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Since the official desegregation of American schools and com-
munities in the 1950s and 1960s, and increasing racial integra-
tion across the Western world, public sentiment has largely 
rejected race-based separation as a viable way of negotiating 
intergroup relations. Civil rights advances were followed by 
an increase in formal and informal intergroup contact, and 
support for both. The empirical research to date suggests that 
such contact encourages social cohesion—Intergroup contact 
is reliably associated with decreases in prejudice and social 
distance (e.g., Barlow, Louis, & Hewstone, 2009; Hewstone 
et al., 2005; Paolini, Hewstone, & Cairns, 2007; Paolini, 
Hewstone, Cairns, & Voci, 2004; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).

There is, however, an aspect of intergroup contact about 
which contact theorists remain largely silent. Despite the 
considerable evidence suggesting that intergroup contact 
begets tolerance (see Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), racially 
diverse areas in which contact is presumably common often 
show the highest levels of intergroup antipathy (e.g., Ayers, 
Hofstetter, Schnakenberg, & Kolody, 2009; Cernat, 2010; 
Quillian, 1995, 1996; Stein, Post, & Rinden, 2000). One 
explanation for this pattern may be that racially diverse 
neighborhoods expose people to negative as well as positive 
intergroup contact, and that this negative contact increases 

prejudice. Although Allport (1954) and his successors have 
always recognized that not all forms of intergroup contact 
will improve intergroup attitudes, there has been very limited 
empirical investigation into the potentially corrosive associ-
ation between negative contact and prejudice (for a similar 
point, see Pettigrew, 2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). In 
addition, to our knowledge, nobody has tested whether con-
tact quantity and contact valence interact to predict preju-
dice, and specifically whether quantity of negative contact is 
more strongly linked to increased prejudice than quantity of 
positive contact is to its reduction.

In the present article, we aim to fill this empirical gap. 
Specifically, we propose that there is a positive–negative 
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Abstract

Contact researchers have largely overlooked the potential for negative intergroup contact to increase prejudice. In Study 1, 
we tested the interaction between contact quantity and valence on prejudice toward Black Australians (n = 1,476), Muslim 
Australians (n = 173), and asylum seekers (n = 293). In all cases, the association between contact quantity and prejudice was 
moderated by its valence, with negative contact emerging as a stronger and more consistent predictor than positive contact. 
In Study 2, White Americans (n = 441) indicated how much positive and negative contact they had with Black Americans on 
separate measures. Although both quantity of positive and negative contact predicted racism and avoidance, negative contact 
was the stronger predictor. Furthermore, negative (but not positive) contact independently predicted suspicion about Barack 
Obama’s birthplace. These results extend the contact hypothesis by issuing an important caveat: Negative contact may be 
more strongly associated with increased racism and discrimination than positive contact is with its reduction.
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asymmetry such that the relationship between contact and 
prejudice should be stronger when the contact is negative 
than when it is positive (as per theorizing by Paolini, 
Harwood, & Rubin, 2010). In other words, we predict that 
negative contact will increase prejudice significantly more 
than positive contact decreases prejudice. We argue that this 
asymmetry helps to explain attitudinal homeostasis in the 
face of increased intergroup contact and integration: Any 
reductions in prejudice associated with positive contact may 
be counteracted by increases in prejudice that co-occur with 
(even limited amounts of) negative contact.

In Study 1, using data from seven Australian studies, we 
first tested our hypothesis that the relationship between con-
tact quantity and prejudice is moderated by contact valence. 
In Study 2, using data from a White American sample, we 
aimed to replicate and extend the findings of Study 1 by 
independently measuring the amount of positive and nega-
tive contact White Americans reported having with Black 
Americans. We then regressed these on measures of racism, 
avoidance, and a timely social issue—suspicion about the 
birthplace of Barack Obama.

The Contact Hypothesis
Allport (1954) proposed that contact between members of 
traditionally opposed racial groups could reduce intergroup 
prejudice. Intergroup contact, however, is a varied phenom-
enon (e.g., Christ, Ullrich, & Wagner, 2008; Pettigrew, 
2008). Thus, Allport proposed that intergroup contact would 
only work to reduce prejudice when it was “optimal.” 
Optimal contact, according to Allport, is characterized by 
four key factors: The contact is sanctioned by relevant 
authorities, it is cooperative, people engaged in contact are 
working toward common goals, and people engaged in con-
tact have equal status.

Research on the contact hypothesis suggests that 
although various factors influence the degree to which con-
tact is associated with reduced prejudice, it is typically 
linked to improved intergroup attitudes. In their meta-analysis 
of 713 studies, Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) showed that 
contact generalizes beyond the situation to the entire out-
group in most cases. They found that contact under optimal 
conditions is associated with larger reductions in prejudice 
(r = −.29) than contact under suboptimal conditions (r = −.20); 
however, both show relatively consistent links with preju-
dice reduction. Intergroup contact seems to work primarily 
through three mediators—knowledge, empathy, and inter-
group anxiety (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008)—although by far 
the strongest is intergroup anxiety.

Attitudinal Homeostasis Despite  
Increasing Intergroup Contact
Overall, the logical extrapolation of this body of research is 
that we should have seen marked declines in prejudice over 

the last 40 to 50 years. These years have seen the civil rights 
movement and subsequent desegregation of schools, com-
munities, and workplaces, as well as increased human 
mobility. Indeed, one would expect that even with a modest 
association between generic contact and prejudice, increas-
ing ethnic diversity throughout the Western and European 
world (and thus increased contact quantity; see Bouma-
Doff, 2007), should have prompted a near floor effect on 
prejudice and discrimination. This has not happened, how-
ever. Although some research shows a decrease in prejudice 
in multicultural geographical areas (e.g., Wagner, Christ, 
Pettigrew, Stellmacher, & Wolf, 2006; Wagner, van Dick, 
Pettigrew, & Christ, 2003; and to some degree, Laurence, 
2011), a growing body of research shows that prejudice is 
positively correlated with ethnic diversity (e.g., Ayers et al., 
2009; Cernat, 2010; Putnam, 2007; Quillian, 1995, 1996; 
Stein et al., 2000). Further to this, we have shown that 
minority group members who live in neighborhoods that are 
densely populated with majority group members fail to 
show an association between contact and outgroup preju-
dice (Barlow, Hornsey, Thai, Sengupta, & Sibley, 2012). 
So, within a contact framework, how do we explain such 
attitudinal homeostasis (or even decline) despite increasing 
intergroup contact? The answer can potentially be found in 
a positive–negative asymmetry in the relationship between 
contact and prejudice.

Positive–Negative Contact Asymmetry
Although it may seem intuitive to propose that co-occurring 
negative contact may dull the effects of positive contact on 
prejudice, we do not currently have a satisfactory evidence base 
to confirm this. In fact, Pettigrew and Tropp (2006, p. 767) 
noted that “factors that curb contact’s ability to reduce preju-
dice are now the most problematic theoretically, yet the least 
understood. These negative factors . . . deserve to become a 
major focus of future contact research” (see also Pettigrew, 
2008). This may especially be the case given the vast body of 
research showing that we typically weight negative informa-
tion more heavily than positive information (see Baumeister, 
Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, & Vohs, 2001, for a review). Bad 
impressions, negative stereotypes, and detrimental experi-
ences are all more memorable and influential than their posi-
tive counterparts (“bad is stronger than good”).

Paolini and colleagues (2010) recently heeded Pettigrew 
and Tropp’s (2006) call for research investigating negative 
factors that hinder the beneficial effects of contact. They 
conducted two studies in which they manipulated contact 
valence (positive vs. negative) and measured its impact on 
category salience (i.e., the degree to which interaction part-
ners are aware of their own and others’ group membership). 
The authors found that group membership was most salient 
in the negative contact condition, and that negative contact 
led to increased chronic and episodic salience over time. 
They term this phenomenon the valence–salience effect, 
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whereby a negative interaction makes intergroup categories 
more salient. Given that categories must be salient for inter-
group contact to generalize to the outgroup (for a review, see 
Brown & Hewstone, 2005), and negative contact makes cat-
egories more salient, Paolini and colleagues’ data suggest 
that negative contact may have a greater capacity to increase 
prejudice than positive contact has to decrease it.

However, as Paolini and colleagues’ data focused on cate-
gory salience, the difference in the strength of the association 
between positive contact and prejudice—as compared with 
negative contact and prejudice—remains untested. A recent 
investigation by Pettigrew and colleagues (see Pettigrew, 
2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011) has provided an indirect com-
parison of positive and negative contact. In German data from 
the general community, Pettigrew and colleagues compared 
positive and negative contact as predictors of prejudice toward 
foreigners. Pettigrew and Tropp (2011) measured positive 
contact using a range of items that tapped into friendship with 
foreigners, interesting interactions, and helping behavior. 
Negative contact, however, was measured by a single-item 
proxy, “How often has a foreigner pestered you?” In this 
research, the authors found that positive contact was a better 
predictor of antiforeigner prejudice than was negative contact. 
Although informative, this article does not allow for a strin-
gent comparison of positive versus negative contact as predic-
tors of prejudice. Like positive contact, negative contact is a 
multifaceted phenomenon that cannot be distilled into a single 
experience, such as being pestered (note that 65% of partici-
pants reported never having been pestered). Rather, any inter-
group contact in which the parties involved feel uncomfortable, 
angry, scared, and so forth are likely to compound on people’s 
overall experience and therefore should be considered. In 
short, people’s experiences of negative contact (like positive 
contact) cannot be characterized by a specific incident; rather, 
it is the overall perceived valence of interactions with out-
group members that classes them as such.

W. G. Stephan and colleagues (W. G. Stephan et al., 2002; 
C. W. Stephan, Stephan, Demitrakis, Yamada, & Clason, 2000) 
have measured multiple types of negative contact (e.g., being 
threatened, physically harmed, exploited, put down, etc.). They 
found that negative contact predicted White Americans’ prej-
udice toward Black Americans (W. G. Stephan et al., 2002) 
and women’s negativity toward men (C. W. Stephan et al., 
2000). However, without a corresponding measure of positive 
contact, it is impossible to compare the two as competing pre-
dictors of people’s intergroup attitudes or test how frequently 
each occurs.

In sum, the present research is the first to comprehen-
sively test positive versus negative contact as predictors of 
prejudice simultaneously, with a view to assessing whether 
the association between negative contact and prejudice out-
weighs the association between positive contact and toler-
ance. We predict a positive–negative asymmetry effect and 
argue that this helps to explain attitudinal homeostasis 
despite increasing ethnic and cultural diversity.

Hypotheses

The literature reviewed above suggests testable hypotheses 
about contact quantity and contact valence as predictors of 
prejudice.

Hypothesis 1: The impact of contact quantity on preju-
dice will be moderated by contact valence such that 
(a) when contact valence is positive, contact quan-
tity will be negatively related to prejudice (i.e., con-
tact is beneficial) and (b) when contact valence is 
negative, contact quantity will be positively related 
to prejudice (i.e., contact is detrimental).

Hypothesis 2: The relationship between contact quan-
tity and prejudice will be stronger when contact is 
negative than when it is positive (i.e., positive–
negative contact asymmetry).

We tested these hypotheses over two studies, first looking 
at contact quantity, valence, and their interaction as a predic-
tor of prejudice over seven Australian samples (Study 1). We 
then follow this up by using separate indices of the quantity 
of positive and negative contact as predictors of prejudice 
toward Black Americans in the U.S. context (Study 2).

Study 1
To test our hypotheses, we aggregated data from three inde-
pendent laboratories across Australia, in three different 
states. Surveys that contained measures of contact quantity 
and valence, as well as an index of prejudice toward ethnic-
based outgroups, were selected. For our main analyses, we 
found seven studies that included measures of attitudes 
toward Black Australians. One of these studies also con-
tained contact and prejudice measures in relation to Muslim 
Australians, and another of the studies also contained con-
tact and prejudice measures in relation to asylum seekers in 
Australia. Thus, we could test our hypotheses with three 
target outgroups. Below we briefly detail the context in 
which our data were measured.

The Target Outgroups
In Australia, Black Australians are severely disadvantaged 
in comparison with the majority group (i.e., White/European 
Australians). Here, we define Black Australians as 
Aboriginal Australians and African Australians. After 
Australia’s colonization in 1788, Aboriginal people suffered 
centuries of institutionalized discrimination. Today, 
Aboriginal people are severely disadvantaged in compari-
son with non-Aboriginal people. They are more likely to be 
unemployed, live in inadequate housing, suffer from poor 
physical and mental health, and self-harm or commit sui-
cide (Australian Human Rights Commission [AHRC], 
2008). African Australians, likewise, have serious issues to 
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contend with such as housing, health, and education (Office 
of Multicultural Interests, 2009).

Although our primary analyses focus on explaining the role 
of contact in predicting prejudice toward Black Australians, 
we extend our analyses to subsets of the data that included 
measures of contact and prejudice toward two other disadvan-
taged ethnicity-based groups within Australia: Muslims and 
asylum seekers. Approximately 2% of Australia’s population 
identify as Islamic (AHRC, 2008). These Muslim Australians, 
like their counterparts in Europe and the United States, have 
faced increasing levels of prejudice as a result of the September 
11 attacks, as well as subsequent terrorist attacks in Europe 
and Asia, and the NATO-led invasion of Afghanistan and Iraq 
(Griffiths & Pedersen, 2009). Asylum seekers are people who 
are claiming refugee status but whose claim for asylum within 
Australia has not yet been approved. Asylum seekers within 
Australia typically enter from the Middle East, Africa, and 
Asia, and seek refuge on the basis of religious or ethnic per-
secution. Australia has a mandatory detention policy that pro-
cesses those asylum seekers who arrive by boat offshore. 
Both the detainment and living conditions of asylum seekers, 
particularly in the case of children, are inconsistent with 
international law (AHRC, 2008). Asylum seekers face high 
levels of prejudice in the general community (Pedersen, 
Attwell, & Heveli, 2005), which is at the same time sanc-
tioned and reinforced by the Australian Government 
(Pedersen, Watt, & Hansen, 2006).

Method
Sampled studies and participants. A total of 1,560 people 

participated in the seven studies that we report on. Approxi-
mately 5% of participants did not report on either contact 
quantity or valence, or prejudice toward Black Australians, or 

some combination of these. As such, we used listwise dele-
tion and excluded these participants from analyses. Complete 
data were available for 1,476 participants, all of whom self-
identified as Australian. Participants were either undergradu-
ate students or members of the general community. Refer to 
Table 1 for information on research teams, sample character-
istics, and target outgroups by sample.

Measures. Where reliable multiple indices of contact 
quantity, contact valence, or prejudice existed, they were 
averaged together to form single indices. To account for dif-
ferent tools and metrics throughout the different studies, all 
measures were recoded so that they ranged between 1 (low 
levels of contact quantity, negatively valenced contact, and 
prejudice, respectively) and 10 (high levels of contact quan-
tity, positively valenced contact, and prejudice, respectively). 
Details on the original measures and scales used in the stud-
ies are detailed in Table 2.

Procedure. Data were collected over an 8-year period 
(2003-2010), from three urban centers and two regional 
areas. In all cases, participants completed questionnaires that 
gauged their degree of contact quantity and valence with our 
focal outgroup (i.e., Black Australians), and filled out a mea-
sure (or measures) of prejudice toward this group. As stated 
above, in one of the studies included in the main analysis 
(Pedersen & Griffiths, 2006), participants also filled out sim-
ilar measures regarding contact with, and prejudice against, 
Muslim people. In another study, participants also completed 
measures regarding contact with, and prejudice against, asy-
lum seekers (Pedersen & Watt, 2004).

Results
Overview of data structure and analyses. For the seven data 

sets focusing on attitudes toward Black Australians, we 

Table 1. Sample Details by Study

Study details n n (final)
Percentage 

missing Sample characteristics Target outgroup/s

Pedersen and 
Griffiths (2006)

210 202 4 Non-Black, non-Muslim, 
community adults

Aboriginal Australians (and Muslim 
people in ancillary analyses)

Khan and 
Pedersen (2010)

184 161 12 Non-Black, community 
adults

African Australians

Smith and 
Pedersen (2009)

114 103 10 Non-Black, community 
adults

Aboriginal Australians

Paolini (2003)—
Main study

92 92 0 Non-Black, students Black Australians

Pedersen and Watt 
(2004)

654 612 6 Non-Black, non-asylum 
seeker, community 
adults

Aboriginal Australians (and asylum 
seekers in ancillary analyses)

Barlow, Louis, 
and Hewstone 
(2009)

272 272 0 White students Aboriginal Australians

Paolini (2003)—
Pilot study

34 34 0 Non-Black, students Black Australians

Total 1,560 1,476 5  
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tested our model using Multilevel Random Coefficient Mod-
eling (MRCM; see Hox, 2002, for an introduction to multi-
level analysis). Because the ancillary analyses on attitudes 
toward asylum seekers and Muslim Australians were each 
conducted in single samples, we used classical ordinal least 
squares (OLS) regression analyses. Table 3 summarizes the 
means and standard deviations on measures of intergroup 
contact quantity, valence, and prejudice, as well as the cor-
relations between the variables for the seven data sets relat-
ing to Black Australians.

The MRCM analyses are presented in Table 4. The cur-
rent data can be operationalized as hierarchically structured 
in form, with participants (the Level 1 unit of observation) 
nested within samples (the Level 2 unit of observation).

We calculated the average fixed effects of quantity and 
valence of contact, as well as their interaction, on preju-
dice across our seven samples.1 This approach allowed us 
to (a) calculate a regression equation testing whether contact 
quantity and valence interacted to predict prejudice in each 
sample (controlling for their constituent main effects) and 
(b) calculate the weighted average regression equation for 
this effect across all samples. This approach is superior to 
conducting a (disaggregated) moderated multiple regression 

analysis based on the entire sample (N = 1,476) because the 
latter would ignore possible differences arising from the fact 
that participants’ responses in a given sample may be more 
similar to one another than they are to participants’ responses 
from another sample (e.g., because mean levels of prejudice 
might differ across samples due to sample-specific method 
variance).

Table 3. Means, Standard Deviations, and Within-Study Correlations Between Variables for the Study 1 Primary MRCM

Contact quantity Contact valence Prejudice Correlations

Study M (SD) M (SD) M (SD) Contact quantity Contact valence

Pedersen and Griffiths (2006) 6.58 (2.28) 5.13 (2.19) 5.59 (1.92) Quantity — —
 Valence .10 —
 Prejudice .13 −.64***
Khan and Pedersen (2010) 5.02 (2.39) 6.98 (2.26) 4.56 (2.07) Quantity — —
 Valence −.15 —
 Prejudice .28*** −.60***
Smith and Pedersen (2009) 5.01 (2.07) 5.54 (2.11) 4.94 (1.96) Quantity — —
 Valence .27** —
 Prejudice −.11 −.77***
Paolini (2003)—Main study 3.91 (2.32) 7.92 (1.28) 3.18 (1.31) Quantity — —
 Valence .21* —
 Prejudice −.20 −.50***
Pedersen and Watt (2004) 6.48 (2.38) 5.66 (2.05) 5.83 (1.78) Quantity — —
 Valence .07 —
 Prejudice .10* −.50***
Barlow, Louis, and Hewstone 

(2009) 
2.89 (1.53) 2.96 (1.92) 4.57 (1.32) Quantity — —

Valence .67*** —
 Prejudice −.23*** −.20***
Paolini (2003)—Pilot study 5.17 (2.40) 7.21 (2.28) 2.82 (1.58) Quantity — —
 Valence .27 —
 Prejudice −.36* −.68***

Note: MRCM = multilevel random coefficient modeling. Means reflect data recoded on 1 to 10 scale for the main MRCM.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 4. Study 1, MRCM Model Testing the Effects of Contact 
Quantity, Contact Valence, and Their Interaction on Prejudice 
Across Eight Samples

Fixed effect Random effect

 γ SE t σ2
u

χ2

Intercept 4.73 .26 .53 484.33***
Contact quantity 0.12 .17 6.78***  
Contact valence −0.43 .02 −23.10***  
Contact quantity 

× valence
−0.03 .01 −5.55***  

Note: MRCM = multilevel random coefficient modeling.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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The γ coefficients testing the effects of contact quantity, 
contact valence, and the quantity × valence interaction on 
prejudice are presented in Table 4. As shown, contact quan-
tity (γ = .12) and valence (γ = −.43) significantly predicted 
prejudice. These γ coefficients represent the unstandardized 
effects and can be interpreted in a similar manner to unstan-
dardized regression coefficients. Thus, the γ coefficient of 
.12 for contact quantity indicates that, while controlling for 
contact valence, on average, every 1 unit increase in the 
quantity of contact (scored on a 1-10 scale) predicted a cor-
responding 0.12 unit increase in prejudice (also scored on a 
1-10 scale). Likewise, the γ coefficient of −.43 for contact 
valence indicated that, controlling for contact quantity, each 
1 unit increase in the valence of contact predicted a corre-
sponding 0.43 unit decrease in racist attitudes. A coefficient 
of −.43 therefore suggests that the people in our sample with 
the highest contact valence score (which was the maximum 
value of 10) were predicted to be 3.87 units lower in their 
expression of prejudice than people with the lowest contact 
valence (which was the minimum value of 1). The Contact 
Quantity × Valence interaction term was also significant (γ = 
−.03). This indicates that the (group-mean centered) interac-
tion of quantity and valence predicted additional variance in 
prejudice that was not explained by the simple linear combi-
nation of contact quantity and valence. To examine the nature 
of this interaction, we solved the slopes representing the 
effect of contact quantity at different levels (±1 SD) of con-
tact valence.

The relation between contact quantity and prejudice at low 
(−1 SD) and high (+1 SD) levels of contact valence is pre-
sented in Figure 1. As shown, the simple slopes indicated that 
the interaction between quantity and valence occurred 
because quantity predicts increased prejudice when the 

contact is negatively valenced (simple slope = .15, t = 5.89, 
p < .01). When people experience positively valenced con-
tact, these respondents tended to be lower in prejudice; how-
ever, increased quantity of positive contact also predicted a 
slight increase in racism (simple slope = .07, t = 2.58, p = 
.01). These analyses confirm that negative contact is the more 
consequential predictor of prejudice than positive contact.

Ancillary analyses of the model predicting prejudice toward 
Muslims and asylum seekers. We conducted ancillary OLS 
regressions to test the proposed contact quantity by valence 
interaction predicting prejudice toward two additional out-
groups also assessed in two of the samples. The additional 
outgroups were asylum seekers (assessed in Pedersen & Watt, 
2004) and Muslims (assessed in Pedersen & Griffiths, 2006). 
Note that the measures contained in Table 2 were also used to 
gauge contact quantity and valence toward Muslims and asy-
lum seekers. For Pedersen and Griffiths (2006), a 16-item 
scale measured attitudes toward Muslim Australians (α = .92; 
refer also to Griffiths & Pedersen, 2009), was averaged with 
a feelings thermometer ranging from 0 = least warm to 100 = 
most warm. For Pedersen and Watt (2004), an 18-item scale 
measured attitudes toward asylum seekers (α = .93). Here 
again, for consistency, all measures were transformed to 
range between 1 (low levels of contact quantity, negatively 
valenced contact, and prejudice, respectively) and 10 (high 
levels of contact quantity, positively valenced contact, and 
prejudice, respectively). In both cases, analysis of these 
groups showed the predicted Valence × Quantity interaction.

When examining contact and prejudice toward Muslims, 
the main effect for contact quantity was nonsignificant (β = 
.07, p = .247), but the main effect for contact valence was 
again significant and negative (β = −.65, p < .001) such that 
negative contact was associated with more prejudice than 
positive contact. Critically, the interaction of valence and 
contact valence was once again significant (β = −.15, p = 
.010; refer to Figure 2). Analysis of simple slopes indicated 
that this interaction occurred because increased levels of neg-
atively valenced contact were significantly associated with 
increased prejudice (b = .16/β = .20, p = .007). In contrast, the 
amount of positively valenced contact was associated with 
lower prejudice toward Muslims, but nonsignificantly so 
(b = −.07/β = −.05, p = .413).

When examining contact and prejudice toward asylum 
seekers, the main effect for contact quantity was nonsignifi-
cant (β = .05, p = .280). Again, a large main effect for contact 
valence indicated that negative contact was associated with 
more prejudice than positive contact (β = −.62, p < .001). As 
predicted, valence and quantity of contact featured in a signifi-
cant interaction (β = −.40, p < .001; refer to Figure 3). Analysis 
of simple slopes indicated that this interaction occurred 
because contact quantity, when negatively valenced, was 
strongly predictive of increased prejudice (b = .49/β = .42, p < 
.001). This time, however, contact quantity when positively 
valenced was moderately predictive of decreased prejudice 
toward asylum seekers (b = −.37/β = −.32, p < .001).

Figure 1. Study 1: Interaction between contact quantity and 
valence predicting prejudice toward Black Australians
Note: MRCM = Multilevel Random Coefficient Modeling. The simple 
slopes presented in this figure represent average of slopes across samples 
estimated using MRCM.
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Discussion

We used MRCM to examine the independent effects of con-
tact quantity and valence on prejudice toward Black people, 
and to test whether valence moderated the effect of overall 
quantity of contact valence on prejudice in seven indepen-
dent samples. This analysis provides results that are more 
robust than those observed in any one sample.

First, in line with multiple studies on intergroup friend-
ship (e.g., Barlow et al., 2009; Paolini et al., 2004, Paolini 
et al., 2007) and Pettigrew and Tropp’s (2006) meta-analysis, 
we found that positive contact was linked to lower levels 
of prejudice toward Black, asylum seeker and Muslim 
Australians than negative contact.

Second, in line with our hypotheses, the association between 
contact quantity and prejudice was moderated by contact 
valence. That is, the relationship between contact quantity and 
prejudice is stronger when contact is negative than when it is 
positive (positive–negative contact asymmetry). In the main 
analysis, averaged slopes calculated across the seven studies 
indicated that negatively valenced contact was particularly 
linked to increases in prejudice. The more negative contact 
people reported having, the more prejudice they expressed. In 
contrast, increasing the quantity or amount of positive contact 
did not seem to always have the opposing beneficial effect. 
Instead, people who experienced any positive contact were sig-
nificantly less racist, but 2 times out of 3, a larger amount of 
positive contact did not predict a reduction in prejudice any 
more than a small amount of positive contact.

One may wonder whether this was due to a floor effect—
perhaps prejudice could not be further reduced. Inspection of 
the intercepts in Figure 1 seems to suggest otherwise, as even 
those who experienced high valence contact had room to 
express less racist attitudes. A similar pattern was found 
when predicting prejudice towards Muslim people in our 
ancillary analyses. The more negative contact people had 
with Muslim people, the more prejudice toward Muslims 

they reported; however, the quantity of positive contact was 
unrelated to prejudice. When predicting attitudes toward 
asylum seekers, again the quantity of negative contact pre-
dicted increased prejudice toward asylum seekers; however, 
in this analysis, people with high levels of positive contact 
with asylum seekers reported lower levels of prejudice than 
people who reported low levels of positive contact with asy-
lum seekers.

These results support our primary argument that positive 
and negative contact are differentially powerful in predict-
ing racism, and that negative contact is a stronger predictor 
of prejudice than positive contact. Three limitations of 
Study 1 can be identified, however. First, while coming from 
three geographically separate and independent research lab-
oratories, the results are bound to a specific national setting. 
Second, positive and negative contact are measured on a uni-
dimensional scale in all cases—Participants reported whether 
the contact they had (with one of the three respective groups) 
was positive or negative. However, positive and negative 
contact are not mutually exclusive. When living in a multi-
cultural area, for example, participants may report high lev-
els of positive and negative intergroup contact, as opposed to 
those who live in homogenously majority group neighbor-
hoods in which they might have neither. Finally, in the pres-
ent study, we used one single measure of prejudice, yet 
race-based attitudes and discrimination take many forms. A 
more valid test of positive versus negative contact should (a) 
be replicated across different contexts, (b) contain separate 
and distinct measures of the quantity of positive and the 
quantity of negative contact, and (c) test these as distinct pre-
dictors of multiple indices of prejudice. We meet all these 
conditions in Study 2.

Study 2
In Study 2, we measured participants’ subjective perception 
of how much positive and how much negative contact they 

Figure 2. Study 1: Interaction between contact quantity and 
valence predicting prejudice towards Muslim Australians

Figure 3. Study 1: Interaction between contact quantity and 
valence predicting prejudice toward asylum seekers
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had with members of the racial outgroup (in this case, Black 
Americans). We entered the positive and negative contact 
measures simultaneously in regression analyses predicting 
multiple indices of prejudice to see which was the stronger 
and more consistent unique predictor. Note that, because of 
the different design, the positive–negative asymmetry effect 
would be evidenced in this case by testing the difference 
between two independent main effects rather than by an 
interaction (as was the case in Study 1).

It is important to test the association between positive 
and negative contact and multiple indices of prejudice. In 
Study 2, we included five dependent measures. Two were 
measures of racism. These were modern racism (a racism 
characterized by the denial of modern day racism and anger 
about perceived advantages bestowed on the minority group 
as a function of their race; McConahay, 1986) and old-fash-
ioned racism (a more traditional form of racism, character-
ized by a belief in the inferiority of the minority group on the 
basis of their race; refer to Walker, 1994, 2001).

Although overt and more covert racism are devastating to 
minority group members (e.g., Paradies, Forrest, Dunn, 
Pedersen, & Webster, 2009), it is not the only way in which 
racism can manifest itself. As such, we included two mea-
sures of avoidance of outgroup members (in this case, Black 
Americans). These were issue avoidance, measuring avoid-
ance of sensitive intergroup topics in discussions with Black 
Americans (e.g., the past, racism, or politics), and active 
avoidance of the outgroup, measuring the desire to avoid 
face-to-face contact with Black Americans. Finally, we 
investigated how positive and negative contact predicted 
attitudes toward a relevant present-day issue about race rela-
tions in America, that is, suspicion about Barack Obama’s 
birthplace.2

Method
Participants. The participants of this study were 441 members 
of an online scientific survey pool (www.socialsci.com; 234 
male, 202 female, 5 did not report their gender). A total of 25 
participants were excluded from the analysis because they 
took less than 5 minutes or more than 2 hours to complete the 
study. Participants’ ages ranged between 18 and 62 years with 
a mean of 24.58 years (SD = 7.45; 3 did not report their age). 
All the participants identified as a White American, a precon-
dition for completing the study. In terms of education, the 
majority of participants reported that they had attended either 
“some college” (42%) or had a bachelor’s degree (32%).

Materials and Measures
Demographic information. In addition to age and gender, 

we also measured participants’ highest level of education 
(ranging from 1 = less than high school graduation to 8 = 
doctorate degree) and their socioeconomic status (from 1 = 
extremely poor to 7 = extremely wealthy).

Positive and negative contact. Positive contact was mea-
sured via a single item: “On average, how frequently do you 

have POSITIVE/GOOD contact with Black people?” Nega-
tive contact was measured with the item: “On average, how 
frequently do you have NEGATIVE/BAD contact with 
Black people?” Participants responded to both items on 
7-point scales (1 = never to 7 = extremely frequently).

Modern racism. Modern racism toward Black people was 
measured using eight items (adapted from McConahay, 
1986). Seven items were positively worded (e.g., “Discrimi-
nation against Black people is no longer a problem in 
America” and “Over the past few years Black people have 
gotten more economically than they deserve”). One item was 
reverse scored (e.g., “It is easy to understand the anger of 
Black people today in America”). Items were measured on a 
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale. The scores 
were averaged with higher scores indicating more modern 
racism (α = .87).

Old-fashioned racism. Five items adapted from Walker 
(1994) for the American context assessed old-fashioned rac-
ism. Four items were positively worded (e.g., “Black Ameri-
cans come from less able races and this explains why they 
are not as well off as most White Americans” and “Most 
Black people are dirty and unkempt”). One item was reverse 
scored (“I would not mind if a suitably qualified Black per-
son was appointed as my boss”). Response scales for all 
items were identical (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly 
agree), and together, these items formed a reliable measure 
(α = .78).

Issue avoidance. Issue avoidance was measured by three 
items adapted from Barlow and colleagues (2009) that 
tapped into the degree to which participants indicated that 
they would avoid sensitive intergroup topics with Black peo-
ple (e.g., “I would go out of my way to avoid talking about 
race with a Black person”). Response scales for all items 
were identical (1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree), 
and responses were averaged (α = .80).

Active avoidance. A three-item scale adapted from Barlow 
and colleagues (2009) measured participants’ degree of overt 
avoidance of Black people (e.g., “I would rather sit through 
a 2 hour lecture about Black history than talk to a Black per-
son briefly about their own history” and “I would rather 
study for an exam than talk to a Black stranger on the street”). 
Response scales for all items were identical (1 = strongly 
disagree to 7 = strongly agree) and together formed a reli-
able scale (α = .70).

Skepticism about Obama’s birthplace. The degree to which 
participants questioned the first Black president of the United 
States’ birthplace was measured using three items (e.g., “It 
was legitimate for Donald Trump to ask for Barack Obama’s 
birth certificate” and “I do not believe that Barack Obama 
was born in America”). Items were measured on a 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) scale (α = .80).

Results
A small percentage of participants did not complete all the 
measures used (<5%), and thus, listwise deletion was 
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employed to deal with missing data. Means and standard 
deviations of all variables, and their zero-order intercorrela-
tions are reported in Table 5. As Pettigrew and colleagues 
found (Pettigrew, 2008; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2011), results of 
a paired sample t test indicated that people reported engag-
ing in positive contact with Black Americans (M = 4.97) 
more frequently than they reported engaging in negative 
contact with Black Americans (M = 3.01), t(440) = 18.86, p 
< .001. Further to this, the mean level of positive contact 
reported was significantly higher than the scale midpoint 
(4), t(440) = 15.00, p < .001, whereas the mean level of 
negative contact was significantly lower than the scale mid-
point, t(440) = −14.93, p < .001, suggesting that negative 
contact is relatively rare. Finally, those who had more posi-
tive contact reported less negative contact (r = −.26, p < 
.001). As can be seen by this moderate correlation, however, 
the two measures were not polar opposites of the same func-
tion. It was possible to report high levels of one and not the 
other or any combination of the two.

Positive and negative contact predicting indices of prejudice. 
A series of five hierarchical linear regressions tested posi-
tive and negative contact side by side as predictors of (a) 

modern racism, (b) old-fashioned racism, (c) issue avoid-
ance, (d) active avoidance, and (e) suspicion about Barack 
Obama’s American birthplace.3 Refer to Table 6 for model 
statistics and coefficients testing the independent predictive 
power of positive and negative contact on all dependent 
variables.

The model accounted for significant variance in all depen-
dent variables. As can be seen, the more positive contact par-
ticipants reported, the less modern racism they expressed 
(β = −.15, p = .001), whereas the more negative contact they 
reported having with Black Americans, the higher levels of 
modern racism they reported (β = .27, p < .001; see Figure 4). 
The same pattern emerged when predicting old-fashioned 
racism (positive contact: β = −.13, p = .005; negative con-
tact: β = .24, p < .001). Likewise, positive contact negatively 
predicted both issue (β = −.16, p = .001) and active (β = −.16, 
p = .001) avoidance, whereas negative contact positively 
predicted issue (β = .25, p < .001) and active (β = .20, p < 
.001) avoidance. Finally, positive contact was not a signifi-
cant predictor of suspicion about Barack Obama’s national-
ity (β = −.09, p = .069), but the more negative contact 
participants reported having with Black Americans, the more 

Table 5. Study 2 Means, Standard Deviations, and Zero-Order Correlations Between Demographic, Predictor, and Dependent Variables

M (SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

 1. Positive contact 4.97 (1.36) —  
 2. Negative contact 3.01 (1.40) −.26*** —  
 3. Sex 1.46 (0.50) .12* .05 —  
 4. Age 24.58 (7.45) .10* −.13** .11* —  
 5. Education 3.85 (1.36) .04 .05 .12* .40*** —  
 6. SES 4.01 (1.22) −.15** .09 −.06 −.02 .11* —  
 7. Modern racism 2.98 (1.07) −.22*** .31*** −.15** .00 −.07 .01 —  
 8. OF racism 2.48 (0.65) −.20*** .27*** −.09 −.08 −.04 .09 .52*** —  
 9. Issue avoidance 2.84 (1.28) −.23*** .29*** .02 −.05 .00 .06 .37*** .34*** —  
10. Active avoidance 2.73 (1.36) −.21*** .25*** −.13** −.07 −.01 .02 .40*** .41*** .48*** —
11. Obama birthplace 1.99 (1.36) −.12* .13** −.06 −.02 −.08 .01 .41*** .32*** .18*** .16**

Note: SES = socioeconomic status; OF = old fashioned.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

Table 6. Study 2, Positive Contact and Negative Contact as Predictors of Modern Racism, Old-Fashioned Racism, Issue Avoidance, Active 
Avoidance, and Questioning Barack Obama’s Birthplace

Modern racism Old-fashioned racism Issue avoidance Active avoidance Obama birthplace

b SE β b SE β B SE β b SE β b SE β

Baseline model
 Intercept 2.95 2.47 2.92 2.93 2.12  
 Positive contact −0.12 .04 −.15** −0.06 .02 −.13** −0.15 .05 −.16** −0.16 .05 −.16** −0.09 .05 −.09
 Negative contact 0.21 .04 .27*** 0.11 .02 .24*** 0.23 .04 .25*** 0.20 .05 .20*** 0.11 .05 .11*
F 29.68*** 21.64*** 26.06*** 19.99*** 5.53**
R2 .12 .09 .11 .08 .03

*p ≤ .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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they expressed doubt about Barack Obama’s status as an 
American (β = .11, p = .029).

Note that in all but the final case, the positive and nega-
tive slopes differed significantly from one another (as each 
was significantly different from 0, but in opposing direc-
tions). In the final case, when predicting suspicion about 
Barack Obama’s nationality, the slope of positive contact 
predicting the dependent variable did not differ from 0, 
whereas the slope of negative contact did. As such, we used 
a test of difference between two related βs. This test revealed 
that again, in this case, the slopes differed significantly from 
one another, t(440) = −2.52, p = .012 (using the equation t = 
(b

1
 − b

2
) / SE

(b1−b2)
).

Although in each case the negative and positive slopes 
differed significantly from one another, we still wished to 
test whether or not they differed significantly in absolute 
magnitude (that is, whether negative contact was signifi-
cantly more predictive of prejudice than was positive con-
tact). Because our focus was not on differences between 
racism indicators, and we wished to retain the multivariate 
power available to us in the current sample, we tested posi-
tive versus negative slopes together en masse (vs. individu-
ally on separate racism indices). To do this, we reverse 
scored positive contact, so that both positive and negative 
contact measures would be positively related to indices of 
prejudice. That is, a high score on positive contact was 
recoded to indicate infrequent positive contact, and a high 
score on negative contact continued to indicate frequent neg-
ative contact. We then created two alternate models using 
path analysis (in AMOS 18). In each model, positive and 
negative contact predicted all five dependent variables (so 
that there were 10 paths in all). In the first model, we con-
strained the weights such that all the negative contact paths 
were set to be equivalent to one another, and all the positive 
contact paths were set to be equivalent to one another. In the 

second model, we constrained all paths to be equivalent to 
one another. If the model fit significantly worsened from 
Model 1 to 2, this would indicate that, on average, the mag-
nitude or strength of the association between negative con-
tact and indices of prejudice differed from the magnitude or 
strength of the association between positive contact and 
prejudice. In line with predictions, a model in which positive 
contact and negative contact paths were forced to be equiva-
lent fit the data worse than a model in which negative and 
positive contact paths were allowed to differ independently, 
χ2

change
(1, n = 441) = 4.64, p = .031.

Discussion
Study 2 replicated the findings of Study 1 using data from a 
sample of White Americans. In line with research by 
Pettigrew and colleagues (see Pettigrew, 2008; Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2011), we found that negative contact occurred less 
frequently than positive contact. However, consistent with 
the positive–negative contact asymmetry hypothesis, we 
found that quantity of negative contact was a stronger and 
more robust predictor of racism, avoidance, and suspicion 
about Barack Obama’s birthplace, than was quantity of 
positive contact.

General Discussion
In some ways, the dreams of early contact theorists have not 
yet been realized. Desegregation and increases in institu-
tional support for interracial contact across a variety of set-
tings has not seen racism, like separate drinking fountains, 
become a thing of the past. This is despite the fact that 
multiple independent studies (e.g., Barlow et al., 2009; 
Hewstone et al., 2005; Paolini et al., 2004), and meta-
analyses (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), conclude that 
contact is associated with decreased prejudice. Instead, 
racially diverse areas, in which intergroup contact is presum-
ably common, often show the highest levels of prejudice and 
intergroup antipathy (e.g., Ayers et al., 2009; Cernat, 2010; 
Quillian, 1995, 1996; Stein et al., 2000). In the current 
research, we sought to explain this paradox by arguing that 
negative contact may be more geared to worsening inter-
group attitudes than positive contact is to improving them. 
Specifically, drawing from Allport’s (1954) original insight, 
we extend the contact hypothesis by issuing an important 
caveat—The relationship between intergroup contact and 
prejudice depends on its valence.

Conclusion From Studies 1 and 2
Collectively, the results of Studies 1 and 2 supported our 
hypotheses. In Study 1, the association between contact 
quantity and prejudice was moderated by valence. In our 
primary analyses, increased contact quantity predicted 
increased prejudice toward Black Australians when contact 

Figure 4. Study 2: Quantity of positively and negatively valenced 
contact predicting modern racism toward Black Americans
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was negative. Contrary to predictions, however, when con-
trolling for contact quantity, increased positive contact did 
not predict a decrease in prejudice. Rather, as positive con-
tact increased, prejudice also slightly increased. Here, it is 
important to note that those who had the most contact with 
Black Australians may well have come from rural areas in 
which both intergroup contact is common, societal issues of 
high unemployment and competition for jobs are severe, and 
norms around the expression of prejudice are more flexible 
(Pedersen & Walker, 1997). In ancillary analyses, increased 
negative contact predicted prejudice toward Muslim 
Australians and asylum seekers, whereas increased positive 
contact did not predict a change in prejudice toward Muslim 
Australians, and predicted a moderate decrease in prejudice 
toward asylum seekers. Crucially, in all cases, negative con-
tact was a stronger and more consistent predictor of race-
based attitudes compared with positive contact.

In Study 2, we replicated the pattern in an American con-
text. White Americans who had more negative contact with 
Black Americans reported more modern and old-fashioned 
racism, were more likely to avoid sensitive race-based topics 
of conversation and face-to-face contact with Black 
Americans, and were more skeptical that Obama was born in 
the United States. Quantity of positive contact with Black 
Americans was associated with decreased modern and old-
fashioned racism as well as decreased issue and active avoid-
ance. Quantity of positive contact was not, however, a 
significant independent predictor of suspicion about Obama’s 
birthplace. Again, as in Study 1, we found that negative con-
tact was a stronger and more robust predictor of race-related 
attitudes than positive contact.

Theoretical and Pragmatic 
Implications
In one sense, our results provide strong support for the con-
tact hypothesis in predicting reduced levels of prejudice (see 
Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1997). We found, as in past 
research, that people who reported having positive inter-
group contact were also less likely to display prejudice 
toward the groups with which they associated. What was 
even more consistent, however, was the association between 
negative contact and prejudice.

The strong and reliable relationship between the amount 
of negative contact and prejudice, and the relatively incon-
sistent relationship between the amount of positive contact 
and prejudice, is consistent with Paolini and colleagues’ 
(2010) valence–salience effect. The findings also support a 
large body of research that shows that negative information 
is weighted more heavily than positive information (see 
Baumeister et al., 2001).

Taken together, the results of Studies 1 and 2 point to a 
potential explanation of the persistence of prejudice in the 
face of increasingly diverse communities. Diversity may 
offer greater potential for positive intergroup contact, and, as 

we found in Study 2, the frequency of positive contact experi-
ences may outnumber the frequency of negative contact 
experiences. However, the influence of negative contact on 
prejudice appears to outweigh the influence of positive con-
tact. Consequently, the beneficial effects of numerous posi-
tive intergroup encounters may be counteracted by the 
relatively infrequent but powerful effects of negative inter-
group encounters. As Paolini and colleagues (2010) point out, 
this type of argument should not be taken as a justification for 
intergroup segregation, and it does not challenge any of the 
research that demonstrates the beneficial effects of positive 
intergroup contact (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). Instead, this 
work highlights an important caveat to the contact hypothesis 
that we hope will contribute toward more focused and effec-
tive approaches toward prejudice reduction.

The data we presented are cross-sectional rather than 
experimental, and thus cannot speak to causality. In line 
with past theory, we have presented the causal path from 
contact to prejudice, but we acknowledge that the reverse 
direction is also possible. People who are prejudiced may 
see intergroup contact through a different lens, perceiving 
contact as negative, and in the most extreme case actively 
behaving to ensure that intergroup contact will confirm their 
expectations and be negative. Like many psychological phe-
nomena, it is likely that bidirectionality is at play. This does 
not detract from the current findings; however, longitudinal 
data should be sought to examine the differential strength of 
each pathway.

A Final Call for a Different  
Kind of Research
A review of the contact literature suggests that the word 
contact is increasingly being used as synonymous with 
positive contact or intergroup friendship. There is, of course, 
nothing wrong with having a strong focus on positive con-
tact, because this is a promising avenue for improving inter-
group relations. However, by conflating intergroup contact 
with positive contact and intergroup friendship, researchers 
can fall into the trap of ignoring a vital aspect of contact—
that is, negative intergroup contact.

Researchers should be tasked with explaining the effects 
of negative contact in the detailed and thorough manner in 
which they have worked to explain positive contact. 
Specifically, what factors predict negative contact? When 
will negative contact emerge as opposed to positive contact? 
If negative contact increases prejudice, how does it do so? Is 
it simply the reverse of the positive contact effect, increasing 
rather than decreasing intergroup anxiety? Or are alternative 
mediators, such as intergroup anger, resentment, or fear, 
more potent in this case? Furthermore, just as positive con-
tact affects majority and minority groups differentially 
(Barlow et al., 2012; Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005), it is likely 
that negative contact will have a different meaning and 
potentially different outcome for majority and minority 
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groups. This article presents new data on the strength of the 
association between negative contact and prejudice that we 
hope will trigger a new stream of contact research.
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Notes

1. For completeness, we reran the model when also including ran-
dom effects for quantity, quality, and their interaction. The ran-
dom effects for both quantity (σ2

u
 = .013, χ2 = 26.50, p < .001) 

and valence (σ2

u
 = .043, χ2 = 58.67, p < .001) were significant, 

and the random effect for their interaction was not (σ2

u
 < .001, χ2 

= 9.72, p = .136). This indicates that although there was signifi-
cant heterogeneity across samples in the size of the main effects, 
the effect of their interaction was homogeneous. These results 
should be interpreted with caution given the limited number of 
Level 2 units (n = 8 studies). Nevertheless, it is worth noting 
that the fixed component of the Quantity × Valence interaction 
remained significant and comparable when imposing this argu-
ably more conservative test, which adjusted the slope estimated 
using Bayesian shrinkage based on the random components 
included in the model (γ = −.022, SE = .010, t = −2.87, p = .029).

2. In early 2011, Donald Trump joined the “birther” movement. 
Birthers propose that Barack Obama was born in Kenya and, 
as such, is ineligible to be president (http://www.birthers.org/). 
The fact that Obama is the only president who has been asked 
to provide a public copy of his long-form birth certificate and 
is the only Black president of the United States has led to sug-
gestions that questions about his birthplace are (partly) racially 
motivated. In this study, we used skepticism about Obama’s 
birthplace as a measure of subtle racism.

3. To ensure that our effects could not be explained by covariance 
with demographic variables, and were not qualified by an inter-
action between positive and negative contact, we conducted a 
further series of regressions in which the interaction term was 
entered at the second step, after positive and negative contact 
at the first step. We also added demographic variables of sex, 

age, education, and socioeconomic status (SES). The inclu-
sion of demographic control variables (sex, age, education, and 
SES) and the interaction term at the second step did not account 
for any additional variance in predicting old-fashioned racism, 
issue avoidance, and suspicion about Obama’s birthplace. In no 
case was the interaction between positive and negative contact 
significant—indicating that the association between positive 
contact and each dependent variable was at no time dependent 
on the amount of negative contact reported, and vice versa. The 
F

change
 statistic was significant when predicting modern racism 

and active avoidance, but this was not due to substantive change 
in positive and negative contact as predictors. Rather, sex was a 
significant additional predictor, with women reporting less mod-
ern racism and active avoidance. In addition, as age increased, 
so too did modern racism.
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