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CROSSING PARTY LINES 

Contact Across Differences Works Best When 
It Is Designed Well 

What intergroup contact research says about structure, support, moderation, and sustained 
engagement 

CPL research claim 
While contact across differences can be beneficial, research shows it is most effective when it is 
structured, supported, and sustained. Unmoderated or adversarial interactions can reinforce 
negative perceptions. 
 

Bottom line 
Decades of intergroup contact research show that interaction between members of different groups can 
reduce prejudice. The landmark meta-analysis by Thomas Pettigrew and Linda Tropp examined 515 studies 
with more than 250,000 participants and found a reliable overall association between contact and lower 
prejudice. 

But contact is not automatically beneficial. Its effects depend on what happens during the interaction. 
Contact is more likely to help when participants have meaningful interaction, relatively equal standing in the 
setting, cooperative or shared purposes, supportive norms, and conditions that reduce anxiety and encourage 
empathy. Hostile, humiliating, threatening, or highly competitive contact can confirm stereotypes or worsen 
attitudes. 

The classic conditions for effective contact 
Gordon Allport’s original contact hypothesis identified four conditions that make positive outcomes more 
likely. Later research finds that contact can help even when every condition is not fully present, but the 
conditions remain useful design principles. 

1. Equal status within the contact setting: participants are not arranged as superior and inferior voices. 
2. Common goals: participants have a reason to understand or accomplish something together. 
3. Cooperation rather than competition: the interaction does not reward defeating or humiliating the other 

group. 
4. Support from authorities, institutions, or social norms: facilitators and the surrounding organization 

clearly support respectful cross-group engagement. 

What later research adds 

1. Anxiety reduction and empathy are important mechanisms 
Meta-analytic work suggests that contact improves intergroup attitudes partly by reducing anxiety about the 
other group and increasing empathy and perspective-taking. This helps explain why the emotional tone and 
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predictability of the interaction matter. People have difficulty learning from one another while they feel 
attacked or socially unsafe. 

2. Repeated and relational contact can matter more than brief exposure 
A single positive meeting can help, but sustained contact allows people to move beyond category-based 
assumptions and develop more differentiated impressions. Cross-group friendship is one of the strongest 
forms of contact because it combines time, voluntary engagement, equality, and personal knowledge. 
Programs do not need to create close friendships, but repeated encounters can support deeper learning than 
one-off exposure. 

3. Negative contact can be disproportionately powerful 
Research on positive and negative intergroup contact indicates that hostile contact may have a stronger 
association with prejudice than positive contact has with prejudice reduction. Negative encounters can be 
especially memorable and may be generalized to the broader group. This makes skilled facilitation and clear 
behavioral norms important—not because disagreement must be suppressed, but because contempt, 
personal attack, and group-based humiliation can undermine the purpose of contact. 

4. Online exposure alone is not enough 
Simply placing opposing views in front of people does not guarantee understanding. Online encounters often 
lack context, shared purpose, relationship, and accountability. Some studies find that unstructured exposure 
to opposing political messages can have no effect or even increase polarization under certain conditions. The 
design of the interaction matters more than mere proximity. 

What this supports in CPL’s model 
• Using trained moderators who protect the conditions for productive engagement. 
• Creating explicit norms that reject personal attacks while allowing substantive disagreement. 
• Giving participants relatively equal opportunities to speak and be understood. 
• Organizing conversations around exploration rather than winning. 
• Using questions and reflection to reduce uncertainty and intergroup anxiety. 
• Providing recurring conversations so participants encounter people as individuals rather than as political 

categories. 
• Intervening when an interaction becomes contemptuous, adversarial, or dominated by one participant. 

Important qualifications 
Contact theory does not imply that members of marginalized groups are obligated to enter every dialogue, 
overlook unequal risks, or educate others at personal cost. Nor does it mean that moderators should 
manufacture false equivalence between factual claims. The research supports careful attention to status, 
safety, norms, and institutional context. 

It is also more accurate to say that structured and supported contact is generally more likely to succeed than 
to claim that unmoderated contact always makes polarization worse. Outcomes vary across groups, settings, 
and forms of interaction. 

A careful public-facing statement 

Contact across differences can reduce prejudice, but contact alone is not 
enough. The strongest results occur when interaction is supported by 
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respectful norms, relatively equal participation, meaningful engagement, and 
opportunities to build understanding over time. 
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