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A common approach to building social cohesion involves programming that fosters con-
tact between social groups. However, some scholars are wary of this approach, suggesting
that instead of seeking to promote improved attitudes and greater cohesion between
groups through contact, efforts should first focus on addressing and achieving greater
social equality and change. In light of these debates, the present review will compare
and contrast two types of intergroup contact—positive contact and supportive con-
tact—in terms of their short- and long-term implications for social cohesion and social
change. We then highlight the importance of these implications for practitioners to con-
sider when designing contact-based programs, and we offer recommendations for future
research and practice to maximize the likelihood of achieving desired outcomes and min-
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imize the potential for unintentional harm.

What is the significance of this article for the general public?

Contact programs that bring together members of different groups (e.g., on the basis of
race, ethnicity, or religion) are often implemented to foster social cohesion in diverse
societies. In this article, we highlight that it is not only important to create spaces for
discussion of cross-group commonalities when implementing contact programs but
also important for the groups to discuss group differences in power and status to foster
sustainable social cohesion and social change.

Keywords: intergroup contact, positive contact, supportive contact, social cohesion,

social change

With the increasing diversity of societies around
the globe, many government agencies and nongov-
ernmental organizations have identified the need to
actively promote social cohesion in their societies
(e.g., International Organization for Migration
[IOM], 2021). One frequently used approach to
building social cohesion involves programming
that fosters contact between social groups. Such
contact programs typically encourage positive
interaction between social groups who differ on a
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meaningful group categorization (e.g., race, ethnic-
ity, religion, and age), and positive interactions
between groups may be achieved through a variety
of means ranging from engaging in intergroup dia-
logues to shared cooperative activities (Hewstone,
2015).

However, many scholars have questioned
whether social cohesion should be the ultimate
goal of intergroup programs, particularly given the
pervasive structural inequalities that create and per-
petuate group differences in power and status all
around the world (see, e.g., Dixon et al., 2012;
Hissler et al., 2021). Scholars subscribing to this
view suggest that, instead of seeking to promote
improved attitudes and greater cohesion between
groups, efforts should first focus on addressing
and achieving greater social equality and change.
Thus, rather than focusing principally on programs
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that encourage members of different groups to expe-
rience positive interactions with one another (i.e.,
positive contact; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), more
attention should be granted to encouraging mem-
bers of different groups to acknowledge and discuss
the social inequalities that exist, in the hope of moti-
vating members of advantaged groups to openly
support the need for social change alongside mem-
bers of disadvantaged groups (i.e., supportive con-
tact; Becker & Wright, 2022; Droogendyk et al.,
2016; Hassler et al., 2021).

In this article, we provide brief overviews of the
research literature on social cohesion and social
change, and we discuss how two distinct forms
of contact—namely, positive contact and suppor-
tive contact—may promote these desired outcomes
as well as create unintended consequences among
members of advantaged and disadvantaged groups.
On the one hand, previous literature has focused
mainly on desired outcomes of positive intergroup
contact for social cohesion (see Hewstone, 2015),
thus granting little attention to its unintended con-
sequences on social cohesion as well as its out-
comes on social change. On the other hand,
literature on supportive contact has focused mostly
on desired outcomes related to social change (see
Droogendyk et al., 2016), with limited focus on
its unintended consequences on social change
and neglecting its impact on social cohesion.
With this review, we aim to close these existing
gaps in the literature by providing a more compre-
hensive overview of the potential strengths and pit-
falls of both types of contact in relation to both
social cohesion and social change. We believe
greater integration of relevant literature is essential
to derive practical recommendations for contact
programs that can both minimize the potential for
harmful effects of positive contact and enhance
the potential of supportive contact to promote sus-
tainable social change (e.g., Dixon et al., 2010;
Hassler et al., 2020).

Intergroup Contact and Social Cohesion

While there is no single agreed-upon definition
of social cohesion, recent scholarship emphasizes
that it involves how much members of a given soci-
ety feel positively connected toward each other
(i.e., bonding), as well as the extent to which
there are strong ties and positive relationships
between members of different social groups in
society (i.e., bridging; see, e.g., Leininger et al.,
2021; Schiefer & van der Noll, 2017). Although

findings on social cohesion and diversity are
quite mixed and culturally dependent (van der
Meer & Tolsma, 2014), it is commonly understood
that social cohesion might be easier to achieve in
homogeneous societies while relatively challeng-
ing to achieve in diverse societies where members
of many different social groups coexist (Putnam,
2007). Moreover, some scholars suggest that it is
segregation between groups, rather than diversity
per se, that hinders social cohesion (e.g., Uslaner,
2009). Given the central role that segregation
may play in curbing social cohesion in diverse soci-
eties, it has been proposed that promoting positive
contact between groups might help to foster desir-
able intergroup outcomes relevant to social cohe-
sion (see, e.g., Hewstone, 2015).

Numerous studies conducted in laboratory and
field settings suggest that positive intergroup con-
tact is associated with positive intergroup outcomes
like reduced prejudice or improved attitudes toward
outgroup members (e.g., Lemmer & Wagner, 2015;
Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), as well as trust, willing-
ness to engage in future cross-group interaction, and
greater support for social integration (Tropp &
Dehrone, 2023). In light of the relatively robust
effects of intergroup contact (but see Paluck et al.,
2019 for a more critical review), many international
organizations and communities encourage positive
contact between different groups in their local con-
texts. One example is the Living Library, a program
in which disadvantaged groups volunteer to serve
as “living books” that engage with and respond to
questions from advantaged group members (Little
et al., 2011), which has been shown to curb advan-
taged group members’ prejudices and strengthen
their willingness for social integration (e.g., Orosz
et al., 2016).

While outcomes of programs like Living Library
are encouraging, it is important to note that the
effects of such programs usually do not last long;
their short duration may limit effects relative to
what might be achieved through more intensive
contact experiences that occur across group lines.
In contrast, programs that last for longer periods
of time—such as the 3-week camp “Seeds of
Peace” that brings together Palestinian and Israeli
teenagers in the United States to participate in
shared activities and engage in daily dialogues—
can provide environments in which participants
from different groups can forge deeper relation-
ships with one another (Schroeder & Risen,
2016). Studies that investigate the effects of longer-
term contact programs (ranging between 4 days
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and 9 weeks in duration) have shown encouraging
effects over time, such as reduced intergroup anxi-
ety, increased intergroup empathy, and positive
outgroup attitudes that last for at least between 1
and 3 years after the program (e.g., Schroeder &
Risen, 2016; Schumann & Moore, 2022; White
et al., 2014).

Nevertheless, to sustain positive relations
between groups over the long term, it is important
not only to consider whether and how contact pro-
grams can promote greater social cohesion but also
to consider whether and how they lay the founda-
tion for social change toward greater equality.

Improved relations between groups in the short
term may be difficult to sustain in the long term if
fundamental group differences in power and sta-
tus are not adequately addressed, as noted by
Martin Luther King Jr. in his Letter From a
Birmingham Jail, “injustice must be exposed,
with all the tension its exposure creates, to the
light of human conscience ... before it can be
cured” (M. L. King, 1963). Given that the impli-
cations of intergroup contact may differ consider-
ably for members of advantaged and
disadvantaged groups (Dixon et al., 2010), we
must attend to ways in which intergroup contact
may affect both groups as we work toward the
goals of promoting social cohesion and social
change.

In the following sections, we consider how two
types of intergroup contact—positive contact and
supportive contact—may shape prospects for
social cohesion and social change. Here, we con-
sider possible desirable outcomes and unintended
consequences of these approaches that may emerge
in the short term and long term, considering the
perspectives of both advantaged and disadvan-
taged groups. Table 1 provides an overview of
the short- and long-term implications we envision
for the two types of contact in relation to outcomes
relevant to social cohesion and social change.

Positive Contact: Desired Outcomes in
Promoting Social Cohesion

Programs that focus on positive intergroup con-
tact usually try to build a nurturing environment by
creating a comfortable, safe, and positive atmo-
sphere in which members of different groups can
interact. These programs might focus on creating
comfortable spaces for cross-group conversations
(e.g., dialogue groups focusing on similarities
between groups or individuals; e.g., Turner &

Cameron, 2016) or shared activities (e.g., outdoor
camps or city trips; IOM, 2021). In the short
term, by creating safe spaces for cross-group
engagement, the basic needs of humans for
safety and security might be fulfilled and, in
turn, results in less outgroup anxiety between
groups (Tropp, 2021). Furthermore, focusing on
similarities between groups can be beneficial to
create greater perceived overlap between self
and others, which also reduces outgroup anxiety
(Stathi & Crisp, 2010). Indeed, a broad body of
research confirms that positive intergroup contact
can contribute to reducing outgroup anxiety
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). In turn, lower levels
of intergroup anxiety might enhance people’s
willingness to engage in future contact with the
outgroup (Tropp, 2021) since people are gener-
ally less willing to interact with outgroups if
they fear rejection or discrimination (Shelton &
Richeson, 2005; Stephan & Stephan, 1985).

In addition to reducing outgroup anxiety, posi-
tive contact can help to improve intergroup atti-
tudes, such as reduced prejudice and increased
feeling of closeness toward the outgroup, as well
as highlighting perceived similarities between
groups (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008; Schumann
& Moore, 2022). Positive contact can also elicit
positive emotions such as sympathy, warmth, and
cheerfulness in relation to the outgroup (Griitter
et al., 2018; Kenworthy et al., 2016). These effects
of contact that focus on similarities lead especially
advantaged group members to be more willing to
interact with disadvantaged groups (e.g., Saguy &
Kteily, 2014). Furthermore, research on intimate
cross-group relationships such as friendships
shows that these positive emotions, perceived sim-
ilarities, self-closure, and spending longer time peri-
ods together can be the foundation for the formation
of new friendships (Davies & Aron, 2016; Davies
et al., 2011, 2013; Waugh & Fredrickson, 2006).
Therefore, positive contact programs that encourage
positive contact over longer time periods might be a
good means to encourage quality contact between
groups.

In the long term, a reduction in anxiety, an
increase in positive emotions and attitudes, and
the resulting formation of close cross-group rela-
tionships should build general feelings of trust
between groups, which is one of the crucial dimen-
sions of social cohesion (see McKenna et al., 2018).
Several studies show that high-quality intergroup
contact—through which members of different
groups can develop deep and meaningful ties



ated broadly.

1 or one of its allied publishers.
ot to be dissen

personal use of the indiv

()
=
el

>

[}

=}

@
=

()
=)

=1

Q

2]

)

This document is copyrighted by the American Psychological Assol

24 SCHREIBER, TROPP, AND ULUG

Table 1

Comparisons Between Positive Contact and Supportive Contact: Outcomes Relevant to Social Cohesion and

Social Change

Positive contact

Supportive contact

Implications Short-term implications

Long-term
implications

Short-term implications

Long-term implications

Desired outcomes

Reduces intergroup
anxiety and improves
intergroup attitudes
(especially for
advantaged group)

Elicits positive emotions
toward outgroup
members

Social cohesion

Unintended
consequences

Can cause feeling
misunderstood or
having own group
experiences not
recognized (for
disadvantaged group)

Can create conditional
belonging (for
disadvantaged group)

Desired outcomes

Creates foundation for
building intergroup
empathy

Social change

Unintended
consequences

Can legitimize or reduce
perceptions of power
inequalities

Can introduce false
expectations for fair
treatment (for
disadvantaged group)

Can reduce willingness
for collective action
(for disadvantaged

group)

Desired outcomes

Promotes intimate
intergroup
relationships and
intergroup trust

Fosters willingness for
social integration
and social cohesion

Unintended
consequences

Promotion of
colorblind ideology
(for advantaged
group)

Lack of representation
by inclusive
identities (for
disadvantaged
group)

Desired outcomes

Can enhance empathic
concern for welfare
of disadvantaged
(for advantaged
group)

May encourage greater
support for equality
(for advantaged
group)

Unintended
consequences

Can maintain
broad-scale
inequalities in
status and power

Desired outcomes
Nourishes need for
empowerment and
creates foundation for
building intergroup trust
(especially for
disadvantaged group)
Increases psychological
safety (for
disadvantaged group)
Unintended consequences
Can heighten intergroup
anxiety, discomfort, and
motivation for
avoidance (for
advantaged group)

Desired outcomes

Can foster greater
awareness of privilege
(for advantaged group)

Can enhance awareness
and reduce perceived
legitimacy of power
differences (for
disadvantaged group)

Unintended consequences

Often heightens intergroup
threat (for advantaged
group)

Can increase concern
about losing privileged
status (for advantaged
group)

Desired outcomes

Creates foundation for
sustainable
intergroup trust (for
disadvantaged group)

Unintended
consequences

Can create more
obstacles toward
building trust (for
advantaged group)

Can increase hesitance
to have further
contact, work
together (for
advantaged group)

Desired outcomes

Creates foundation for
broad-scale social
change, more equal
power relations
between groups

Increases engagement in
joint collective action

Unintended
consequences

May encourage
“zero-sum” thinking/
narratives as status
positions shift
between groups (for
advantaged group)

May produce backlash
resulting in
resentment and
reduced support for
equal rights (for
advantaged group)

Note.

When groups are not specified, we expect there to be implications for both advantaged and disadvantaged groups.

across group lines—is positively related to higher
outgroup trust (e.g., Griitter et al., 20I8;
Kenworthy et al., 2016; Reimer et al., 2021).
Paying attention to this long-term goal is important
because research suggests that beyond any effect of
mere outgroup liking, trust in the outgroup predicts

more positive behavioral tendencies toward out-
group members (Tam et al., 2009), which may be
particularly relevant for achieving social cohesion.
As one example, greater outgroup trust can lead
advantaged group members to express more inclu-
sive intergroup attitudes (Griitter et al., 2018;
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Hissler et al., 2019), which can facilitate processes
of social integration. Positive contact in workplaces
and schools can also lead to a greater willingness to
live and work in ethnically diverse communities
(Wood & Sonleitner, 1996), which may ease social
integration and cohesion among diverse groups in
society. In summary, the rich body of literature on
positive contact and social cohesion highlights the
potential of positive contact to reduce outgroup
anxiety, increase positive intergroup attitudes and
emotions, and enhance trust and social integration
between groups.

Positive Contact: Unintended Consequences
of Promoting Social Cohesion

Despite the promising short- and long-term
implications of positive contact on social cohe-
sion, programs focusing on positive contact may
also inadvertently produce unintended conse-
quences for social cohesion. In contrast to advan-
taged group members who prefer talking about
commonalities between groups, disadvantaged
groups prefer talking about both commonalities
and differences between them (Saguy & Kteily,
2014; Saguy et al., 2009). In cases where interven-
tion programs focus only on intergroup common-
alities, disadvantaged group members’ needs to
express their distinct perspectives will not be
fully met (Marinucci et al., 2021). Hence, disad-
vantaged group members might not feel under-
stood by members of the advantaged group,
though feeling understood is regarded as impor-
tant for building outgroup trust and encouraging
positive outgroup behaviors (Livingstone et al.,
2020). Moreover, avoiding confrontational topics
in pursuit of greater social cohesion might
strengthen disadvantaged group members’ feeling
that they are only accepted and belong under cer-
tain conditions (i.e., conditional belonging; see
Hackl, 2022 for an overview). Thus, programs
that promote positive contact experiences through
highlighting only similarities between groups
might inadvertently signal to the disadvantaged
that greater social cohesion requires an exclusive
focus on factors that can create intergroup har-
mony, to the relative neglect of their own distinct
psychological needs and perspectives. Indeed, it is
possible that positive contact interventions that
focus on intergroup similarities and neglect poten-
tial differences between groups will, in the long
term, promote a colorblind ideology (Park &
Judd, 2005; Sasaki & Vorauer, 2013).

Moreover, to the extent that members of disad-
vantaged groups do not feel like their perspectives
are being heard or understood, they might feel less
sufficiently represented by, and more oppressed
within, any national identity they may share with
the advantaged group (Dovidio et al., 2007;
Hornsey & Hogg, 2000). Consequently, feeling
less well represented could lower their feeling of
belonging, which could in turn diminish their feel-
ing of intergroup trust (Valcke et al., 2020), and
run counter to long-term social cohesion goals.
Thus, although much of the literature highlights
the positive outcomes of positive contact on social
cohesion, there might be drawbacks to focusing
exclusively on the positivity of people’s intergroup
experiences, such as promoting colorblindness
among advantaged groups or conditional belong-
ing as well as threat among disadvantaged groups,
in the pursuit of intergroup harmony.

Intergroup Contact and the Need for Social
Change

As outlined above, prior literature on positive
contact has focused mainly on its desired effects
on social cohesion outcomes. However, other
work argues that, in a world dominated by power
asymmetries between groups, the primary focus
should be on social change rather than on social
cohesion (e.g., Dixon et al., 2012). The importance
of focusing on social change is reinforced by work
that emphasizes that equality between groups is a
prerequisite for social cohesion (Schiefer & van
der Noll, 2017). This point is underscored by stud-
ies showing that inequality leads to less social
cohesion and social integration in terms of fewer
interracial marriages (McDoom et al., 2019) and
reduced trust between groups (Gould & Hijzen,
2016). In light of these debates and research trends,
we provide an overview of the short- and long-term
implications of positive contact on social change in
the next sections.

Positive Contact: Desired Outcomes in
Promoting Social Change

In the short term, positive contact programs
can be effective for building empathy between
groups (e.g., Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008), particu-
larly when participants experience high-quality
intergroup contact, which has been shown to be
a strong positive predictor of outgroup empathy
(Johnston & Glasford, 2018). Successively, greater
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empathy can make people more inclined to help
and lend support to outgroup members (e.g.,
Batson & Ahmad, 2009; Mallett et al., 2008).

In the longer term, increased empathy should
increase advantaged groups’ concern for the wel-
fare of the disadvantaged group (Tropp &
Barlow, 2018). For example, it has been shown
that White Americans who have greater contact
with Black Americans report more empathy toward
Black people, which corresponds with greater
anger regarding the injustices that Black people
face (Selvanathan et al., 2018). In turn, greater
empathic concern can fuel advantaged group mem-
bers’ support for the equal rights of the disadvan-
taged. Positive contact with Black Americans has
been shown to enhance White Americans’ support
for the Black Lives Matter movement (e.g., Reimer
et al., 2017; Selvanathan et al., 2018; Tropp &
Ulug, 2019). Relatedly, a multinational study by
Hissler et al. (2020) demonstrates the generaliz-
ability of this positive effect of intergroup contact
on advantaged group members’ support for social
change. Though research on how positive contact
shapes support for social change remains limited,
the findings outlined above suggest that positive
contact has the potential to foster greater empathy
and support for social change, at least among
advantaged group members.

Positive Contact: Unintended Consequences
for Promoting Social Change

At the same time, recent scholarship indicates
that while positive intergroup contact is associated
with greater support for social change toward equal-
ity among advantaged group members, it tends to
be related to lower intentions of the disadvantaged
to fight for social equality (e.g., Hissler et al.,
2020). Often referred to as a “sedative” or “ironic”
effect of intergroup contact, studies show that
positive contact between advantaged and disadvan-
taged groups is associated with reduced recognition
of discrimination among the disadvantaged (e.g.,
Dixon et al., 2010) and less willingness to engage
in collective action for social change (e.g., Dixon
et al., 2010; Hassler et al., 2020).

One explanation for these trends is that contact
focusing on positive experiences and commonali-
ties can encourage disadvantaged group members
to develop positive attitudes toward the advantaged
group while also increasing their expectations
that the advantaged group will treat them fairly
(Saguy et al., 2009). Relatedly, positive contact

may also diminish perceptions of systemic injustice
(Dixon et al., 2010). For instance, as shown in an
evaluation of a positive contact program in the
United Kingdom, in which youth from different
racial backgrounds (White, Black, and Asian)
came together for 5 days to learn new skills and par-
ticipate in shared activities, the contact program
reduced outgroup anxiety and increased perspec-
tive-taking, yet it did not increase participants’ per-
ceptions of relative (dis)advantage (Reimer et al.,
2021). It is also possible that, following contact,
members of disadvantaged groups might even per-
ceive power inequalities to be more legitimate (see
Saguy & Chernyak-Hai, 2012; Sengupta &
Sibley, 2013) or may see less of a need for social
change toward greater equality (e.g., Dixon et al.,
2010; Hassler et al., 2020). Thus, in the long run,
positive contact might inadvertently hinder pros-
pects for social change and maintain inequalities
in society.

Supportive Contact: Desired Outcomes in
Promoting Social Change

Researchers have therefore sought to test other
contact-based strategies that might encourage both
disadvantaged and advantaged groups to recognize
the need for social change toward greater equality
and, thus, eliminate any sedative effect of contact.
As one such approach, supportive contact addresses
existing inequalities between groups directly,
thereby helping advantaged groups to become
aware of their privileges and the injustices that dis-
advantaged groups encounter regularly (see
Droogendyk et al., 2016; Techakesari et al.,
2017). Enhancing advantaged groups’ awareness
of existing inequalities is crucial because systematic
injustices are often subtle (Ulug & Tropp, 2021),
and therefore, people who belong to the advantaged
group may not always recognize the privileges they
hold (Todd et al., 2023; Tropp & Barlow, 2018).

As aresult, in the long term, focusing on societal
inequalities and group differences in lived experi-
ences may not only build advantaged group mem-
bers’ empathic concern for the disadvantaged
outgroup but also motivate their support for social
change toward greater equality (Di Bernardo et al.,
2021; Selvanathan et al., 2018; Tropp, 2021; Ulug
& Tropp, 2021). Moreover, whereas merely posi-
tive contact may inadvertently diminish disadvan-
taged group members’ support for social change,
supportive contact can encourage disadvantaged
group members to sustain intentions to engage in
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collective action for social change (Hissler et al.,
2020). Indeed, when advantaged group members
address the illegitimacy of unequal treatment
between groups, disadvantaged group members’
commitment to social change is no longer under-
mined (Becker et al., 2013; Hissler et al., 2020).

As a consequence of supportive contact, then,
both advantaged and disadvantaged group mem-
bers might express a greater willingness to
engage in collective action and to do so jointly
(see Hissler et al., 2020). On the one hand,
when advantaged group members observe col-
lective action that includes members of their
own group, they begin to identify more with the
movement for social change; at the same time,
disadvantaged group members may identify
with movements for social change provided that
they perceive their group’s goals and interests
to be supported and empowered by the advan-
taged group (for a theoretical reflection, see
Kutlaca et al., 2022; Selvanathan et al., 2020).
The more people identify with a movement, the
more likely they are to participate in collective
action (Van Zomeren et al., 2012). Thus, suppor-
tive contact has the potential to support social
change through (a) increasing empathic concern
and privilege awareness among the advantaged,
(b) sustaining perceptions of illegitimacy regarding
the injustice experienced by the disadvantaged,
and (c) encouraging willingness to engage in col-
lective action for social equality among members
of both groups.

Supportive Contact: Unintended
Consequences in Promoting Social Change

However, addressing privilege and discrimina-
tion during intergroup contact can often provoke
feelings of threat for advantaged groups since it
challenges their belief in meritocracy and that
they deserve their higher status due to personal
efforts (Knowles et al., 2014). It is therefore com-
mon for advantaged group members to react to
discussions of group inequalities by denying or
defending the inequality (Knowles et al., 2014;
Shuman et al., 2022) or by emphasizing their per-
sonal hardships and hard work to dilute feelings
of threat (Phillips & Lowery, 2020). In turn,
advantaged group members might be motivated
to justify the status quo to restore the moral stand-
ing of their group, yet this has the consequence of
decreasing their motivation to work toward social
change (Hissler et al., 2019; Jost et al., 2017).

Furthermore, advantaged groups often perceive
a change in intergroup power dynamics as a loss
(Eibach & Keegan, 2006), and such power shifts
can even threaten the advantaged such that they
may worry about a reverse effect and becoming rel-
atively disadvantaged (e.g., Shuman et al., 2022).
Thus, focusing mainly on power differences and
how to dismantle inequalities to satisfy the psycho-
logical needs of disadvantaged groups (see Héssler
etal., 2022; Shnabel & Nadler, 2008) might trigger
zero-sum thinking and perceptions of intergroup
competition among members of the advantaged
group (see, e.g., Kuchynka et al., 2018). Growing
from such fears, advantaged group members
often do not engage in supportive actions to
promote social change even if they advocate equal-
ity (Shuman et al., 2022). Moreover, in their
extreme forms, accumulated fears about losing
privileges to promote the interests of disadvantaged
groups can lead to resentment among members
of historically advantaged groups (see, e.g., Davis
& Wilson, 2022; Genter, 2022). Consequently,
although supportive contact has many positive
implications for promoting social change, potential
challenges involve increased perceptions of inter-
group threat, concerns about privilege loss, zero-
sum thinking, and resentment among advantaged
group members.

Supportive Contact: Desired Outcomes for
Social Cohesion

Although supportive contact has been widely dis-
cussed regarding its (mainly positive) impact on
social change (see section “Supportive Contact:
Desired Outcomes in Promoting Social Change”),
the research literature tends to neglect how suppor-
tive contact may shape social cohesion outcomes.
However, keeping social cohesion in mind while
seeking to foster social change is important because
of the potential for systemic changes that promote
greater equality to create new conflicts between
groups. In light of this, we will now discuss the
implications of supportive contact for social
cohesion.

On the one hand, supportive contact is impor-
tant for social cohesion because it may allow dis-
advantaged groups to give voice to their lived
experiences in unequal societies and to help
them to feel heard and understood (Marinucci
et al., 2021). Acknowledging differences in iden-
tity and lived experience can create feelings of
psychological safety among the disadvantaged
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(Collier-Spruel & Ryan, 2022). In turn, the more
disadvantaged group members feel heard and
understood, the less they may fear being domi-
nated by the advantaged group (Horenczyk,
2004) and the more willing they should be to
engage in intergroup contact (Ron et al., 2017).
In line with these trends, research suggests that
disadvantaged group members are especially
likely to exhibit more positive intergroup atti-
tudes when they engage in perspective-giving
(i.e., voicing their own perspectives) as com-
pared to when they engage in perspective-taking
(i.e., listening to the perspectives of others; see
Bruneau & Saxe, 2012).

Over time, feeling heard and understood should
lead to greater feelings of trust among disadvan-
taged group members toward the advantaged
group (Brik et al., 2023; Livingstone et al., 2020).
Thus, although research in this area is limited,
there is strong reason to believe that supportive con-
tact should have positive implications for social
cohesion, particularly with respect to creating a
foundation for building intergroup trust among
members of disadvantaged groups.

Supportive Contact: Unintended
Consequences for Social Cohesion

At the same time, even if programs based on
supportive contact try to promote safe spaces for
addressing group differences in power and societal
inequalities, they might be challenged in reducing
feelings of anxiety and threat among advantaged
group members. As noted previously, being con-
fronted with one’s own privileges puts advantaged
group members in an uncomfortable position and
might threaten their beliefs and positive ingroup
image (Knowles et al., 2014; Shnabel & Nadler,
2008). Furthermore, supportive contact might trig-
ger advantaged group members’ fear of being
rejected (Barlow et al., 2009) or fear of being
seen as discriminatory by the disadvantaged out-
group (Ron et al., 2017). Over time, the abovemen-
tioned trends might lead advantaged groups to
avoid contact with outgroup members (Shuman
et al., 2022), thereby curbing prospects for achiev-
ing greater intergroup trust and social cohesion
(Schmid et al., 2014). In sum, then, it seems that
supportive contact might introduce some obstacles
to social cohesion, especially among members of
the advantaged group, by provoking greater anxi-
ety, threat, and contact avoidance, along with hin-
dering intergroup trust.

Positive and Supportive Contact: Practical
Implications for Designing Interventions

By disentangling the likely effects of positive
and supportive contact for social cohesion and
social change, our review shows that both types
of contact have great potential for promoting
desired outcomes as well as shortcomings and
downfalls. Whereas positive contact alone might
help to encourage social cohesion through identi-
fying commonalities between groups and creating
a foundation for intergroup trust, it might create a
conditional sense of belonging and a feeling of
not being understood among members of disad-
vantaged groups, and it may also appear to sup-
port a colorblind ideology among members of
advantaged groups. In addition, positive contact
might establish support for social change toward
equality by enhancing advantaged group mem-
bers’ empathic concern for the disadvantaged,
yet it may inadvertently curb disadvantaged
group members’ efforts to promote social change,
thereby contributing to maintaining inequalities
over time.

By contrast, supportive contact carries the
potential to support social change toward greater
equality through enhancing awareness of privilege
and injustice among advantaged group members;
however, supportive contact may also result in a
backlash by increasing advantaged group mem-
bers’ perceptions of threat, intergroup competition,
and zero-sum thinking. Supportive contact also
provides an environment in which members of dis-
advantaged groups may come to feel empowered,
heard, and understood, yet there is a risk of provok-
ing greater anxiety among advantaged group mem-
bers who may fear a loss in status or questions
about the presumed legitimacy of their privileged
status.

As we highlight in this article, we believe that for
social cohesion to be sustainable, social change is
ultimately a necessity. Therefore, we encourage
further developments in the research literature to
promote the effectiveness of supportive contact.
Nonetheless, due to some obstacles that may be
associated with supportive contact noted above,
we suggest that supportive contact strategies
should be implemented in combination with
other approaches that may inhibit threat responses
among advantaged groups during supportive con-
tact interventions. Similar to Pettigrew’s (1998)
sequential model, we suggest that contact programs
need to first build some degree of trust and rapport
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between members of different groups to reduce
feelings of anxiety and encourage feelings of psy-
chological safety among interactants before engag-
ing in deep discussions of group differences in
power. We propose that there might be several
pathways for contact programs to achieve this del-
icate balance and, as a result, to become more suc-
cessful in achieving goals relevant to social
cohesion and social change both in the short term
and long term. We will shortly outline some under-
lying principles and strengths of these potential
approaches in the following paragraphs.

First, when we look at the impacts of these two
types of contact on social cohesion and social
change, they appear to complement each other.
Whereas the ultimate goals of supportive contact
might feel threatening to members of advantaged
groups, the aims of positive contact can help to
reduce feelings of intergroup anxiety. Conversely,
whereas the presumed goals of positive contact
may pose a threat to members of disadvantaged
groups, the aims of supportive contact can help
to alleviate such threats. We, therefore, propose
that contact interventions need to find ways to
effectively integrate both types of contact.

Qualitative work suggests that participants in a
contact program might sequentially engage in
change processes over time by first developing rela-
tionships with one another, then learning about
power differences, and lastly, acting with more
awareness (Watkins et al., 2007). In line with this
view, we suggest that contact interventions begin
with strategies that can ease anxieties and foster
active engagement among interactants to build a res-
ervoir of trust and psychological safety as they
engage with each other; however, these initial efforts
should be coupled with the early acknowledgment
that group differences will be addressed and with
subsequent supportive contact strategies that follow
through in having members of the different groups
discuss and address power inequalities. A first indi-
cation of the effectiveness of this approach on social
cohesion and social change can be found in contact
programs between Israelis and Palestinians in
which a dialogue about communalities slowly is
transitioned to a confrontation about differences
and inequalities between groups (i.e., mixed-
model encounters; Abu-Nimer & Lazarus, 2007;
Maoz, 2004). These programs were shown, on
the one hand, to be effective in increasing the will-
ingness of contact and empathy while decreasing
perceptions of threats among both Israelis and
Palestinians and, on the other hand, increasing

the support for Palestinian rights among Israelis
as well as support for inclusion of Israelis in
Arab localities among Palestinians (Shani &
Boehnke, 2017).

Second, an added approach may involve the pro-
vision of training to advantaged group members
that can enhance their capacity to address power dif-
ferences and privileges to minimize the likelihood
of provoking threats during supportive contact
with disadvantaged group members. As one exam-
ple, some studies suggest trainings that include
reflections on one’s own group memberships and
how they may have experienced disadvantage on
the basis of some identity dimensions, along with
guidelines on how to reckon with privilege on
other identity dimensions in a constructive way
(see, e.g., Ehrke et al., 2020). Other examples
may involve self-affirmation exercises in which
advantaged group members are encouraged to rec-
ognize the value and moral nature of many of their
identity characteristics to serve as a buffer to iden-
tity threats when asked to reflect on the unmoral
behavior or privilege of their advantaged ingroup
(see, e.g., Sherman et al., 2021). Such strategies
could be used by practitioners to prepare advan-
taged group participants to engage in constructive
discussions of group-based inequalities before
they come into contact.

Yet another approach could involve establish-
ing networks of ingroup members, outside of the
contact situation, that could serve as bases of sup-
port for advantaged and disadvantaged groups as
they engage with each other. Such support net-
works may help interactants in contact programs
to feel more confident and secure and help them
to contend with intergroup anxieties that may
arise (P. M. King et al., 2011; Marinucci et al.,
2021). Support networks through which interac-
tants could connect with prior program partici-
pants (alumni) would be especially beneficial
so that they could feel understood when express-
ing concerns or anxieties (see Livingstone et al.,
2020) and see how others have successfully nav-
igated challenging conversations across group
lines (Gurin et al., 2013).

Conclusion and Implications for Future
Research

Our review provides an up-to-date overview
and makes some novel connections of literature
on positive and supportive contact on social cohe-
sion and social change, such as the impact of
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supportive contact on social cohesion and the
considerations of long-term effects of these two
types of contacts (e.g., conditional belonging).
Some of these connections will need to be further
examined by empirical research. Based on the
implications of these different types of contact,
we suggest some directions for researchers and
practitioners regarding potential fruitful paths
for designing future contact programs. Further
research will need to test the effectiveness of
these approaches and whether they can encourage
the desired goals of positive and supportive con-
tact while overcoming the obstacles they face
regarding social cohesion and social change.
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