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Guided by the intergroup contact hypothesis, the authors examined the associa-
tions among Japanese sojourners’ (N = 94) perceived linguistic competence with 
English, communication accommodation of their most frequent American con-
tact, relational solidarity with the contact, and their attitudes toward Americans 
as a cultural group. Results indicated that participants’ linguistic competence 
with English and perceptions of Americans’ communication accommodation 
positively predicted their relational solidarity with their most frequent American 
contact. In addition, relational solidarity mediated the relationships between 
both linguistic competence and communication accommodation and cogni-
tive and behavioral attitudes. Results were discussed in light of communication 
accommodation theory, the contact hypothesis and prior literature in intergroup 
and intercultural communication.
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Intergroup communication research has gained attention since the 1990s due to 
a growing interest in understanding how contact with specific group members 
is associated with attitudes toward groups (Harwood, Giles, & Palomares, 2005). 
Although intergroup communication research has extended to include different 
ethnic, religious, or age groups (e.g., Harwood, Hewstone, Paolini, & Voci, 2005; 
Islam & Hewstone, 1993), these groups typically exist within the same broader 
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cultural context, and fewer studies have given attention to cross-national contact 
(cf. Greenland & Brown, 1999). Communication is no longer restricted by na-
tional geographic boundaries due to advances in communication technology and 
transportation (Abrams & Hogg, 2004). The rapid acceleration of globalization in 
recent years has increased the opportunities for transnational encounters. Hence, 
further examination of the intergroup dynamics of such encounters is merited.

An increasing number of sojourners and immigrants are coming to the Unit-
ed States every year, many from East Asia. Educational institutions in the United 
States accepted over 81,000 students from China, 69,000 from Korea, and 33,000 
from Japan in the academic year of 2007/08 (Institute of International Education, 
2009). As the number of sojourners in the United States grows, examination of 
cross-national intergroup communication becomes more significant (e.g., Voci & 
Hewstone, 2003). The current study examines Japanese sojourners’ intercultural 
communication experiences with Americans and their attitudes toward Ameri-
cans as a whole. Our project extends previous research in three ways. First, we ex-
amine cross-national communication, an under-explored area of intergroup con-
tact research. Second, we explore contact effects on a low-status group, whereas 
most previous research has focused on contact effects on higher status groups. 
Third, we detail a theoretical model suggesting that relational closeness mediates 
the effects of specific communication variables on intergroup attitudes. Relatively 
little intergroup contact research has dealt with the specific communication vari-
ables, or the interrelationships between specific forms of communication and the 
broader relationship context.

Intergroup contact theory in the cross-national context

Much research in intergroup relations is guided by the intergroup contact hy-
pothesis. Allport (1954) suggested that direct contact between individuals from 
different social groups, particularly under certain conditions (e.g., equal status, 
institutional support, interdependent cooperation, and common goals) had the 
capacity to reduce intergroup biases (see also Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Har-
wood, 2010). The contact hypothesis postulates that ignorance, unfamiliarity, 
categorization, and competition promote stereotypes and negative perceptions of 
outgroups, whereas mutual knowledge, decategorization, and cooperation should 
reduce intergroup biases (Allport, 1954; Brewer & Miller, 1996). In the cross-na-
tional context, cultural groups are often characterized by distinct languages and 
dialects within a language. The English language, however, has achieved power 
and status as the world's lingua franca through globalization. In most intercultural 
encounters involving Westerners, English is expected to be the “correct” or offi-
cial language to use. From the ethno-linguistic vitality perspective, native English 
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speakers automatically gain language-based power, status, and authority in in-
tergroup encounters with non-Native English speakers (Giles & Johnson, 1987). 
Hence, English has the potential to bring people together or the power to divide 
people into high and low status groups.

In the case of intercultural encounters in the U.S. between Japanese sojourn-
ers and Americans, the Japanese sojourners are normatively expected to speak 
English with their American conversation partners. For those Japanese who have 
excellent command of English, intercultural encounters with Americans in gen-
eral could be very rewarding and pleasant (Kim, 1991). For those Japanese whose 
English skills are inadequate, the pressure to make linguistic accommodations to 
the American partner might be overwhelming (Kim, 2002). In addition to the 
linguistic barrier, Japanese sojourners may not be fully aware of the normative be-
haviors in daily intercultural encounters with Americans. Unfamiliarity with the 
social norms is disadvantageous to Japanese sojourners staying in the U.S. because 
it prevents sojourners from functioning appropriately and effectively in their ad-
aptation process or leads to negative perceptions of them as communicatively in-
competent (Gudykunst & Kim, 2003). As a result of all these factors, it is meaning-
ful to examine whether contact effects persist, or whether the arrays of challenges 
to cross-national communication diminish the opportunities and effectiveness of 
contact. Clearly, Allport’s (1954) contact conditions are not necessarily intrinsic 
to the contact situation, but rather aspects that are perceived and experienced by 
people in intergroup interaction (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). From that regard, ap-
plication of the contact hypothesis to cross-national intergroup communication 
becomes important to gain a better understanding of the factors that may inhibit 
the development of positive outcomes from intergroup contact.

A small amount of previous research has examined cross-national contact. 
Findings from previous research have demonstrated that both contact quality 
and frequency of contact with outgroup members enhance intergroup attitudes 
(Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005a). Greenland and Brown’s (1999) study with British and 
Japanese participants revealed that contact quality (e.g., voluntary, cooperative, 
and close) was positively associated with enhanced affective attitudes toward the 
outgroup as a whole. In a similar vein, Stephan, Diaz-Loving, and Duran’s (2000) 
study with Mexicans and Americans in Mexico found that contact quality (e.g., 
voluntary, interpersonal categorization, equal status, and cooperation) was a sig-
nificant positive predictor of attitudes toward outgroup members for both Ameri-
can and Mexican participants. In addition, recent research examining attitudes 
toward Muslims after the 9/11 indicates that American high school students who 
had Muslim friends were more positive about Muslims as a group than those who 
had no contact with Muslim individuals (Christian & Lapinski, 2003). Moreover, 
Eller and Abrams’ (2004) study with British’s contact with French in Britain and 
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Mexicans’ contact with Americans in Mexico found that contact as friends was 
significantly associated with positive cognition of French and Americans respec-
tively. It is notable that close relationships are considered critical to changing at-
titudes in recent years, although the majority of this line of work comes from con-
tact between nations that are relatively geographically proximate and often nations 
that are somewhat similar in cultural norms and practices. Extending this line of 
research, this project examines the role played by close relationships in a cross-
national context between Japanese and Americans and variations in closeness of 
those relationships as a predictor of intergroup attitudes.

Contact effects among low-status groups

Most contact research has focused on contact outcomes for members of majority 
or higher status groups with minimal attention devoted to members of minority 
or lower status groups. According to Tropp and Pettigrew’s (2005b) meta-analysis, 
although the contact effect holds for both the majority and minority status groups, 
the effect is generally weaker for members of low status groups, perhaps because 
the contact experiences of members of minority/low status groups are often of 
lesser quality than those of majority group members (Greenland & Brown, 1999; 
Islam & Hewstone, 1993). Examining contact outcomes from the minority group’s 
perspective is critical, because minority group members may perceive and define 
intergroup relations differently from the majority due to their lower status and 
more sensitivity to their group status (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; Tropp & Petti-
grew, 2005b). Specifically, members of minority status groups are more aware of 
their ethnic and linguistic differences from the majority status group (Gudykunst 
& Kim, 2003) and their groups’ disadvantaged status and lower position in the 
social hierarchy (Operario & Fiske, 2003). Brown (2000) argues that members of 
a lower status group are more likely to establish ingroup cohesion and solidarity 
than members of the majority status group. That said, ingroup cohesion among 
lower status group members may be a barrier to establishing rapport with mem-
bers of the majority status group. Altogether, arguments on the status differences 
and the significant differences in the effects of contact for members of minority 
and majority status groups provide sufficient support to explore the contact effect 
from the perspective of a minority/lower status group (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). 
Hence, this paper examines contact outcomes of Japanese sojourners’ communi-
cation experiences with Americans in the United States.
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Intercultural communication, relationships, and intergroup attitudes

The current study provides a more sophisticated analysis of contact quality than 
much previous research by examining specific communicative (i.e., participants’ 
linguistic competence and partner’s communication accommodation) and rela-
tional (i.e., relational solidarity) dimensions of contact. Specifically, we work from 
a model predicting that communicative variables are the core to the development 
of close personal relationships. As noted above, close personal relationships have 
been shown to be central to intergroup contact effects. Hence, in our model (see 
Figure 1 for a schematic), the relational variable mediates the effects of interper-
sonal communication dynamics on intergroup attitudes. Below, we discuss two 
specific communication variables that influence relational quality: communica-
tion accommodation and linguistic competence.

Communication accommodation. Communication accommodation theory (CAT; 
Giles, Coupland, & Coupland, 1991) provides a theoretical framework for under-
standing interpersonal relationships in the intercultural communication context. 
CAT explains how people modify their communication based on what they per-
ceive to be the cognitive, emotional, and conversational needs of their conversa-
tion partners and situational cues such as stereotypical views of their partners’ 
group (Giles et al., 1991). Stereotype-based accommodation is insensitive to con-
versation partners’ needs, hence it is perceived as inappropriate and dissatisfying 
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Figure 1.  Model of relationships between linguistic and communication predictors, rela-
tional solidarity (mediator), and three dimensions of attitudes (outcomes). All individual 
mediated pathways are significant and meet Baron and Kenny’s (1986) conditions for full 
mediation, except those involving affective attitudes (Goodman tests: linguistic compe-
tence to cognitive attitudes = 2.47, linguistic competence to behavioral attitudes = 2.46, 
communication accommodation to cognitive attitudes = 2.90, communication accommo-
dation to behavioral attitudes = 2.15, all ps < .05).
* p < .05
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(Giles et al., 1991; Hummert, 1994; Soliz & Harwood, 2006). For example, Wil-
liams and Giles (1996) found that perceived communication accommodation was 
associated with satisfaction, whereas inappropriate accommodation was associ-
ated with dissatisfaction. In addition, highlighting the relationships between CAT 
and intergroup attitudes, Soliz and Harwood (2003) found that grandchildren’s 
communication accommodation in conversations with grandparents was posi-
tively associated with attitudes toward older adults in general.

Giles et al. (1991) argue that “accommodation […] can function to index and 
achieve solidarity with […] a conversational partner reciprocally and dynamical-
ly” (p. 2). The nature of solidarity implies various relations connecting one person 
with another person. To a large extent, relational solidarity reflects relational satis-
faction and closeness, liking, commonality, and trust (Harwood, 2000; Hendrick, 
1988; Wheeless, 1978). Relational solidarity with specific group members, which 
can be built from appropriate communication accommodation in an intercultural 
context, has high potential to enhance intergroup relations. Highlighting the im-
portance of communication in intergroup relations, recent studies have considered 
communication accommodation as a proxy or a communicative manifestation of 
contact quality to enhance attitudes toward outgroup members (Soliz & Harwood, 
2006). In short, intergroup contact provides an opportunity to establish a closer re-
lationship with group members (e.g., Pettigrew, 1997) and that relational intimacy 
can break down barriers between ingroup and outgroup members (Brislin, 1986). 
Consistently, Rose (1981) explains that cooperative interdependent relationships 
can promote favorability of outgroup members and lessen intergroup bias.

Linguistic competence. Language serves a central function to interpersonal rela-
tionships in the intercultural context, and yet it is also a primary barrier in most 
of the intercultural encounters due to the fact that interactants frequently do not 
share the same common language (Gareis, 1995; Kim, 2002). Communication 
competence, especially linguistic performance, influences sojourners’ relational 
solidarity with host nationals and sociocultural adjustment, and thus cannot be 
separated from any interaction processes (Gareis, 1995). Specifically, Giles and 
Johnson (1987) argue that language (e.g., English) can be an important tool for 
maintaining cultural membership, identification, and relational solidarity. Un-
like intergroup contact situations within the same culture (e.g., inter-ethnic com-
munication and intergenerational communication) where a common language is 
shared, language activates intergroup cues in intercultural context and influences 
interpersonal relationship development and maintenance (e.g., Kudo & Simkin, 
2003). Supporting this view, Kim (2002) argues that linguistic competence and 
comfort are vital components in interpersonal relationship development across 
cultures. When interactants are linguistically challenged, relationship develop-
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ment becomes more difficult especially in American culture where verbal mes-
sage exchange is highly valued (Kim, 2002). Supporting the argument, Kudo and 
Simkin’s (2003) qualitative study with Japanese international students and Aus-
tralian host nationals found that the perceived English proficiency of Japanese 
students influenced the quality of message exchange with the host nationals.

Taken together, one’s own comfort in reading, writing, speaking, and listen-
ing comprehension determines sojourners’ motivations for interaction with host 
nationals to a great extent. Being comfortable enough to carry on conversations is 
an indicator of perceived communication competence of one’s self. Unlike general 
intercultural communication competence which involves appropriateness and ef-
fectiveness within the given context and situation, overall comfort with English is 
applicable to any situations. Hence, in the current study, Japanese sojourners’ per-
ceived linguistic comfort in communicating with their most frequent American 
contact was measured as an index of linguistic competence.

Considering the importance of solid interpersonal relationships with host na-
tionals for Japanese sojourners and in line with the current literature, this study fo-
cuses on the functions of an individual level intervening variable that is associated 
with positive interpersonal relationships (i.e., relational solidarity). The following 
research hypotheses are proposed based on the basic tenets of the intergroup con-
tact hypothesis (Pettigrew, 1986), the literature on intergroup attitudes, and com-
munication accommodation theory (Giles et al., 1991).

H1: Japanese participants’ linguistic competence with English will be a positive 
predictor of their perceptions of relational solidarity with their most frequent 
American contact.
H2: Japanese sojourners’ perceived accommodation from their most frequent 
American contact will be a positive predictor of their perceptions of relational 
solidarity with that American individual.
H3. Japanese sojourners’ perceptions of relational solidarity with their most fre-
quent American contact will mediate the relationships between communication 
accommodation and linguistic competence and their cognitive, behavioral, and 
affective attitudes toward Americans.

Method

Participants

Ninety-seven Japanese participants were recruited from a medium-sized Mid-
western university in the United States. Three subjects were removed from the 
sample due to extensive missing data. Among the participants included in this 
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study (N = 94; M age = 26.70, SD = 6.50, range = 19–46), 57 (i.e., 60.6%) were female. 
Participants had stayed in the United States for 2.98 years on average (SD = 2.13, 
range = 3 months — 8.58 years).

Participants were asked to identify and provide information about their most 
frequent American contact such as sex (46.6% females) and ethnicity (85.5% Eu-
ropean Americans, 2.5% African Americans, 7.7% Asian Americans, and 4.3% 
other ethnicities). Participants also reported the types of relationships with their 
most frequent American contact and major language(s) used in interaction. The 
types of relationships included friendships (61.4%), acquaintances (25.9%), and 
romantic relationships (12.7%). Participants reported that English was used in all 
interactions, among which 93.94% of the time English was the only language used, 
and Japanese was used occasionally (i.e., 6.06% of the time) along with English. 
Participants indicated that Japanese was not dominant in any of the interactions.

Measures

Communication accommodation. Fifteen items were used to measure participants’ 
perceptions of communication accommodation of the American individual with 
whom they had the most frequent contact on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree 
and 7 = strongly agree; α = .88; M = 5.43, SD = .91). These items (i.e., this Ameri-
can person is overly direct, loud, controlling, rude, a good listener, self-centered, 
overly expressive, interruptive, and condescending in conversations with me, 
gives me unwanted advice, shows prejudice against me, uses exaggerating tones, 
respects me, stereotypes me as a foreigner who cannot speak English well, and his/
her remarks in conversations with me are appropriate) were developed from two 
focus groups with international graduate students from China, Japan, and Korea. 
In the focus groups, the interviewees were asked to describe the characteristics 
of Americans’ communication that they were happy or unhappy with, reflecting 
dimensions of accommodative and non-accommodative behaviors (Williams & 
Giles, 1996). Based on the interviews, the most common accommodative and 
non-accommodative communication behaviors of Americans experienced by the 
East Asian international students were generated. The negatively phrased items 
were recoded so that higher scores indicate more appropriate communication.

Linguistic competence with English. Participants indicated how comfortable they 
were using English in speaking, listening comprehension, reading, and writing 
on 7-point scales (1 = not comfortable at all and 7 = extremely comfortable). The 
Japanese participants’ average comfort level with using English was moderate 
(M = 4.36, SD = 1.28; α = .90).
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Relational solidarity. Six items were used to measure relational solidarity (α = .73; 
M = 5.52, SD = .83). Participants reported their perceptions of commonality, close-
ness, liking, trust, and satisfaction with the American individual with whom they 
had the most frequent contact (e.g., we are not very close at all; we feel very differ-
ent about most things; in general, I am very satisfied with my relationship with this 
person) on 7-point scales (1 = strongly disagree and 7 = strongly agree). The items 
were adapted from Wheeless’ (1978) measurement of interpersonal solidarity and 
Hendrick’s (1988) measurement of relationship satisfaction. Items that described 
negative perceptions of relational solidarity were recoded.

Cognitive attitude. Nine semantic differential items measured the cognitive di-
mension of attitudes about Americans (α = .77; M = 4.73, SD = .81; e.g., intelligent-
stupid, sincere-insincere) on 7-point scales. Items were adopted from Tropp and 
Pettigrew’s (2005a) investigation of intergroup contact and affective and cognitive 
dimensions of prejudice. After recoding, higher scores indicate more positive per-
ceptions.

Behavioral attitude. Eight items measured participants’ behavioral attitude toward 
Americans (α = .86; M = 5.35, SD = 1.03). Participants reported how much they 
were willing to engage in behaviors and activities if given opportunities (e.g., de-
velop more than just speaking acquaintances with Americans; choose to marry an 
American) on 7-point scales (1 = not at all willing and 7 = extremely willing). Items 
were adopted from Cooke’s (1978) attitudes scale and Tropp’s (2003) investigation 
on the psychological impact of prejudice.

Affective attitude. To assess the general feelings toward Americans, participants 
indicated how warm they felt toward Americans on a thermometer scale ranging 
from 0° (cold or unfavorable) to 99° (warm or favorable) (M = 67.24, SD = 17.03). 
The thermometer scale has been used as an assessment of the affective intergroup 
attitudes in intergenerational research (e.g., Hummert, O’Brian, Greenwald, & 
Mellott, 2002).

Results

Hypotheses 1 and 2: Communication accommodation, linguistic competence 
and relational solidarity

Hypotheses 1 and 2 predicted that communication accommodation and linguistic 
competence with English would be positive predictors of relational solidarity. To 
test the hypotheses, regression analysis was conducted on relational solidarity. Re-
sults indicated that the two variables significantly predicted relational solidarity, 
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F (2, 91) = 18.33, adjusted R2 = .27, p < .001. Japanese participants’ linguistic com-
petence (β = .15, t = 2.39, sr2 = .05, p < .05) and American’s communication accom-
modation (β = .37, t = 4.32, sr2 = .15, p < .001) were significant predictors of rela-
tional solidarity.

Hypothesis 3: Relational solidarity as a mediator between intergroup 
communication and intergroup attitudes.

Hypothesis 3 predicted that relational solidarity would mediate the relationships 
between communication accommodation and linguistic competence and inter-
group attitudes. The correlations (see Table 1) between the major measures show 
that the initial variables (i.e., CAT and linguistic competence) are correlated sig-
nificantly with two of the outcome variables (i.e., cognitive and behavioral atti-
tudes but not affective attitudes) and with the mediator variable (i.e., relational 
solidarity). Hence the mediator meets the prerequisite conditions for mediation 
analyses for two of the outcome variables (Baron & Kenny, 1986). To test the medi-
ation effects, six regression analyses were performed. The first set of analyses (i.e., 
two regression analyses) examined the relationships between each predictor vari-
able and relational solidarity (i.e., the mediator variable), followed by the second 
set of analyses (i.e., four regression analyses) examining the joint effects of the two 
predictors and the mediator variable on the two criterion variables. Significance of 
mediation was assessed using the Goodman (1960) test, which examines whether 
the relationships between the predictor variables and the criterion variables are 
significantly reduced when the mediator is included. Mediation analysis results 
are shown in Table 2.

Table 1.  Correlation among the Major Variables.

Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1.	 English 4.36 1.28

2.	 CAT 5.43 .91  .36**

3.	� Relational 
Solidarity 5.52 .83  .38**  .49**

4.	 Cognition 4.73 .81  .26*  .18†  .37**

5.	 Behavior 5.35 1.03  .23*  .34**  .36** .45**

6.	 Affect 67.24 17.03 .08 .11 .14 .61** .44**
†p < .1, *p < .05, **p < .01
Note: Affect was measured based on a thermometer scale ranging from 0–99°. Other variables were mea-
sured on 7-point scales.
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Cognitive attitude. Results from regression analysis showed that CAT was a signifi-
cant predictor of relational solidarity (β = .45, SE = .08, p < .001) and that relational 
solidarity was a significant predictor of the cognitive attitude (β = .37, SE = .11, 
p < .001). Goodman test result indicated that relationship between CAT and the 
cognitive attitude became insignificant (β = -.00, SE = .10, p > .05) when the me-
diator (i.e., relational solidarity) was introduced (Goodman test = 2.90, p < .05). 
Therefore, relational solidarity fully mediated the relationship between CAT and 
the cognitive attitude. Likewise, regression analysis showed that linguistic compe-
tence was a significant predictor of relational solidarity (β = .24, SE = .06, p < .001) 
and that relational solidarity was a significant predictor of the cognitive attitude 
(β = .31, SE = .10, p < .01). Goodman test result indicated that relationship between 
linguistic competence and the cognitive attitude became insignificant (β = .09, 
SE = .07, p > .05) when the mediator was introduced (Goodman test = 2.47, p < .05). 
Therefore, relational solidarity fully mediated the relationship between linguistic 
competence and the cognitive attitude.

Behavioral attitude. Results from regression analysis showed that CAT was a signif-
icant predictor of relational solidarity (β = .45, SE = .08, p < .01) and that relational 
solidarity was a significant predictor of the behavioral attitude (β = .32, SE = .14, 
p < .05). Goodman test result indicated that relationship between CAT and the be-
havioral attitude became insignificant (β = .24, SE = .12, p > .05) when the mediator 
was introduced (Goodman test = 2.15, p < .05). Therefore, relational solidarity fully 
mediated the relationship between CAT and the behavioral attitude. Similarly, re-

Table 2.  Relational Solidarity as Mediator between Intergroup Communication and 
Intergroup Attitudes.

Predictors

CAT English

b SE b SE

Predictor — Mediator   .45** .08   .24*** .06
Mediator — Behavioral Attitude   .32* .14   .40** .13
Predictor — Behavioral Attitude 
through Mediator

  .24 .12   .09 .08

Goodman Test 2.15* 2.46*
Predictor — Mediator   .45*** .08   .24*** .06
Mediator — Cognitive Attitude   .37*** .11   .31** .10
Predictor — Cognitive Attitude 
through Mediator

−.00 .10   .09 .07

Goodman Test 2.90* 2.47*

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001
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gression analysis showed that linguistic competence was a significant predictor of 
relational solidarity (β = .24, SE = .06, p < .001) and that relational solidarity was a 
significant predictor of the behavioral attitude (β = .40, SE = .13, p < .01). Good-
man test result indicated that relationship between linguistic competence and the 
behavioral attitude became insignificant (β = .09, SE = .08, p > .05) when the media-
tor was introduced (Goodman test = 2.46, p < .05). Therefore, relational solidarity 
fully mediated the relationship between linguistic competence and the behavioral 
attitude.

Discussion

The current study investigated the relationships among Japanese sojourners’ inter-
cultural communication experiences, relational solidarity with their most frequent 
American contact, and their attitudes toward Americans in general. Specifically, 
this study tested a mediated model of cross-national intergroup communication 
variables (i.e., communication accommodation and linguistic competence), rela-
tional solidarity, and intergroup attitudes. Results demonstrated that communica-
tion accommodation and linguistic competence were positively associated with 
relational solidarity, which was a positive predictor of cognitive and behavioral 
attitudes. Mediation analyses revealed that relational solidarity fully mediated the 
relationships between intergroup contact and cognitive and behavioral attitudes. 
Altogether these findings indicate that positive intergroup contact such as com-
munication accommodation and perceived linguistic competence are associated 
with relational solidarity between Japanese and Americans, and relational solidar-
ity then contributes to positive intergroup attitudes.

At a very obvious level, the positive association between linguistic competence 
and relational solidarity indicates that we could establish good relationships when 
we have strong linguistic command. Gareis’ (1995) argues that communication 
competence, especially linguistic performance, is tied to interaction process and 
thus influences socio-cultural adjustment. Unlike other intergroup contact situ-
ations (e.g., European Americans versus African Americans) when both groups 
share the same language, the Japanese participants’ comfort with using English 
became a significant predictor of relational solidarity with their most frequent 
American contact. It is probably a natural phenomenon that Japanese participants 
with higher linguistic competence and comfort experience more pleasant inter-
actions with Americans. Needless to say, perceived linguistic competence of the 
Japanese participants may have reduced communication anxiety and uncertain-
ty, and thus encourage them to engage in more in-depth conversations or closer 
intercultural relationships with their American contact. While prior intergroup 
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research has extended to include cross-national participants (e.g., Greenland & 
Brown, 1999), the current study contributes to the literature by examining the 
direct link between language competence and positive intergroup relationships.

In addition, the positive association between communication accommodation 
and relational solidarity indicates that we could establish good relationships when 
we can exercise competent communication behaviors that display liking, respect, 
and affinity. The positive link between communication accommodation and rela-
tional solidarity is consistent with the major premise of CAT in that appropriate 
communication enhances relationships. It is a natural human behavior to iden-
tify ourselves in terms of group memberships, which are often based on cultural 
classifications in intercultural encounters (Gudykunst & Kim, 2003). In general, 
members of collectivistic cultures draw a sharper distinction between ingroup 
and outgroup memberships than those of individualistic cultures. In addition, 
the ingroup membership in collectivistic cultures has a strong influence on social 
behaviors (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994). While Japanese people feel comfortable 
and confident in ingroup interactions (e.g., Schwartz, 1990), they may experience 
more anxieties and less comfortable feelings in intercultural interactions involv-
ing outgroup members due to the unpredictable aspects of communication with 
strangers. Obviously, communication accommodation has the potential to create 
interpersonal solidarity and thus enhances attitudes toward outgroup members by 
lowering intergroup boundaries (Ye, 2006). The current study measured partici-
pants’ perceived comfort with English, which is an indicator of linguistic compe-
tence. We also included non-linguistic aspects of competence in the current study 
(i.e., the American individual’s accommodation). That said, we did not include 
perceptions of self-accommodation. Future studies should include non-linguis-
tic aspects of the communication in interactions of both parities (e.g., Harwood, 
2000; Lin & Harwood, 2003).

Hofstede (1980) claims that people in collectivistic cultures, especially the 
Japanese culture, have high uncertainty avoidance. People from cultures of high 
uncertainty avoidance have strict rules and norms to protect themselves from 
encountering unpredictable situations (Gudykunst & Nishida, 1994). Violations 
of norms and expectations of the message recipients resulting from inappropri-
ate communication (see also Ball, Giles, Byrne, & Berechree, 1984) may disturb 
relational harmony. That said, the Japanese participants reported that they expe-
rienced appropriate communication accommodation from their most frequent 
American contact (M = 5.46 on 7-point scales), indicating that these intergroup 
communication experiences are essentially positive and personal.

The current study considers relational solidarity as an outcome variable of 
specific intergroup communication and as a predictor variable of intergroup at-
titudes. The examination of the mediating role of relational solidarity between 
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intergroup contact and intergroup attitudes also echoes Harwood et al.’s (2005) 
study of the roles of several individual level mediators that are “broadly associated 
with satisfying and enjoyable interaction and how this is communicated” in inter-
generational relationships (p. 402). Supporting the argument on the importance of 
factors that mediate the relationship between the contact and intergroup attitudes, 
previous studies have demonstrated consistent findings that intergroup anxiety is 
a major variable that mediates and/or moderates the relationship (Brown & Hew-
stone, 2005; Greenland & Brown, 1999; Stephan & Stephan, 1985). These stud-
ies have, however, focused predominantly on the group level anxiety (i.e., par-
ticipants’ reactions to a group of people in general or in hypothetical scenarios) 
felt or anticipated by the interactants. In recent years, communication scholars 
have started to pay attention to individual level factors (i.e., variables are examined 
at the level of specific relationship with an outgroup member) such as perspec-
tive taking, anxiety, disclosure in intergroup contact research (e.g., Harwood et 
al., 2005). Inclusion of individual level communication and relational variables is 
particularly critical from the cross-national intergroup contact perspective. Ga-
reis (1995) reports that there are a considerable number of sojourners who are 
disappointed with the scarcity of interpersonal relationships that they are able to 
establish with host nationals. In a similar vein, Pettigrew and Tropp (2008) call 
for greater emphasis on positive intervening variables (e.g., empathy and perspec-
tive taking) in intergroup contact research. The mediator role of relational solidar-
ity in the contact-attitude link further illustrates the importance to conceptualize 
intergroup relations as a process, in which communication accommodation and 
linguistic competence play important roles.

The majority of prior research has explored intergroup attitudes by combin-
ing all the dimensions of attitudes or focusing only on the affective or cognitive 
dimensions of attitudes. In particular, Tropp and Pettigrew’s (2005a) study showed 
the importance of the inclusion of the affective and cognitive dimensions of at-
titude in intergroup contact research. Hence, the current study included the three 
dimensions of intergroup attitude (i.e., cognitive, behavioral, and affective atti-
tudes). Supporting our hypotheses, we found that Japanese sojourners’ positive 
contact with their most frequent American contact contributed to improved cog-
nitive and behavioral attitudes toward Americans as a group, but not their affective 
attitudes. In other words, findings in the current study indicate that the affective 
aspect of intergroup attitudes might be less sensitive to positive contact between 
group members.

The affective dimension of intergroup attitudes is conceptualized as one’s 
inner feelings (e.g., warmth and liking) toward outgroup members as a whole. 
According to Pettigrew and Tropp (2006), the affective indices of prejudice tend 
to yield stronger contact effects than such cognitive indices as stereotypes, albeit 
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the contact effects are significantly stronger for majority group members than 
for members of minority status groups. Findings in prior studies have indicated 
that individuals are capable of transferring their positive intercultural experiences 
to overall evaluations of that cultural group at the cognitive and affective levels 
(e.g., Greenland & Brown, 1999; Voci & Hewstone, 2003). That said, Greenland 
and Brown (1999) measured negative affect using items that are similar to the 
behavioral dimension of intergroup attitudes in the current study (e.g., I get bored 
talking to Japanese nationals). Tropp and Pettigrew (2005a) pointed that the con-
tact effect is substantially sensitive to how the outcome variables are operation-
alized. In this regard, the insignificant findings from the current study with the 
affective attitudes might be due to methodological issues. The affective dimension 
is the only variable that was measured using a single item in this study. Single-item 
measures in general are limited in terms of reliability compared with multiple-
item measures. Reliability concerns might contribute to the insignificant effects 
we observed.

One constraint of this study was the potential deviation of the characteristics 
of the current sample from the traits of the majority of Japanese living in Japan. It 
is likely that those who come to study in the United States are willing to communi-
cate with Americans and to establish close relationships with Americans and have 
more positive attitudes about America. In other words, the Japanese sojourners 
might be more motivated to engage in intercultural communication and relation-
ships that may have influenced their overall positive attitudes toward Americans. 
Future research should also consider longitudinal studies in which both attitude 
formation and attitude change can be investigated.

In an age of globalization that promotes ethnic and cultural diversity, there 
will be a growing need to understand intercultural communication and relations. 
As the world becomes more diverse, scholarly attention should be devoted to 
promote appreciation of multiethnic/multicultural interactions. Gudykunst and 
Nishida (1994) state that one of the reasons for humans to communicate is to 
change another person’s attitudes or behaviors and that inevitable activity of hu-
mans, communication, may change our perceptions of the world.
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