanahan, 2020; Nadler & 

Shnabel, 2015). Advantaged group members’ high status is often gained through the 

historical and/or present expropriation of disadvantaged groups (Jackman, 1994). Also, they 

are often blamed for discriminating against disadvantaged groups (i.e., ‘stigma reversal’; 

Killian, 1985) and subjected to stereotypes that portray them as cold and bigoted (Fiske et al., 

2007). As social exclusion is the sanction imposed upon those who violate the moral 

standards of their community (Tavuchis, 1991), advantaged group members experience a 

heightened need for moral-social acceptance (Nadler & Shnabel, 2015), as indicated by the 

desire to be seen as warm, sociable, trustworthy, and moral. The satisfaction of the group-

specific need for acceptance by disadvantaged group members, in turn, should promote 

support for greater equality among members of advantaged groups (Shnabel & Ullrich, 

2013). 

 Focusing on commonalities between groups is one way in which advantaged groups 

can satisfy their need for acceptance during intergroup encounters (Knowles et al., 2014). 

This satisfaction of advantaged group members’ need for acceptance during intergroup 

contact should enhance their support for collective action and social change (Kteily & 
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McClanahan, 2020), as shown in a large multi-national study (Hässler, Ullrich, Sebben, et al., 

2020).  

 Importantly, communication during real-life intergroup contact is complex. While 

advantaged group members prefer to discuss commonalities between groups, disadvantaged 

group members often have the desire to discuss experiences of discrimination, status 

differences, and power inequalities during intergroup encounters (Bergsieker et al., 2010; 

Saguy et al., 2008). Emerging discussions about inequalities, however, may make advantaged 

group members feel that they are blamed by members of disadvantaged groups for enjoying 

unearned privileges. Particularly among those with little contact experiences (see contact 

threshold; MacInnis & Hodson, 2019), discussions about inequalities may lead to defensive 

responses (e.g., competition over the victim status, Halabi & Sonnenschein, 2004; Sullivan et 

al., 2012) and reduced support for change toward equality among advantaged group members 

(Hässler et al., 2019; Vezzali et al., 2017). ICCAM posits that when advantaged group 

members feel accepted by disadvantaged group members, they will be less defensive and 

more oriented toward taking the perspective of the disadvantaged. ICCAM also suggests that 

the positive effect of intergroup contact on advantaged group members’ support for change 

should therefore become more positive, the more advantaged group members experience the 

intergroup encounters as warm, sociable, trustworthy, and moral.  

Intergroup Ideologies 

 Most theoretical models on collective action have focused on groups’ involvement in 

actions that aim to achieve greater equality for all. However, some groups may engage in 

collective action that aims to preserve the status quo and intergroup disparities (Blee & 

Creasap, 2010). It is important to consider the groups’ ideology to explain why some groups 

may oppose progressive social change (Becker, 2020; Choma et al., 2020; Stewart et al., 

2016). Indeed, advantaged group members are more likely to approve of hierarchies (i.e., 
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social dominance orientation; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999) and endorse right-wing 

authoritarianism tendency (Altemeyer, 1998).  

 ICCAM argues that individuals’ differences in endorsing various ideologies – such as 

their social dominance orientation and right-wing authoritarianism – should also moderate 

advantaged group members’ responses to intergroup encounters. To illustrate, positive 

intergroup contact increases the advantaged group’s identification with (Reimer et al., 2017) 

and empathy toward disadvantaged group members’ struggle (Selvanathan et al., 2018). 

However, people characterized by a strong social dominance orientation (i.e., a worldview 

that favors unequal relationships among social groups) tend to be motivated to maintain 

social hierarchies and are therefore less empathetic toward disadvantaged group members 

(Bäckström & Björklund, 2007; Choma et al., 2020). Consequently, interactions with 

disadvantaged group members may not increase their support for progressive social change 

or may even increase support for reactionary social change (Ho & Kteily, 2020; Hoskin et al., 

2019). People who endorse traditional values (i.e., score high on right-wing authoritarianism) 

perceive the world as a dangerous (Perry et al., 2013) and threatening place (see Jost, Stern, 

et al., 2017 for meta-analytic results). Therefore, they may experience increased threat during 

intergroup encounters, particularly when contact is rare and superficial (MacInnis & Page-

Gould, 2015). Consequently, ICCAM suggests that social dominance orientation and right-

wing authoritarianism should attenuate the positive effect between intergroup contact and 

support for social change toward greater equality among advantaged group members. 

Levels of Categorization 

 Finally, our model proposes that the inclusiveness of identities is also a relevant 

moderator for advantaged group members. According to Social Identity Theory (Tajfel & 

Turner, 1979, 1986), people strive to achieve and maintain positive social identities 
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associated with their group memberships. Therefore, identification with and salience of the 

respective social groups play a central role in promoting support for social change.  

 Members of advantaged groups perceiving the advantaged and the disadvantaged 

groups as clearly distinct and separate (‘us’ versus ‘them’) may not feel the necessity to 

support social change toward greater equality. They may instead be motivated to preserve the 

system that promotes their advantage (Dovidio et al., 2009). Consequently, stronger 

identification with the advantaged group (and low perceptions of inequalities) may promote 

collective action to manifest or improve the status of the advantaged groups (Çakal et al., 

2011; Çakal et al., 2016; Hasbún López et al., 2019; Selvanathan et al., 2018, Study 1; 

Thomas et al., 2019).  

 For example, a study of eleven European countries found that national identity was 

positively associated with protests against refugees (Hasbún López et al., 2019). Conversely, 

those who psychologically identify with the disadvantaged groups (e.g., common identity, 

dual identity, or opinion-based identity) should feel some sense of closeness with 

disadvantaged group members, which should promote solidarity (e.g., Reicher et al., 2006). A 

dual identity (compared to a common identity) may be most successful in fostering support 

for social change because the common superordinate group identity causes people to 

empathize more strongly with members of both groups, while at the same time, the subgroup 

identities maintain the awareness of group disparities. These factors should increase 

advantaged group members’ support for social change toward greater equality for all. 

ICCAM, therefore, proposes that greater identification with disadvantaged group members, 

particularly through a dual identity or identification with an opinion-based identity (McGarty 

et al., 2009) – such as people who support greater rights for People of Color – would 

strengthen the positive link between intergroup contact and support for social change among 

advantaged group members. 
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The Road Ahead – Suggestions for a Comprehensive Research Agenda on 

Intergroup Contact and Social Change 

Future research and interventions aimed at fostering support for social change through 

intergroup contact will benefit by more closely considering the dynamic interplay of 

individual characteristics, group characteristics, and the social context (i.e., micro-, meso-, 

and macro-level processes; Pettigrew & Hewstone, 2017). This interplay has been overlooked 

by past research (but see Kauff et al., in press). On the micro-level, individual characteristics 

such as demographic variables, personality traits, and cultural values should affect the 

contact-social change link. For example, the age of the participants may affect both the type 

of contact (e.g., e-contact; White et al., in press) and support for social change (e.g., online 

collective action). Given that the effect of intergroup contact on support for social change 

varies based on the types of intergroup contact and the types of support for social change 

(Hässler, Ullrich, Bernadino, et al., 2020), age should be an important moderator to consider.  

On the meso-level, group characteristics such as the group’s social status and the 

group membership’s salience should also be more closely considered. Importantly, both 

disadvantaged and advantaged groups are not homogenous. Instead, there are important 

within-group differences, and the identities of these groups should not be considered in 

isolation (Curtin et al., 2016). While some individuals belong to multiple advantaged groups, 

others may belong to both advantaged and disadvantaged groups or multiple disadvantaged 

groups (see, e.g., Uysal et al., 2020). In addition, a binary perspective on disadvantaged and 

advantaged groups alone may be limiting our understanding of the struggle for greater social 

justice. Social conflicts are seldom binary, but are often characterized by a dynamic interplay 

of multiple groups such as disadvantaged groups, advantaged groups, third-party groups, or 

the general public (Dixon et al., 2020; Simon & Klandermans, 2001; Subašić et al., 2008; 

Zagefka, 2019). Consequently, more work needs to examine how contact among groups that 
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cannot be easily framed using the disadvantaged vs. advantaged type of dynamics, such as 

allies or third-party supporters (Drury & Travaglino, 2019; Klavina & van Zomeren, 2020), 

affects individuals’ support for social change. 

 Finally, while it is crucial to consider both individual and group characteristics, the 

social context (i.e., macro-level) may also play an important role in shaping individuals’ 

support for social change. Thus, individual-level variables should be complemented with 

indicators of the social context such as culture (van Zomeren & Louis, 2017), norms (Adra et 

al., 2020), social policies, the form of conflict, the level of societal segregation (i.e., historical 

context), and forms of political regime (e.g., democratic vs. authoritarian). For example, 

migrant integration policies or institutionalized stigmatization of LGBTIQ+ individuals are 

likely to convey social norms about where disadvantaged groups stand in the respective 

society and have been shown to affect attitudes and experiences of both members of 

disadvantaged (e.g., Górska et al., 2017; Hatzenbuehler & McLaughlin, 2014) and 

advantaged groups (e.g., Kuntz et al., 2015; Visintin et al., 2018). The political system in 

which people live affects people’s behavior (Ayanian & Tausch, 2016; Odağ et al., 2016). 

Furthermore, institutional policies are a strong signal of the direction in which a society is 

heading (Eisner et al., 2020; Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Thus, it seems plausible that more 

democratic political systems, with liberal and progressive orientations and more integrative 

policies, should strengthen the impact of intergroup contact on advantaged group members’ 

support for social change toward greater social equality.  

     Implications of Contact Interventions Aiming to Foster Social Change for Policy and 

Practice - How to Inform Practitioners?  

 The ICCAM expands our understanding of the circumstances under which contact 

between groups can promote support for social change toward greater equality. As mentioned 

earlier, ICCAM suggests that more positive and intimate forms of intergroup contact may 
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reduce particularly costly forms of support for social change (e.g., participating in 

demonstrations and strikes) among disadvantaged group members, whereas positive and 

intimate forms of contact seem to have less impact on less costly forms of collective action 

(e.g., signing petitions or voting; see also Hässler, Ullrich, Bernardino, et al., 2020). Yet, 

many practitioners implementing structured contact interventions are not aware that 

interventions focusing solely on commonalities between groups (e.g., Coexistence Model, the 

Joint Projects Model; see Maoz, 2011 for a discussion) come at the cost of reducing 

disadvantaged group members’ support for social change (Saguy, 2018). Therefore, it is 

important to translate the emerging empirical evidence into new approaches for structured 

contact interventions. 

ICCAM can offer a clearer route for policy strategists and practitioners who seek to 

both enhance social cohesion and build support for positive social change. Intergroup contact 

seems compatible with efforts to promote social change when existing inequalities are openly 

addressed, and group-specific needs of both groups (i.e., empowerment among disadvantaged 

groups and acceptance among advantaged groups) are met. Consequently, if awareness of 

inequalities is raised, perceived illegitimacy of the system is increased, and disadvantaged 

group members are given a voice, reaching social harmony on the one hand, and social 

justice on the other, can be compatible goals.  

 A practical issue is, however, that advantaged groups may not spontaneously provide 

the kind of empowering contact that benefits support for social change. Advantaged group 

members may minimize the impact of disadvantaged group members’ experiences of 

discrimination by attributing the discriminatory behavior of advantaged group members to 

other factors (e.g., “maybe this person just had a very bad day” or “I don’t think this person 

acted this way because of your skin color/LGBTIQ+ identity/…”; see also Inman, 2001). 

Further, members of advantaged groups generally avoid discussions about group differences 
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in power and prefer to talk about what they have in common instead (Aydin et al., 2019; 

Bergsieker et al., 2010; Saguy & Dovidio, 2013; Saguy & Kteily, 2014).  

 However, contact that neglects the need for acceptance among advantaged-group 

members and exclusively focuses on existing inequalities may heighten ‘us’ versus ‘them’ 

mindsets and lead to heightened threat perceptions, anxiety, and outgroup avoidance (Halabi 

& Sonnenschein, 2014; MacInnis & Hodson, 2019). Threat perceptions, anxiety, and 

outgroup avoidance may be particularly pronounced during first interactions (MacInnis & 

Page-Gould, 2015) and among people scoring high on right-wing authoritarianism (Jost, 

Stern, et al., 2017). These processes may discourage support for social change among 

advantaged group members or even encourage action against the disadvantaged group (Çakal 

et al., 2016). Thus, a gradual shift from a communality focus to a difference focus may 

address the needs of both groups and foster identification as two groups within one 

superordinate group (i.e., dual identity).  

 Contact interventions that take the temporal stage (see O’Donnell in press, for a 

discussion of longitudinal analyses) of contact and the needs of both groups into 

consideration – by focusing on both the commonalities and differences between groups – 

should have the capacity to foster sustained support among both advantaged and 

disadvantaged group members. This process is not easy and will require some careful trust 

building first, a reciprocal strengthening of the relationship between disadvantaged and 

advantaged group members (e.g., Kappmeier & Mercy, 2019; Kelman, 2005; Rozich et al., 

2018). Existing interventions that could achieve this are so-called mixed-model encounters 

(Maoz, 2011; Zúñiga et al., 2002). These structured contact interventions build a climate of 

trust first, followed by an open discussion of privileges enjoyed by some and deprivations 

faced by others (Shani & Boehnke, 2017). Importantly, an open discussion of inequalities is 

essential to achieving social change because focusing solely on commonalities may decrease 
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identification with the disadvantaged group (Dovidio et al., 2009; Ufkes et al., 2016) and 

draw attention away from group disparities (Dovidio et al., 2009; Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 

2012; Saguy et al., 2009; Thiessen & Darweish, 2018). Thus, contact situations should 

address both commonalities and existing inequalities simultaneously to increase support for 

social change beyond group lines by allowing dual identities to coexist (Hässler, Ullrich, 

Sebben, et al., 2020; Shani & Boehnke, 2017; Shnabel & Ullrich, 2013). 

Conclusion 

 This theoretical article provided an up-to-date review of conditions under which 

intergroup contact may promote or hinder social change among both disadvantaged and 

advantaged groups. This article also presented an overview of which factors related to 

intergroup situations, group status, and contexts hinder or promote support for social change. 

Previous research has examined a large number of different variables that may potentially 

affect intergroup relationships. We have proposed a new model, ICCAM, and have used it to 

integrate these variables into a coherent theoretical framework.  

 We believe our theoretical model contributes to the discussion on when intergroup 

contact may facilitate greater social justice beyond group divides. The ICCAM draws 

attention to possible moderators such as perceived illegitimacy of group differences, the 

satisfaction of the group-specific need for empowerment, and level of categorization. For the 

advantaged groups, we also presented the role of intergroup ideologies such as social 

dominance orientation (SDO) and right-wing authoritarianism (RWA) in our model as 

possible moderators of the link between intergroup contact and social change. Finally, we 

discussed the implications of the model for social intervention and policy and made some 

policy recommendations stemming from the review of available evidence.  

 Based on our model, we suggested a solution to the dilemma of creating structured 

contact interventions without causing any adverse effects for disadvantaged groups. We 
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argued that contact interventions should address both groups’ needs by creating a mutual 

climate of trust between groups in the first stage before discussing existing inequalities in the 

second stage. This temporal approach may allow dual identities to coexist, extend principles 

of morality across group lines, and increase support for social change beyond group divides. 

We hope ICCAM stimulates discussions and novel research on how to use intergroup contact 

to bring about social change that benefits society.
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Figure 1. Integrated Contact-Collective Action Model (ICCAM) Among Disadvantaged Groups. 
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Figure 2. Integrated Contact-Collective Action Model (ICCAM) Among Advantaged Groups. 
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