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Although direct, face- to- face contact has been shown to be an 
extremely effective strategy for prejudice reduction (Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2006), its implementation may often be impractical (Paluck 
& Green, 2009). Researchers have however proposed strategies that 
capitalize on the effectiveness of indirect contact, where contact 
is not face- to- face. Extended contact, defined as the knowledge 
that ingroup members have close relations with outgroup members, 
represents one of the most successful indirect forms of contact for 
the improvement of intergroup relations (Vezzali et al., 2014; Zhou 
et al., 2019). However, while a large amount of research in intergroup 
contact has acknowledged the role played by negative direct con-
tact (Schäfer et al., 2021), scholars have neglected the examination 
of negative extended contact, with few exceptions (e.g., Mazziotta 
et al., 2015). Given that individuals may be exposed to a wide range 
of intergroup interactions across the valence spectrum, and that 
negative contact often has detrimental effects (Barlow et al., 2012), 
it is important to fill this research gap in order to understand the rel-
ative contribution of both positive and negative extended contact. A 

further relevant research gap consists in the asymmetry in the con-
sideration of majority and minority groups, and specifically in the 
lower attention given to minority groups in contact research (Vedder 
et al., 2017). Finally, although affective factors are an important out-
come of extended contact (Birtel et al., 2018), specific intergroup 
emotions associated with negative extended contact and their role 
in explaining the effects of extended contact have largely been ig-
nored (with the exception of some evidence concerning intergroup 
anxiety, see Paolini et al., 2015; Wölfer et al., 2019).

In order to address these research gaps, the present study sought 
to advance research on extended contact by (i) testing and examin-
ing the predictive role of positive and negative extended contact, 
by considering a minority group in China (Chinese people with rural 
origins); (ii) investigating the mediating role of intergroup emotions. 
Notably, instead of relying on outgroup attitudes, we considered in-
tentions to engage in contact with the outgroup as the outcome. To 
the extent that extended contact can represent a preliminary step 
to face- to- face contact (Turner et al., 2007), and that intentions are 
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Abstract
A large corpus of research has investigated extended contact and its psychological 
mechanisms. However, research taking into account the valence of extended contact, 
as well as the psychological mechanisms underlying the effects of negative extended 
contact, is lacking. We examined the associations of Chinese people with rural origins’ 
(N = 1287) positive and negative extended contact with contact intentions toward 
Chinese people with urban origins. Three affective variables (empathy, happiness, and 
anger) were tested as mediators. Results revealed that the associations of positive 
and negative extended contact with contact intentions were mediated by empathy, 
happiness, and anger. This research highlights the importance of examining both posi-
tive and negative extended contact as well as affective variables as extended contact 
mediators.
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more predictive of behavior than attitudes (Godin & Kok, 1996), this 
study represents an important test for extended contact theory.

|

Since the formulation of the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954), 
scholars have obtained a plethora of empirical evidence showing 
that direct contact is one of the most effective approaches to lessen 
prejudice and achieve intergroup harmony in and out of the labo-
ratory (Lemmer & Wagner, 2015; Ülger et al., 2018), a conclusion 
which applies to different target groups, situations, and cultural con-

Over the last two decades, researchers have explored alterna-
tives to direct contact with the aim of addressing its critical limita-
tions. For example, when intergroup contact is characterized by high 
intergroup tension, severe physical separation, or low willingness 
to engage in cross- group interactions, positive direct contact may 
not be feasible (Dovidio et al., 2011; Paluck & Green, 2009; Turner 

-
tended contact, consisting of knowing about positive cross- group 
interactions of fellow ingroup members, which can improve out-
group attitudes (Wright et al., 1997). Since extended contact does 
not require face- to- face interactions, it can even be used in con-
ditions of physical separation, given that only a limited number of 
ingroup members need to have contact with the outgroup for it to 
be effective. In addition, and especially in contexts characterized 
by conflict, extended contact can be applied more easily than di-
rect contact, since individuals do not need to overcome their resis-
tances or anxieties as they do when they personally meet outgroup 
members. So far, an impressive body of research has confirmed the 
effectiveness of extended contact, making it one of the most effec-
tive prejudice- reducing tools, in and out of the laboratory (Brown & 
Paterson, 2016; Di Bernardo et al., 2017; Turner et al., 2007; Vezzali 
et al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2019). In other words, extended contact 
allows the benefits of direct contact, without some of its more rel-
evant limitations.

Among its main gaps, much of previous extended contact re-
search has been conducted from the majority group perspective, 
whereas less attention has been paid to minority groups. Supporting 
this latter contention, in the meta- analysis by Zhou et al. (2019), 
only 29 studies focused on minority groups, whereas 176 tested 
effects on the majority. Unlike direct contact, whose effects are 
generally stronger among majority than minority groups (Tropp & 
Pettigrew, 2005), extended contact effects are similar across ma-
jority and minority groups (Vezzali et al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2019). 
According to Wright et al. (1997), being an external observer of an 
intergroup interaction, like when ingroup members narrate their in-
tergroup encounters, makes group membership more salient than 
when individuals are directly involved in the interaction, like in the 
case of direct contact. Such greater group salience could represent 
an advantage of extended over direct contact, since it increases the 
chances of generalization (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). However, 

such a generalization advantage may be problematic if it applies to 
negative extended contact (and Árnadóttir et al., 2018, provided ini-
tial evidence that negative rather than positive extended contact is 
associated with greater group salience).

In the present study, we aimed to test the association between 
extended contact and contact intentions among minority group 
members, this way aiming to fill the gap concerning the scarce ex-
amination of minority groups. Importantly, and as our primary aim 
since the examination of negative extended contact has been largely 
neglected, we also considered the valence of extended contact as an 
additional relevant variable.

|

Extended contact research has predominantly focused on the con-
sequences of positive extended contact, while only a limited number 
of studies has examined the potential effects of negative extended 
contact. Yet individuals are likely to know about ingroup members’ 
unpleasant encounters, or unfair and discriminatory treatment from 
the outgroup. This is especially true for minority members, who are 
often the target of negative treatment from the majority. Note that 
the classic definition of extended contact— knowing about close, 
positive relationships between ingroup and outgroup members 
(Dovidio et al., 2011; Vezzali et al., 2014; Zhou et al., 2019)— does 
not contemplate the possibility of negative extended contact. For 
this reason, Vezzali and Stathi (2021) re- defined extended contact 
as “knowing about one or more interactions between ingroup and 
outgroup members” (p. 21). They further differentiated between 
“positive extended contact”, that is knowing about positive rela-
tions between ingroup and outgroup, and “negative extended con-
tact”, that is knowing about negative relations between ingroup and 
outgroup.

The possibility of experiencing negative extended contact espe-
cially arises in contexts characterized by negative outgroup stereo-
types, since when intergroup relations are negative the likelihood 
of knowing about negative interactions increases. Unlike studies 
addressing positive extended contact, however, research on nega-
tive extended contact is still limited. Some studies have found that, 
compared to positive extended contact, negative extended contact 
occurs less frequently in day- to- day intergroup relations among both 
majority and minority groups (Árnadóttir et al., 2018; Mazziotta 
et al., 2015; Visintin et al., 2017)1. Importantly, while knowing about 
fellow ingroup members’ successful cross- group interactions (posi-
tive extended contact) improves intergroup relations, being aware 
of their negative cross- group interactions (negative extended con-
tact) worsens outgroup attitudes among both majority and minority 
groups (Wang et al., 2019; Wölfer et al., 2017, Study 2).

Evidence regarding the asymmetry between positive and neg-
ative extended contact is mixed. Some studies found weak or no 
evidence for asymmetric effects between positive and negative 
extended contact (Árnadóttir et al., 2018; Mazziotta et al., 2015; 
Vedder et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2019; Wölfer et al., 2017, Study 2). 
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Other studies found evidence of asymmetry, such that effects were 
stronger for positive than for negative extended contact (Bagci & 
Gungor, 2019; Husnu et al., 2018, Study 1; Visintin et al., 2017, Study 
2), in one case also statistically showing the prevalence of the former 
type of contact (Wang et al., 2019). It is therefore important to con-
duct additional studies investigating the relative strength of the two 
types of extended contact.

|
INTERGROUP EMOTIONS

Emotions are a pervasive aspect of positive and negative intergroup 
interactions. According to intergroup emotions theory, intergroup 
emotions are strongly dependent upon group membership (Mackie 
et al., 2000; Mackie & Smith, 2018). Empirical studies have also 
shown that intergroup emotions affect outgroup attitudes and be-
havior (e.g., Cottrell & Neuberg, 2005; Cuddy et al., 2007; Talaska 
et al., 2008). For instance, group- based anger has been shown to 
be associated to group action (van Zomeren et al., 2008). Results 
have also consistently demonstrated that intergroup emotions drive 
contact effects (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). They 
are therefore important constructs to consider in contact research 
(Seger et al., 2016).

While the mediators of the association between positive ex-
tended contact and outgroup attitudes have been extensively stud-
ied (Turner et al., 2008; Vezzali et al., 2014), little is known about the 
mediating role of intergroup emotions. Generally, although extended 
contact has been mainly theorized as a cognitive experience (Paolini 
et al., 2007), affective factors play a key role in explaining its effects 
on prejudice (Birtel et al., 2018), also when considering negative ex-
tended contact (Vedder et al., 2017, Study 2; Wang et al., 2019).

Given the importance of affective factors in research on ex-
tended (Birtel et al., 2018) and more in general on intergroup con-
tact (Brown & Hewstone, 2005), we focused on affective mediators. 
Unfortunately, research on mediators of negative extended contact 
is very limited (for exceptions, see Bagci & Gungor, 2019; Vedder 
et al., 2017; Visintin et al., 2017, Study 2; Wang et al., 2019). In ad-
dition, only a small portion of these studies found evidence for me-
diation of negative extended contact by affective factors (Vedder 
et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2019). The scarcity of evidence also refers 
more generally to the association between extended and direct con-
tact (or contact intentions, which is the outcome variable we used in 
the present study), which revealed mediation effects by intergroup 
anxiety (Mazziotta et al., 2015; Wölfer et al., 2019, Study 4), ingroup 
and outgroup norms (Mazziotta et al., 2015; Vezzali et al., 2015), 
self- efficacy (Mazziotta et al., 2015), and behavioral intentions 
(Vezzali et al., 2015).

In our study, we focused on empathy, anger, and happiness, 
which are three of the most common intergroup emotions charac-

Stephan & Finlay, 1999). This choice is also motivated by find-
ings based on intergroup emotions theory, showing that negative 

emotions like anger, but also positive emotions, motivate approach 
behavior (Mackie & Smith, 2018). The inclusion of both positive and 
negative emotions allows us to test their complementary role in pre-
dicting approach tendencies, and specifically intentions to engage in 
future contact.

There is large evidence that intergroup empathy can reduce prej-
udice across a wide range of target groups and contexts (e.g., Dovidio 
et al., 2004; Galinsky et al., 2011; Hewstone et al., 2006), and also 
that it mediates the effects of positive extended contact (Antonio 
et al., 2017; Vezzali et al., 2017; Visintin et al., 2016). However, we 
are also aware of one study where intergroup empathy did not me-
diate the effects of negative extended contact (Visintin et al., 2017). 
There is therefore a need for research investigating whether this im-
portant construct mediates the effect of both positive and negative 
extended contact.

Anger and happiness are two further emotional responses that 
can occur during intergroup contact (Broudy et al., 2007; Hayward 
et al., 2017; Kessler & Hollbach, 2005; Pennekamp et al., 2007). 
Research has shown that anger has negative effects on outgroup atti-
tudes (Batson et al., 2007; Thomas et al., 2009; Wakslak et al., 2007), 
whereas happiness has positive effects (Kauff et al., 2017; Kessler 
& Hollbach, 2005). Moreover, it has been found that, while positive 
contact can reduce anger and increase happiness, negative contact 
enhances anger and decreases happiness (Hayward et al., 2017; 
Kauff et al., 2017; Selvanathan et al., 2018).

These three emotions may be especially relevant in intergroup 
contexts characterized by distrust. In such contexts, reducing neg-
ative emotions (such as anger) and fostering emotions associated 
with positive attitudes (empathy) can be a first step toward the im-
provement of intergroup relations. In addition, finding that extended 
contact effects are exerted via changes in happiness, representing 
a desired state, would provide optimistic conclusions on the role of 
extended and direct contact in supporting the general well- being of 
individuals. We are not aware of studies testing these three variables 
as mediators of extended contact.

|

The present research aimed to investigate both positive and nega-
tive extended contact associations with contact intentions among 
minority members. In response to scarce evidence on the affective 
mechanisms driving the effects of extended contact, we investi-
gated empathy, anger, and happiness as potential mediators.

Our hypothesis was tested by considering the relationship be-
tween individuals with rural and with urban origins in China. The 
group of individuals with urban origins refers to those born in the 
city, while the group of individuals with rural origins refers to those 
who move from rural areas where they are born to the city for rea-
sons related to work or education. In the urbanization process, they 
sensibly contributed to the development of cities. However, they 
have generally experienced discrimination and social exclusion from 
the group with urban origins (Chen & Bian, 2014; Wang & Liu, 2015). 
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Compared with people with urban origins, they attract less inter-
group trust (Wang et al., 2009). Not surprisingly, social distance be-
tween individuals with urban or rural origins has therefore increased 
(Lei, 2012). The status of the relationships between members of the 
group with urban or rural origins is a problematic issue faced by de-
veloped cities and has been a critical aspect of city development and 
social governance.

Research has shown that contact between people with urban 
and with rural origins helps reduce the social distance between 
them and enhances their willingness to interact with each other 
(Wang & Mao, 2016; Xing & Lu, 2015). Hence, social identities at-
tached to people with urban or rural origins are psychologically 
meaningful and relevant to contact interventions. These findings 
also suggest that the willingness of people with rural origins to 
pursue contact with people from the cities can be reciprocated 
in real life.

Unfortunately, due to the distance of living space between peo-
ple with urban origins and people with rural origins (Pan & He, 2017), 
and the cultural differences between the two groups (Wang & 
Mao, 2016), conducting large- scale interventions based on direct 
contact is unrealistic in addition to be unpractical. Extended contact 
can instead represent a viable strategy, since it is less dependent on 
face- to- face intergroup interactions (Vezzali et al., 2014). However, 
also in light of the rather negative relations between the two groups, 
negative extended contact may also occur and its additive effects 
should be investigated, something that we do in the present study. 
Therefore the examination of negative (in addition to positive) ex-
tended contact is especially important in such context when consid-
ering the minority group, and where understanding how to improve 
intergroup relations is helpful for the creation of a better and har-
monious society.

As an outcome, we focused on contact intentions, since inten-
tions represent the most proximal predictor of behavior (Godin 
& Kok, 1996) and ideally the main outcome of extended contact 
(Turner et al., 2007).

With respect to mediators, given the status of relations be-
tween people with urban and rural origins, we decided to include 
emotions of different valence that might cover both positive and 
negative affect. The choice of testing empathy, happiness, and 
anger is rooted in contact research, which showed that they are 
relevant to the contact experience, and on intergroup emotions 
theory, which shows that they can motivate approach behavior, 
which represents our outcome (Mackie & Smith, 2018). Empathy 
was chosen because being empathic is a strong predictor of pos-
itive intergroup relations, and is especially relevant in a context 
characterized by distrust, as the one we consider. Happiness 
represents a desired state and an index of success of a positive 
relation with the outgroup: finding that extended contact is as-
sociated with such outcome in rural– urban intergroup relations 
would show the relevance of this contact form for determining 
the course of the intergroup relation as well as the general well- 
being of individuals. Anger represents an ingredient of problem-
atic intergroup relations and a predictor of action: discrimination 

experiences faced by people with rural origins may easily have 
activated anger, therefore we explore whether the associations of 
extended contact with contact intentions can depend at least in 
part on this variable.

Wang et al. (2019) considered the relation between Han (major-
ity) and Uyghur (minority) people in China. Specifically, they focused 
on a sample of university students from the Uyghur population. 
Results revealed that positive extended contact was indirectly asso-
ciated with more positive outgroup attitudes and contact intentions 
via classic mediators of extended contact, that is more positive in-
group and outgroup norms and reduced intergroup anxiety (Vezzali 
et al., 2014). In contrast, lower ingroup and outgroup norms and 
higher intergroup anxiety mediated the associations of negative 
extended contact with outcome variables. Finally, the associations 
with the outcomes were stronger for positive than for negative ex-
tended contact.

Our study moves from findings by Wang et al.’s (2019), allow-
ing comparability, but it also sensibly departs from it, allowing the 
generalization and extension of its conclusions. First, we examined 
an adult sample from a minority group of a different and relatively 
uninvestigated intergroup context: replication of findings would 
demonstrate the relevance of extended contact across minority 
samples. In addition, after Wang et al. (2019) demonstrated that ex-
tended contact in China and other areas is characterized by similar 
mechanisms, in this study we test a different set of mediators, draw-
ing on the affective nature of extended contact (Birtel et al., 2018). 
These emotions have been neglected in extended contact research, 
although they can be relevant to approach behavior: our findings can 
help to better understand whether the path from extended contact 
to intentions to act is allowed by specific affective factors.

Hypotheses were the following

1. the associations of positive extended contact with more positive 
contact intentions should be mediated by greater empathy and 
happiness, and by lower anger;

2. negative extended contact should be indirectly associated with 
lower contact intentions via reduced empathy and happiness, and 
greater anger.

We also test the strength of the associations of positive and neg-
ative extended contact with the other variables. Specifically,

• we test whether there is an asymmetry in the associations of pos-
itive and negative extended contact with contact intentions;

• we compare the strength of indirect mechanisms between the 
two forms of contact.

Given mixed evidence on the relative strength of positive and 
negative extended contact, and scarce research on mediators, these 
two tests are conducted at an exploratory level.

To determine the sample size, given that our study aims to build 
on and extend findings by Wang et al. (2019), we tried to obtain a 
sample at least as large as that used in their study.
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|

Participants were university students from Eastern China. After 
excluding participants with excessive missing data (>15%), which 

M = 22.41, 
SD = 2.55). Research assistants distributed self- report question-
naires in urban areas to individuals with rural origins that moved to 
the city for work and educational related reasons, and who were 
identified through personal acquaintances, as well as via ads at 
university and university websites; all participants declared in the 
questionnaire that they were born in rural areas and that they iden-
tified with individuals with rural (vs. urban) origins. Participants 
were informed that the aim of the study was to investigate social 
relationships between individuals with urban and with rural ori-
gins, and were briefed about ethics policies regarding anonymity, 
privacy, and data protection.

All participants voluntarily and anonymously took part in the 
study and were informed that they could stop their participation 

(Ren Min Bi, which is the currency of China) after completing the 
study.

|

We used the scale adapted from Wang et al. (2019), consisting of five 
items assessing positive extended contact and four items assessing 
negative extended contact. Examples of items are: “My friends with 
rural origins told me that they got along well with people with urban 
origins" (positive extended contact); “My friends with rural origins 
told me that they were once cheated by people with urban origins” 
(negative extended contact). The response scale ranged from 1 
(never) to 5 (usually). Cronbach αs were 0.94 and 0.95 for positive and 
negative extended contact, respectively. We combined items for the 
two scales, with higher scores denoting more positive and negative 
extended contact, respectively.

We used three 5- point Likert scale items (1 = strongly disagree, 
5 = strongly agree) adapted from Hayward et al. (2017): “I can see 
things from the point of view of people with urban origins”; “I try 
to understand people with urban origins by imagining their feelings, 
suffering, thoughts”; “It would be easy for me to put myself in the 
shoes of people with urban origins.” Since reliability was excellent 
(α = 0.94), we averaged items. Higher scores reflect more empathy 
toward the outgroup.

We used four items adapted from Kauff et al. (2017): “When I think 
of people with urban origins I feel” “happy,” “satisfied,” “pleasant.” 
The response scale ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Higher 
scores indicate more happiness when thinking about outgroup mem-
bers (α = 0.77).

Four items adapted from Mackie et al. (2000) were used, all on a 5- 
point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much): “When I think 
of people with urban origins I feel” “angry,” “irritated,” “incensed,” 
“furious.” Higher scores denote more anger toward the outgroup 
(α = 0.95).

Contact intentions were measured using an adapted version of 
Ratcliff et al. (1999) behavioral intentions measure. Participants 
were asked to respond to 8 items on a 9- point scale (1 = not at all 
likely, 9 = highly likely), e.g., “How likely do you think it is that you 
would strike up a conversation with people with urban origins?”. 
Higher scores reflect stronger contact intentions (α = 0.88).

A confirmatory factor analysis with latent variables, using mea-
surement items as the indicators, was conducted with Mplus 7.40 
(Muthén & Muthén, 2017) to test whether our variables are empir-
ically distinct. Result indicated that the model fit was satisfactory, 
χ2/df = = 0.979, TLI = 0.975, RMSEA = 0.048. Moreover, 
correlations between latent factors were different from 1, therefore 
the measured constructs were empirically distinct.

|

Means, standard deviations, and zero- order correlations are re-
ported in Table 1. As can be seen, positive and negative extended 
contact were correlated with the expected mediators: positive ex-
tended contact was positively associated with empathy and happi-
ness, and negatively with anger; associations of opposite valence 
emerged for negative contact. In addition, positive and negative 
extended contact were associated positively and negatively, respec-
tively, with contact intentions. Finally, mediators were associated 
with the outcome variable in the expected direction: higher levels 
of empathy and happiness were associated with greater contact in-
tentions; the association between anger and contact intentions was 
negative.

To test our hypotheses, we conducted regression with Mplus 
(Muthén & Muthén, 2017). We first ran a fully- saturated model 
using positive and negative extended contact as the predictors and 
contact intentions as the outcome, in order to compare the strength 
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of associations of positive and negative extended. In this model, 
we compared the total effects of positive and negative extended 
contact on contact intentions. Results revealed that, compared with 
negative extended contact (B = SE = p < .001), positive 
extended contact (B = 0.72, SE = 0.02, p < .001) was more strongly 
associated with contact intentions (B = 0.65, SE = 0.04, p < .001).

In a fully- saturated second model, we included empathy, happi-
ness, and anger as mediators. The direct paths between positive and 
negative extended contact, the correlations between predictors as 
well as the correlations among mediators were estimated. As can be 
seen in Figure 1, the associations of both predictors with the three 
mediators were significant: positive extended contact was associ-
ated with greater empathy and happiness, and with lower anger. In 
contrast, negative extended contact was associated with lower em-
pathy and happiness, and with greater anger. In turn, empathy and 
happiness were associated with greater contact intentions, while a 
negative association emerged between anger and contact intentions.

Indirect effects have been assessed with bootstrapping proce-
dures. Results, outlined in Table 2, revealed mediation effects for 
the three hypothesized mediators. In line with H1, positive extended 

contact was indirectly associated with greater contact intentions via 
higher empathy and happiness, and via lower anger. In contrast, con-
sistent with H2, the indirect association between negative extended 
contact and lower contact intentions was mediated by lower empa-
thy and happiness, and by greater anger. These findings provide full 
support for our hypotheses.

We compared the indirect effects of positive and negative ex-
tended contact on contact intentions. Findings showed that the 
association between positive extended contact and contact inten-
tions through empathy (B = 0.27, SE = p < .001) and happiness 
(B = 0.07, SE = 0.01, p < .001) were stronger than the corresponding 
indirect effects of negative extended contact. Conversely, media-
tion by anger was stronger for negative than for positive extended 
contact (B = = 0.02, p < .001).

A post- hoc power analysis was conducted in order to confirm 
the pertinence of the sample size. Using the Monte Carlo method, 
we assessed observed power by replicating the hypothesized model 
(10,000 resamples), thus employing the coefficients emerged from 
the path analysis. Results showed that the sample size was sufficient 
to achieve a power of at least 80% for the predicted associations.

F I G U R E  1
ANE, anger; CI, contact intentions; 
EMP, empathy; HAP, happiness; NEC, 
negative extended contact; PEC, 
positive extended contact. Standardized 
regression coefficients are reported. 
Correlations: positive extended contact- 
negative extended contact, r =
p < .001; empathy- happiness, r = 0.09, 
p < .01; empathy- anger, r = 0.07, p < .05; 
happiness- anger, r = p < .001. 
**p < .01. ***p < .001

−.14***
−.14***

PEC

NEC

EMP

AN

HAP CI

.72***

.55***

−.08**

.66***

.46***

−.23***

.17***

TA B L E  1 N = 1287)

Variable 1 2 3 4 6

1. Contact intentions 1.00

2. Empathy 0.79*** 1.00

0.58*** 0.54*** 1.00

4. Anger *** *** *** 1.00

5 Positive extended contact 0.77*** 0.74*** *** *** 1.00

6. Negative extended contact *** *** *** *** *** 1.00

M 2.95

SD 1.28 0.91 1.25 1.22

Note: The response scale ranged from 1 to 9 for contact intentions, and from 1 to 5 for the other variables.
***p < .001.
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|

We investigated the mediating role of empathy, happiness, and 
anger in the relationship of both positive and negative extended 
contact with contact intentions among minority group members. 
Importantly, we investigated a cultural context generally ignored by 
research on extended contact, therefore providing ecological valid-
ity for the role of extended contact in shaping intergroup relations. 
Below we discuss our findings, highlighting their contribution to the 
existent literature on extended contact, and their theoretical and 
practical implications. Finally, we outline limitations and propose fu-
ture research directions.

In line with our hypothesis, empathy, happiness, and anger me-
diated the effects of both positive and negative extended contact. 
Previous studies have shown that positive extended contact can af-
fect outgroup attitudes through empathy (Vezzali et al., 2017; Visintin 
et al., 2017). Our study extends this evidence, by showing that em-
pathy mediated the effect of both positive and negative extended 
contact. Moreover, positive and negative extended contact were also 
indirectly associated with contact intentions through greater hap-
piness and lower anger, providing the first evidence for the role of 
these variables in mediating extended contact effects. We believe 
these emotions are particularly relevant since, in addition to being 
related to outgroup attitudes, they are directly implied in the process 
of integration (empathy, anger) and relate to the importance of feeling 
positively when interacting with the outgroup (happiness). It is there-
fore worth noting that mediation effects were found by using contact 
intentions as the outcome, as they allow a closer inspection of the 
processes that bring to greater desire for integration.

These findings are consistent with intergroup emotions theory 
(Mackie & Smith, 2018). When individuals with rural origins iden-
tify with the ingroup, group membership becomes a relevant part of 
their selves, and they are likely to understand and interpret events 
from the ingroup perspective, this way triggering specific positive or 
negative intergroup emotions. Different intergroup emotions could 

stimulate different outgroup attitudes and behaviors (Kenworthy 
et al., 2016; Zhang et al., 2009). Our study shows that extended 
contact is likely to have produced group salience, activating specific 
emotions (anger, empathy, happiness) as a function of its valence, 
which in turn contributes to determine the intentions to have inter-
group contact. Future studies can contribute to determine the spe-
cific positive and negative emotions activated by extended contact 
of differential valence.

Previous research provided mixed evidence regarding the relative 
strength of positive and negative extended contact. Our results are 
consistent with research showing larger effects for positive than for 
negative extended contact (Bagci & Gungor, 2019; Husnu et al., 2016, 
Study 1; Visintin et al., 2017, Study 2), also when referred to minority 
group members (Wang et al., 2019). The present study also extends 
previous findings, by exploring the relative strength of indirect ef-
fects for the first time. We found that indirect effects stemming from 
positive extended contact were larger than corresponding effects for 
negative extended contact for empathy and happiness, and lower for 
anger. It is possible that positive extended contact allowed a greater 
focus on positive aspects of the intergroup relations, being therefore 
associated to a greater extent with positively valenced emotions. In 
contrast, negative extended contact may have fuelled emotions re-
lated to conflict. Note, however, that both types of contact revealed 
indirect effects via the three emotions, indicating that both operate 
via a positive and a negative focus (for a study investigating the rela-
tive association of positive and negative extended contact with posi-
tive and negative focus, see Huang et al., 2020).

A further relevant aspect concerns the interplay between social 
norms and intergroup emotions. Social norms are a key driver of out-
group attitudes and an established mechanism underlying the effects 
of extended contact (White et al., 2021). According to Mackie and 
Smith (2018), intergroup emotions depend on group membership, but 
also on the normative context associated with intergroup relations. 
Therefore, changes in social norms can influence how emotions are 
appraised and their consequences. Future studies should consider 
both social norms and intergroup emotions and investigate their dy-
namic interplay in allowing extended contact effects.

We decided to focus on the minority group to replicate and ex-
tend findings by Wang et al. (2019), also considering that (direct and 
indirect) contact research has mostly focused on majority groups 
(Vezzali & Stathi, 2021; Zhou et al., 2019). Specifically, replicating 
basic findings by Wang et al. by considering a different intergroup 
relation allows to generalize findings across contexts. In other 
words, the study shows the robustness of the effects of extended 
contact across minority samples and its role in predicting willingness 
to meet majority group members. Moreover, it sheds light on the 
multiple processes underlying extended contact effects, by extend-
ing the range of mediators underlying the effects of minority mem-
bers’ extended contact.

However, it is worth noting that, to the extent that individuals 
with rural origins represent the discriminated group, their contact 
intentions may not be reciprocated. This is an issue shared with 
studies investigating asymmetrical relations where the minority 

TA B L E  2
effects (N = 1287)

Contact intention

b (SE)

Positive extended contact

M = Empathy

M = Happiness 0.09 (0.02)

M = Anger 0.02 (0.01)

Negative extended contact

M = Empathy

M = Happiness

M = Anger

Note: All bias- corrected percentile bootstrap confidence intervals are 
reported at the 95% confidence level, and all results are based on 5000 
bootstrapped samples.
Abbreviations: CIs, confidence intervals; M, mediator.
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group is discriminated by the majority group. On one side, mi-
nority members pay special attention to signs of discrimination 
and are more resistant to prejudice reduction attempts (Tropp & 
Pettigrew, 2005). On the other side, majority members display 
disinterest in meeting outgroup members at least in part because 
they underestimate minority’s interest in contact (Shelton & 
Richeson, 2005). However, majority members also become inter-
ested in contact when they expect positive outcomes from mi-
nority group members (Vezzali, 2017). Therefore, we believe that 
fostering minority’s interest in contact is a priority, as there are 
good chances of reciprocation.

Conceptually similar explanations can be made with respect to 
our choice of mediators. In the context examined, being rejected by 
the majority can lead minority to segregate (or to resegregate, that is, 
minority individuals can also segregate in mixed contexts character-
ized by high contact opportunities; Al Ramiah, Schmid, Hewstone, & 
Floe, 2015). In other words, being discriminated against can lead mi-
norities to raise a barrier against the minority group, resulting in a self- 
fulfilling prophecy that the minority group does not want to mix with 
the majority group. It is therefore important to investigate whether 
extended contact is associated with psychological mechanisms that 
run against raising intergroup barriers: empathizing with the outgroup 
(understanding majority’s feelings is a first step toward intergroup ac-
ceptance), lowering anger (which if raised can justify the intentions to 
segregate), increasing happiness (being happy can for instance allow to 
approach the majority with positive feelings, reducing the risk of being 
rejected). Although our research is cross- sectional, aims and findings 
can therefore be interpreted taking into account the dynamic nature of 
contact and more generally intergroup relations, consisting of feelings 
and actions that are dynamically negotiated between groups (Abrams 
& Eller, 2017). Note that several other mediators may be relevant to 
understanding how extended contact operates among minority group 
members, like feelings of rejection, intergroup anxiety, self- efficacy 
in contact. Future research should explore these mediators, and also 
consider them comparatively to identify the most relevant(s).

Our findings have important practical implications, as they 
show that extended contact can be used to improve relations 
among relatively under- studied groups in China, that is individu-
als with rural and urban origins. It should be noted that we as-
sessed naturally occurring extended contact, rather than testing 
an extended contact intervention. Departing from direct contact, 
translating extended contact into practical strategies is less intu-
itive, since extended contact informs that contacts in one’s wider 
social networks are relevant to prejudice reduction, rather than 
suggesting a way to use it practically (cf. Vezzali & Stathi, 2021, 
Chapter 2). However, there are examples of interventions based 
on extended contact, where group members have been informed 
about their ingroup members’ outgroup friendships (Gómez 
et al., 2018; Vezzali et al., 2015). Our study provides evidence that 
natural occurring extended contact can indeed be effective in pro-
moting positive intergroup relations. This should be considered as 
a starting point for testing interventions based on extended con-
tact. Future studies should directly test applied interventions, for 

instance relying on the power of media of informing about positive 
intergroup relations experiences.

|

We acknowledge some limitations. First, this is a cross- sectional 
study, which implies the usual shortcoming of being unable to es-
tablish causal links between the analyzed variables. Future studies 
should incorporate longitudinal or experimental studies to get a 
more accurate picture of the causal influences between the variables 
involved. Second, extended contact was measured by relying on par-
ticipants’ self- reports. While self- report is a valid, efficient means of 
data collection, it is nevertheless influenced by errors, such as mem-
ory bias. Future studies could use social network analysis in order 
to assess extended contact more objectively (Wölfer et al., 2017).

A further limitation is that we used a university sample. Note that 
although university students may benefit of greater contact oppor-
tunities compared to the general population, re- segregation is a com-
mon phenomenon also in universities (Alexander & Tredoux, 2010), 
making them sometimes not very dissimilar from more naturalistic 
contexts. However, since university may represent a less conflictual 
context compared to other contexts, possibly allowing more positive 
intergroup relations, further studies with more naturalistic samples 
are needed in order to increase generalization of the present find-
ings. A final limitation is that we did not statistically control for direct 
contact. Although this is consistent with some of the previous stud-
ies (Mazziotta et al., 2015), it represents a major drawback, which 
leads to interpret our findings with caution.

Although previous studies have reached a consensus that negative 
contact negatively impacts intergroup relations, some scholars have pro-
posed and found that negative contact can also have a positive effect, 
like fostering greater collective action intentions (Barlow et al., 2012; 
Reimer et al., 2017). Therefore, the examination of collective action as 
an additional relevant outcome should be considered in future research. 
In addition, it would be important to test additional mechanisms driving 
extended contact, and to replicate findings in less conflictual contexts.

In conclusion, we believe this study points to the importance of 
considering extended contact as a viable strategy to foster the de-
sire to come into contact and reciprocal acceptance among major-
ity and minority groups that we believe are important outcomes for 
scholars investigating intergroup relations.
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Loris Vezzali   

 1 Husnu et al. (2018) found a prevalence of negative over positive ex-
tended contact. Note however that extended contact was operation-
alized as family storytelling in a postconflict setting (Cyprus). In such a 
context, it is possible that negative storytelling outnumbered positive 
storytelling as a consequence of the conflict that occurred.
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