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One of the most important and virulent status 
distinctions is race-ethnicity. Even the terms 
race or ethnicity suggest domination, because 
we know the terms were, and are, used to create 
separation and often justification for beliefs 
about competence and skill (Feagin and Ducey 
2019; AAA 1998). Although some, and perhaps 

Racial and Ethnic Status 
Distinctions and 
Discrimination: The Effects of 
Prior Contact and Group 
Interaction
Bi a nca M a nago, Ja ne Sell,  a nd Carl a Goar

Although racial and ethnic inequalities are consistently reproduced on both macro and micro levels, inter-
group contact theory (ICT) and status characteristics and expectation states theory (SC-EST) identify 
opportunities for intervention. SC-EST most often limits its scope to examining deferential behavior and 
attitudes toward out-group members in specific interactions; ICT has a broader scope, including measures 
of attitudes, affect, and behavioral intentions toward out-group members. In two experiments with differ-
ing racial-ethnic compositions, we examine the effect of contact and the inconsistent complexity manipu-
lation (from SC-EST) on attitudes and behavior toward specific out-group members within the working 
groups. We find that both intergroup contact and the inconsistent complexity intervention are effective at 
reducing some but not all forms of inequality. We discuss the potential for future integrations of the two 
theories.

Keywords: contact, status characteristics and expectation states, race-ethnicity, experiments, behavior

R a c i a l  a n d  Eth   n i c  St  a t u s  D i s t i n ct  i o n s 

a n d  D i s cr  i m i n a t i o n

most, contexts enable the reproduction of sta-
tus hierarchies based on race-ethnicity; under 
some conditions, status hierarchies can be in-
terrupted (Markovsky, Smith, and Berger 1984; 
Berger and Webster 2006), and prejudice re-
duced (Dovidio et al. 2017; Paluck et al. 2021). 
In this article, we consider two theoretical ap-
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1. We capitalize White in response to other scholars’ requests to prevent whiteness from being invisible or con-
sidered somehow the default.

proaches to understanding racial-ethnic in-
equality and the potential ways to decrease it: 
status characteristics and expectation states 
theory and intergroup contact theory.

Status characteristics and expectation states 
theory describes one way in which racial-ethnic 
inequality is reflected and reinforced in small 
group interactions. Specifically, SC-EST pre-
dicts that—without an intervention—those 
with higher status (such as White people in the 
United States) will have greater influence than 
those with lesser status (such as people of color 
in the United States). Within the SC-EST frame-
work, several interventions have been investi-
gated. We investigate one intervention, the in-
consistent complexity (IC) manipulation (Goar 
and Sell 2005; Manago, Sell, and Goar 2019), 
which emphasizes how the definition of the 
group task can modify intergroup inequality.

Intergroup contact theory describes how 
stereotyping and discrimination can be re-
duced through contact between individuals of 
different social groups, such as people of dif-
ferent races or ethnicities. Specifically, ICT pre-
dicts that under certain conditions, interaction 
with out-group members decreases discrimina-
tion and prejudice toward other out-group 
members.

Despite considerable research in each of 
these approaches to decreasing stereotyping 
and subsequent behavior, few studies bring 
them together. We examine how both the in-
consistent complexity intervention (from 
SC-EST) and prior contact (from ICT) affect 
prejudicial attitudes and discriminatory behav-
ior. We test our conjectures with small task-
oriented groups with two different composi-
tions: Black and White participants in the 
Midwest and Mexican American and White par-
ticipants in the Southwest.1

We find some support for both SC-EST and 
ICT. A novel contribution of this article is the 
bridging of ICT and SC-EST to examine whether 
prior interracial or interethnic contact could af-
fect perceptions of competence and deferential 
behavior. We find that although prior contact 
improved affective prejudice (intergroup anxi-
ety), it did not affect cognitive prejudice (per-

ceptions of competence and deferential behav-
ior). We discuss the implications of these 
findings for understanding how status works 
in groups.

Status Char acteristics and 
E xpectation States Theory
Studies show that, in mixed-race task groups, 
White participants talked more, were more 
likely to initiate interaction, exerted more influ-
ence, and were more favorably evaluated by 
other group members than Black participants 
were (Katz, Goldston, and Benjamin 1958; 
Cohen and Roper 1972). More recent research 
finds that White individuals are also perceived 
as more competent and held to more lenient 
standards than Black and Mexican American 
individuals (Biernat and Kobrynowicz 1997; 
Manago, Sell, and Goar 2019). One way to ex-
plain these inequalities is through status char-
acteristics and expectation states theory.

SC-EST is a set of theories that examine in-
equalities within task-oriented social interac-
tions. Simply put, the theories consider how 
small group interactions are affected by group 
members’ status characteristics. More specifi-
cally, the theories provide insight into how 
structural inequalities create unequal interac-
tions in smaller task-based groups during co-
operative interactions in which people care 
about the successful performance of the group 
(Berger et al. 1977).

Status Characteristics
Status characteristics are attributes from 
which individuals form beliefs and expecta-
tions about a person’s abilities and include 
characteristics such as gender, race, occupa-
tion, or age (Berger et al. 1977; Berger and Web-
ster 2006; Berger, Rosenholtz, and Zelditch 
1980). Status characteristics are one of two 
types, diffuse or specific. Diffuse status char-
acteristics, such as race and gender, are char-
acteristics associated with cultural beliefs (for 
example, stereotypes) about a broad range of 
abilities (Berger, Cohen, and Zelditch 1972; 
Correll and Ridgeway 2003; Berger and Webster 
2006). Specific status characteristics refer to 
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2. Of course, many other methods for measuring status do not depend on specific performance expectations 
(for discussion, see Valentino 2022, this issue; Maloney, Rogers, and Smith-Lovin 2022, this issue).

particular abilities used to infer performance 
for a specific type of task. For example, alge-
braic or verbal ability would be considered a 
particular task ability that would result in a 
specific status. When individuals are differen-
tiated based on status characteristics, those 
with higher status have greater power and pres-
tige within the group (Berger and Webster 
2006). That is, all else equal, when status char-
acteristics are differentiated, individuals of 
higher status (such as men or White people) 
are given, and take, more influence during in-
teractions with those of lower status (such as 
women or Black people).

When specific status characteristics be-
come salient, individuals use those character-
istics as accurate and relevant indicators of 
abilities and performance and also generalize 
from these specific status characteristics to 
other task settings (Berger et al. 1977; Freese 
1976). In the absence of specific information 
about individuals’ abilities on a task, the bur-
den of proof is placed on low-status individuals 
to prove their diffuse status is not relevant and 
demonstrate their abilities (Berger et al. 1977). 
The burden of proof process demonstrates 
how diffuse status characteristics, which are 
not initially relevant to the task, come to orga-
nize performance expectations and small 
group interactions. Specifically, the burden of 
proof process occurs in three steps: the recog-
nition and differentiation of various status 
characteristics, an inference about general 
competence, and interactional behaviors that 
follow a status hierarchy. The process advan-
tages high-status actors who are given greater 
opportunities to contribute to the task, have 
more influence, and are evaluated more posi-
tively (Berger et al. 1977).

Status Beliefs
The effect of individuals’ status markers on 
group interactions occurs as a result of status 
beliefs (Correll and Ridgeway 2003). As Cecilia 
Ridgeway and Hazel Markus (2022, this issue) 
detail, cultural schemas based on historically 
contingent and changeable contexts dictate 

status beliefs about categories of people. Both 
the societal and group context are important 
for the distribution of status. These status be-
liefs then affect the allocation of status based 
on perceived competence, which in turn en-
ables the distribution of influence within 
groups, both large and small. Thus, in nearly 
all aspects of life, individuals’ identities (such 
as gender and race) affect the way they are 
treated.

Status differences are neither stable nor nat-
ural. Instead, they develop through repeated 
social interactions that attach performance ex-
pectations to social categories.2 One way status 
beliefs can develop is from initial conditions of 
unequal resources distributed among two or 
more nominal categories (Ridgeway 1991). 
These unequal conditions create an association 
between the resources and characteristics that, 
over time and with repeated interaction, in-
form performance expectations.

For example, because of a number of laws 
and policies enacted by White individuals to 
maintain positions of power (Delgado and Ste-
fancic 2001), White Americans are more likely 
than Black Americans to have greater resources 
such as wealth, education, and employment 
(Killewald and Bryan 2018; Kozol 2005; Pager 
and Shepherd 2008; Quillian, Lee, and Honoré 
2020). Similarly, and for the same reasons, com-
pared to Mexican Americans, White Americans 
have higher employment rates (Pager, Western, 
and Bonikowski 2009), have better educational 
opportunities (Valencia and Black 2002; Lopez 
2005), and are less likely to receive unjust treat-
ment by police, prosecutors, and immigration 
authorities (Short and Magaña 2002; Esqueda, 
Espinoza, and Culhane 2008; Welch et al. 2011; 
Fussell 2014). Therefore, when individuals in-
teract with Black, Mexican American, and 
White people, they are more likely to encounter 
White individuals who are more resourced 
than their Black and Mexican American coun-
terparts. Belief systems regarding this relative 
disadvantage or advantage are developed and, 
over time, favorable expectations of White in-
dividuals (and less favorable expectations of 
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Black and Mexican American individuals) are 
stabilized.

Summary and Hypotheses
In summary, the burden of proof process en-
ables status characteristics to organize behav-
ior in small group interactions, with higher-
status individuals having more influence than 
their lower-status counterparts. In our study, 
we examine race and ethnicity, which are con-
sidered diffuse status characteristics. Specifi-
cally, we consider interactions between Black 
and White and Mexican American and White 
individuals in small, task-oriented groups. At 
this point in the United States, White individu-
als are considered to be higher status than 
Black and Mexican American individuals. To 
further meet the scope conditions of SC-EST, 
we consider groups whose members are inter-
dependent and cooperating to achieve task suc-
cess.

Prediction A: If there is no intervention, race-
ethnicity will act as a diffuse status character-
istic.

H1a: Without an intervention, White par-
ticipants will view Black and Mexican Ameri-
can group members as less competent than 
other White group members.

H2a: Without an intervention, Black and 
Mexican American participants will view 
themselves as less competent than White 
group members.

H3a: Without an intervention, Black and 
Mexican American group members will be 
less influential than White group members.

Intervening in Processes of 
Prejudice and Inequalit y
Because nothing is desirable about status hier-
archies based on irrelevant characteristics such 
as race, researchers have sought interventions 
that can disrupt status processes. We examine 
two kinds of interventions, one from SC-EST 
and another from ICT.

Inconsistent Complexity Intervention
The first intervention we consider is the incon-
sistent complexity intervention, which inter-
rupts status-generalizing processes. As de-

scribed earlier, the status-generalizing process, 
as described by SC-EST, demonstrates how 
group members use information about each 
other and about the task to allocate influence 
in group interactions. For example, if group 
members know only each other’s diffuse status 
characteristics, then diffuse status characteris-
tics will organize group interaction. Thus, if 
group members are not told otherwise, the bur-
den of proof process enables a generalization 
from the diffuse status characteristics to per-
ceived competence (Berger et al. 1977; Goar and 
Sell 2005).

The inconsistent complexity intervention 
builds on the work of Elizabeth Cohen (1982, 
1993; Cohen and Lotan 1997) and Hamit Fişek 
(1991). Specifically, by causing group members 
to consider how different people might have 
different skills, Cohen and Fişek posit that dif-
ferent types of tasks could interrupt the burden 
of proof process and status inequality. Carla 
Goar and Jane Sell (2005) modify the formu
lation in several ways; in particular, by consid-
ering the definition of the task rather than  
the task itself. Specifically, by defining the tasks 
as requiring many kinds of abilities, the in
tervention challenges narrow definitions of 
competence. If tasks are composed of many 
components and those components are not 
necessarily consistent in evaluation (that is, not 
all high or all low in evaluation) or even related 
to each other, then overall labels such as smart 
or competent do not apply. Therefore, by defin-
ing the task as requiring many different abili-
ties, group members are more likely to listen to 
each other thereby increasing opportunities for 
participation from all group members (for a 
graph theoretical explanation before interven-
tion, see the appendix).

The inconsistent complexity intervention 
has been effective in two studies involving 
race. In the first, when tasks were defined as 
requiring multiple skills that might not be 
related to each other, interaction between 
Black and White group members was more eq-
uitable (Goar and Sell 2005). In the second,  
we (Manago, Sell, and Goar 2019) examined  
the effectiveness of the inconsistent complex-
ity intervention over a three-week period in 
groups of Mexican American and White par-
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3. Some of the deference results in the White and Mexican American groups we report in this article also appear 
in an earlier article (see Manago et al. 2019).

4. Some studies do not find the predicted effects of contact, which suggests that different groups (such as forced 
migrants) might require different approaches (see Kotzur and Wagner 2021).

ticipants. Each week, the groups worked on a 
different task. Although some tasks demon-
strated stronger effects than others, the re-
searchers found that the intervention can be 
sustained over time (Manago, Sell, and Goar 
2019).3

Summary and Hypotheses
Although higher-status individuals are per-
ceived to be more competent and have more 
influence than their lower-status counterparts, 
these status positions are not fixed. Instead, we 
posit that the inconsistent complexity interven-
tion can decrease status differentials in small, 
interdependent, task-oriented groups. There-
fore, we predict:

Prediction B: Given the inconsistent complex-
ity intervention, race-ethnicity will not act as 
a diffuse status characteristic.

H1b: With an intervention, White partici-
pants will not view Black and Mexican Amer-
ican group members as less competent than 
other White group members.

H2b: With an intervention, Black and 
Mexican American group members will not 
view themselves as less competent than their 
White group members.

H3b: With an intervention, Black and 
Mexican American group members will not 
be less influential than White group mem-
bers.

Intergroup Contact Theory
The second intervention is intergroup contact, 
which includes interactions (broadly defined) 
with people who differ from oneself in terms of 
race-ethnicity, religion, and so on (Pettigrew et 
al. 2011). Several studies and metanalyses con-
firm the general result that those individuals 
with more intergroup contact demonstrate less 
prejudice. Although prejudice is broadly defined 
and measured (Lolliot et al. 2015), contact is 
consistently associated with decreased preju-
dice. For example, contact has been shown to 

decrease negative attitudes (such as stereo-
types), affect (such as fear, anger, disgust), and 
behavioral intentions or actual behavior (such 
as avoidance, desired social distance; Zhou et 
al. 2019; Stephan 2014).

Despite considerable research showing an 
association between contact and discrimina-
tion, some researchers criticize the contact lit-
erature for the lack of studies that measure ac-
tual (versus intended) behavior (Beelmann and 
Heinemann 2014) and that use random assign-
ment (Paluck and Green 2009; Paluck et al. 
2021). The lack of behavioral research and ran-
dom assignment poses challenges for evaluat-
ing the causal effect of contact. For example, 
some recent field experiments in which par-
ticipants were randomly assigned to different 
team compositions demonstrated effects for 
some—but not all—attitudinal and behavioral 
measures of prejudice and discrimination 
measures (Mousa 2020; Scacco and Warren 
2018). In particular, behavioral measures 
showed stronger effects than attitudinal mea-
sures.4

Cognitive Stereotypes
Despite these concerns, there is considerable 
research that supports the association between 
contact and (lower) prejudice (Kotzur and Wag-
ner 2021; Pettigrew et al. 2011; Pettigrew and 
Tropp 2006). Further, this research uses mul-
tiple measures of prejudice and discrimina-
tion—including a wide variety of stereotypes. 
Prior contact is consistently associated with de-
creased negative and increased positive stereo-
types. Competence is a fundamental dimen-
sion of stereotypes, meaning that all other 
stereotypes are influenced by perceptions of 
competence (along with warmth) (Fiske et al. 
2002; Brambilla, Ravenna, and Hewstone 2012). 
In addition to being a fundamental stereotype, 
competence is also thought to be associated 
with deference. Specifically, and as noted by SC-
EST, individuals tend to defer to those whom 
they perceive to be more competent.
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5. We posit this should occur even in situations where individuals cannot choose those they are working with, 
as is the case with the groups we consider.

Generalizability of Contact
When considering the effect of contact on prej-
udice, researchers have sought to examine 
whether contact generalizes. That is, are inter-
actions with a specific out-group member 
viewed as separate from the rest of the out-
group, or does generalization from contact ex-
tend to the out-group in general? Research in-
dicates that generalization does occur, not only 
beyond specific individuals, but also beyond 
specific out-groups. For example, friendship 
with an out-group member, the most intimate 
and effectual form of contact, appears to re-
duce prejudice not only toward that person and 
other members of that person’s out-group, but 
also to members of different out-groups (Pet-
tigrew 2008; Laar et al. 2005; Pettigrew 1997).

ICT research typically focuses on how con-
tact with specific out-group members general-
izes to an entire out-group. In this study, we ask 
whether attitudes toward out-group members 
as a whole can also generalize to specific out-
group members in groups that are assigned 
rather than chosen by group members. Our in-
terest in this question stems from research 
which consistently finds that small group inter-
actions can reflect, reinforce, or challenge 
larger structural inequalities (Benard et al. 
2022; Berger and Webster 2018; Ridgeway 2019; 
Ridgeway and Markus 2022, this issue). We 
posit that if small group interactions are micro-
cosms of structural processes, and contact re-
duces prejudice toward an out-group as a 
whole, then contact should also decrease prej-
udice toward specific members of that out-
group.5

Summary and Hypotheses
Contact is associated with more positive stereo-
types of out-group members. Competence is a 
fundamental dimension of stereotypes and is 
also associated with deferential behavior. Con-
tact is thought to generalize from specific indi-
viduals to broader out-group members. Re-
search has not examined whether this process 
occurs in the other direction, but we suspect 
these may be parallel processes. Therefore, we 
predict:

Prediction C: Greater frequency of past con-
tact with out-groups will be related to more 
positive estimates of competence and in-
creased deference to out-group members 
within the task groups.

H4a: For White participants, higher fre-
quency of prior contact with out-group mem-
bers (Black and Mexican American partici-
pants) will be associated with increased 
perceptions of competence of specific out-
group members.

H4b: For White participants, higher fre-
quency of prior contact with out-group 
members (Black and Mexican American par-
ticipants) will be associated with increased 
deference toward specific out-group mem-
bers.

Affective Stereotypes
In addition to improving cognitive stereotypes 
(such as perceptions of competence of out-
group members), ICT emphasizes that past 
contact with out-group members is associated 
with improved affective attitudes toward out-
group members. Two such measures of affec-
tive attitudes are willingness to interact with 
out-group members and negative emotion (spe-
cifically, in-group anxiety) toward out-group 
members.

Because contact has been shown to reduce 
prejudice toward out-group members, re-
searchers are often interested in understanding 
ways to increase willingness for such contact 
(Zhou et al. 2019). Put differently, do people 
who are less prejudiced interact with people 
from other racial-ethnic groups more often, or 
does interacting with those from other groups 
lead to less prejudice? Studies indicate that 
both seem to be the case (Pettigrew et al. 2011). 
As an example, a particularly compelling, mul-
ticountry, longitudinal research project finds 
that existing contact leads to less prejudice, 
and less prejudice leads to a greater willingness 
for future contact (Binder et al. 2009).

Contact may reduce prejudice, at least in 
part, by decreasing intergroup anxiety, i.e., the 
negative emotion felt when anticipating future, 
or experiencing actual, encounters with out-
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group members (Brown and Hewstone 2005; 
Stephan and Stephan 1985). When individuals 
have high intergroup anxiety associated with a 
specific out-group, they tend to hold more neg-
ative stereotypes of, have more negative affect 
toward, and desire more social distance from 
members of that out-group (Stephan 2014). 
Thus, contact is a well-established predictor of 
intergroup anxiety (Zhou et al. 2019; Pettigrew 
and Tropp 2008).

Summary and Hypotheses
Prior contact is associated with a greater will-
ingness for future contact and lower intergroup 
anxiety. Lower intergroup anxiety is associated 
with a greater willingness for future contact. 
Therefore, we predict:

Prediction D: Past contact will predict inter-
group anxiety and willingness for future in-
teraction.

H5a: Past contact with out-group mem-
bers will be associated with higher willing-
ness to have future contact with specific out-
group members within the group.

H5b: Past contact with out-group mem-
bers will be associated with lower reported 
intergroup anxiety toward out-group mem-
bers.

H5c: Intergroup anxiety will mediate the 
effect between past contact and willingness 
for future contact with specific out-group 
members within the group.

Although research suggests that intergroup 
anxiety will mediate the relationship between 
contact and willingness to interact in the fu-
ture; we do not expect that intergroup anxiety 
will mediate the relationship between contact 
and competence. This is because, although in-
tergroup anxiety may improve affective preju-
dice, such as willingness to interact, research-
ers do not suggest that intergroup anxiety will 
affect cognitive prejudice, such as stereotypes, 
to the same degree (Pettigrew et al. 2011, 203).

Discrimination by and Against Whom
Research in intergroup contact has primarily 
focused on decreasing prejudice of historically 
advantaged group members (those with more 
power) rather than historically excluded mem-

bers (those with less power). It may be that this 
stance was initially developed because re-
searchers focused on decreasing discrimina-
tion from the more powerful toward those with 
less power. Status and discrimination pro-
cesses, however, are created and recreated in 
interactions. For example, research suggests 
that not only do historically advantaged indi-
viduals view themselves as more competent 
than historically excluded individuals, but also 
that historically excluded individuals perceive 
themselves to be less competent than histori-
cally advantaged group members (Ridgeway 
2019).

When research examines the effect of con-
tact on prejudice for both advantaged and ex-
cluded groups, it finds that the effects for de-
creasing the prejudice toward historically 
disadvantaged groups are stronger than de-
creasing prejudice toward those who are his-
torically advantaged (Tropp 2007; Tropp and 
Pettigrew 2005). Additionally, some research 
finds that intergroup anxiety does not mediate 
the relationship between contact and prejudice 
toward those who are historically advantaged. 
One potential reason for the weaker effect may 
be the valence of contact (Hayward et al. 2017).

Specifically, evidence indicates that it is not 
only the presence of contact but also the type 
of contact, positive or negative, that affects 
prejudicial attitudes (Hayward et al. 2017; 
Schäfer et al. 2021). Further, negative contact is 
weighted more heavily than positive intergroup 
contact (Barlow et al. 2012; Paolini et al. 2014; 
Pettigrew and Tropp 2008). Notably, members 
of both historically advantaged and excluded 
groups respond similarly both in terms of the 
high impact of negative contact and the general 
effect of the positive intergroup contact. It 
might be, however, that historically excluded 
group members have more negative contact 
with out-group members than their historically 
advantaged counterparts. Therefore, when ex-
amining the effect of contact on discrimina-
tion, we consider these processes separately for 
individuals of historically advantaged and ex-
cluded social groups.

Methods
Because race is a status characteristic that 
spans multiple groups, we examine the pro-



r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

	r  a c i a l  a n d  e th  n i c  s t a t u s  d i s t i n ct  i o n s  a n d  d i s cr  i m i n a t i o n 	 1 3 9

cesses in two studies. One examines interac-
tions between Black and White individuals in 
the Midwest and the other examines interac-
tions between Mexican American and White 
individuals in the Southwest. Next, we describe 
the experimental procedures, which were de-
signed to be consistent across the two locations 
and settings.

Sample
Participants were recruited from the student 
population at two large, public universities. To 
control for other status characteristics (such as 
gender and education) all participants were 
women and undergraduate students. Based on 
power analyses, we aimed for at least twenty-
five groups per condition. Given the two condi-
tions (experimental and control) and three par-
ticipants per group, we recruited a minimum 
of 150 participants per experiment. Sign-up 
rates varied, leaving 180 participants in the Mid-
west (thirty groups per condition) and 150 par-
ticipants in the Southwest (twenty-five groups 
per condition). Participants were assigned to 
groups of three based on individuals’ reported 
availability (such as available to meet on Tues-
days). Each group consisted of two White par-
ticipants and one participant who was either 
Black or Mexican American. Then, groups were 
randomly assigned to one of two conditions—
experimental and control.

Design
Each study (Midwest and Southwest) con-
sisted of three sessions, each separated by 
about a week. Participants worked in the same 
group on three different tasks that shared 
common features. Specifically, each task pro-
vided a vignette that described how the group 
had become stranded in a particular environ-
ment (session 1, on the moon; session 2, at 
sea; session 3, in the desert). Group members 
were then provided with a list of twelve to fif-
teen salvaged items that might aid in survival 
and asked to rank the items first as individuals 
and then as a group, from most to least impor-
tant. Groups were also prompted to provide 
reasons for why each item was ranked as it 
was, thereby creating a high degree of group 
interaction.

The manipulation was implemented in the 

first session (see procedure). Each session was 
jointly administered by two researchers, one of 
whom was White and the other who was either 
Black or Mexican American. The researchers 
were both active in their instructions to the 
group. In this manuscript, we consider only the 
last session, session 3. We examine session 3 
because during this session, we also adminis-
tered the questionnaires addressing contact, 
intergroup anxiety, and willingness to interact 
with the same group in the future. In the next 
section, we describe session 1 because it is 
when we administered the manipulation.

Procedure
Session 1 began with participants individually 
reading and signing consent forms in separate 
cubicles. Next, to ensure that participants were 
aware of their group members’ race-ethnicity, 
we asked them to complete an information 
sheet about their group members. To assist in 
filling out the information sheet, participants 
were given a copy of the completed recruitment 
form for themselves and the other group mem-
bers. The recruitment form contained a limited 
amount of information about each person, but 
included their racial-ethnic identity, their gen-
der identity, and their name.

After completing the forms, participants 
watched an instructional video that described 
the study and included the experimental ma-
nipulation. After the recorded instructions, 
participants worked individually on each ses-
sion’s (survival) task for seven minutes in sep-
arate cubicles. At the end of the seven minutes 
a timer sounded, and at the direction of a re-
searcher, the group was brought to a common 
table to work on the same task collectively. To 
control for any effects of table position on sta-
tus, before the study began the researcher 
placed completed nametags on the table, 
thereby ensuring that the woman from the his-
torically excluded group (either the Black or 
Mexican American group member) was always 
in the same position (at the right side of the 
table). Participants worked on the task collec-
tively for twenty minutes and their interac-
tions were recorded. At the end of the twenty 
minutes, a timer once again sounded. A re-
searcher turned off the video camera and 
asked participants to fill out a questionnaire. 
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6. As a reviewer pointed out, these cooperative scope conditions of SC-EST have been shown to generally de-
crease inequality in groups. For instance, white-collar organizations that integrate interdependent values into 
norms and practices report higher levels of retention and belongingness from members who have working-class 
backgrounds (Stephens, Townsend, and Dittmann 2019; Dittmann, Stephens, and Townsend 2020; Hamedani 
and Markus 2019; Stephens, Markus, and Phillips 2014). Because this is the case, our tests of the intervention 
are conservative tests.

The questionnaire required participants to re-
call the instructions they had received, as well 
as indicate their estimations about the perfor-
mance of individual members and the group 
(as a whole). After completing the question-
naire, participants were paid $20 for their par-
ticipation and scheduled for future sessions. 
Participants were told that at the end of the 
three sessions, their group could qualify in an 
additional cash bonus if their group perfor-
mance was high. In fact, all groups received 
the same bonus.

Sessions 2 and 3 involved the same group 
members, working on similar tasks, first alone 
and then as a group. All sessions lasted be-
tween forty-five minutes and one hour. The 
only differences are that, unlike in session 1, 
participants in sessions 2 and 3 were not asked 
to complete a consent form again or rewatch 
the instructional video. Additionally, in session 
3, participants were asked to complete addi-
tional questionnaires (which included our mea-
sures of contact, intergroup anxiety, and will-
ingness for future interaction).

Experimental Manipulation
The experimental manipulation (independent 
variable) was the definition of the task, as de-
scribed in the instructional video during ses-
sion 1. The video also instantiated the scope 
conditions for SC-EST. That is, in all cases, the 
task was presented as a cooperative task and as 
one on which people did better when they 
worked together.6 A White female professor pre-
sented information to the participants. In all 
conditions, she described the tasks on which 
the participants would be working and told par-
ticipants that the studies investigated how peo-
ple made decisions under differing conditions. 
Additionally, groups in both conditions were 
briefed generally about teamwork, and told, 
“During the past several years, there have been 
many studies about how different people work 
together in groups. For many types of prob-

lems, the results have shown that individuals 
working together perform more effectively than 
individuals working alone. This is true for ALL 
three of the tasks that we will be asking you to 
work on.”

At this point, the instructions varied, de-
pending upon whether the condition was the 
baseline condition or the experimental (incon-
sistent complexity) condition.

Groups in the baseline condition were told 
that some individuals perform better than oth-
ers: “This task today and the other tasks you 
will work on during the second and third group 
meeting are similar: We DO know that some 
people do better at these tasks than other peo-
ple. Even though some people do better while 
others do worse, we are trying to find out what 
makes some groups more successful than 
other groups at tasks like these.”

Later in the video these instructions were 
reinforced, with baseline groups told that “After 
the twenty minutes allotted for the group task 
has passed, we will give you a short question-
naire to fill out. This questionnaire will ask you 
to assess quality of the answers your group pro-
vided and more specifically the quality of an-
swers offered by individual group members.”

Groups in the experimental condition re-
ceived the inconsistent complexity interven-
tion, which created a different definition of the 
task: “The task today and the other tasks you 
will work on during the second and third group 
meeting involves using MANY, MANY different 
skills and abilities. We know that, generally 
speaking, some group members will have some 
special skills and abilities and others will have 
other skills and abilities. So, although every-
body will have some ability to contribute to the 
task, it would be extremely unusual or even im-
possible for a single individual to be good at 
every single aspect necessary for these tasks.”

These instructions were similarly reinforced 
later in the video, and experimental groups 
were told that “After the twenty minutes allot-
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7. In eight groups of the Mexican American–White study, group members did not correctly identify each other’s 
ethnicity. They were replaced with other groups. In the Black-White study, all participants correctly identified 
race.

8. In no groups did all participants fail the scope condition checks. Thus no groups were omitted on that basis.

9. As with the scope condition checks, there were no groups in which all group members failed the manipulation 
check and therefore no groups were omitted on this basis.

10. Note that these questions all concerned voluntary relations (for example, confide in) and not relations that 
were circumstantial or not necessarily voluntary (for example, been in classrooms with).

ted for the group task has passed, we will give 
you a short questionnaire to fill out. This ques-
tionnaire will ask you to assess the kinds of 
abilities you think are associated with success 
at the tasks and, more specifically, the abilities 
of the different group members.”

After receiving the intervention, only in the 
first week, participants filled out a question-
naire. This questionnaire was used to ensure 
the participants were paying attention to the 
instructions. In subsequent weeks, participants 
simply completed the task and filled out a 
questionnaire after the task. That is, the inter-
vention occurred only in the first week.

Manipulation Checks
After the video in the first week, participants 
completed a questionnaire that asked about 
scope conditions. First, the questionnaires en-
sured that participants knew that group mem-
bers had different racial or ethnic, but not gen-
der, identities. If a single group member did 
not accurately assess the other group members’ 
race-ethnicity, the entire group was omitted 
from the final sample.7 Second, the question-
naires ensured that team members were task 
focused and group oriented. In the Black-White 
and Mexican American–White studies, 82 per-
cent and 91 percent (respectively) of partici-
pants disagreed with the statement that “All 
answers are equally correct.” Respectively, 95 
percent and 100 percent disagreed with the 
statement that “People do better on the task 
when they work only individually.” Participants 
thus overwhelmingly met the scope condi-
tions.8

The questionnaires also evaluated the sa-
lience of the inconsistent complexity (experi-
mental) manipulation. As would be expected, 
in both studies, those in the control condi-
tion were more likely than those in the exper-

imental condition to answer “true” to the 
statement, “Some people just seem to do bet-
ter, overall, than others at the task” (X 2

B/W = 
60.543, p < 0.001; X 2

MA/W = 51.458, p < .001). Simi-
larly, as would be expected, in both studies, par-
ticipants in the experimental condition were 
more likely than those in the control condition 
to answer “true” to the statement that “There 
are many different abilities and skills impor-
tant for the task; nobody seems to be good at 
everything” (X 2

B/W = 33.206, p < .001; X 2
MA/W = 28.57, 

p < .001). Thus the manipulations appeared to 
work in both studies.9

Me asures
The descriptive statistics for all dependent 
measures are presented in table 1. Although 
competence and deference were measured at 
all three time points, we examine only the third, 
because that is when the other variables were 
also collected.

Contact
We use a well-established measure (Pettigrew 
and Tropp 2006) of how much contact partici-
pants had with Mexican American, Black, and 
White people. Contact measures are some-
times criticized because they are self-reported 
and are therefore subject to social desirability 
biases; however, research that specifically in-
vestigates the relationship between observer 
ratings and self-ratings of contact finds that, 
overall, self-reports are valid measures of con-
tact (Hewstone, Judd, and Sharp 2011). For our 
measure, we asked participants how frequently 
they had done the following things with people 
of a different race-ethnicity: talk on the phone 
with, confide in, lend something to, and so on. 
Responses ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (fre-
quently). For each participant, we averaged the 
nonmissing items.10

X 2
B/W
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Intergroup Anxiety
Using a measure from Walter Stephan and 
Cookie Stephan (1985), we measure intergroup 
anxiety by asking participants what “feelings 
or emotions” they might feel “when you inter-
act with a ____ person” where the blank is filled 
with a race or an ethnicity, in our study, Mexi-
can American, Black, or White. The emotions 
include things such as confident, suspicious, 
and threatened, and participants could choose 
a number ranging between 1 (not at all) and 7 
(very much) (Stephan and Stephan 1985). All 
items were coded so that higher numbers indi-
cate more intergroup anxiety. We then averaged 
the items.

Willingness for Future Contact
Willingness to have future contact with specific 
out-group members was measured using two 
questions, both of which were measured on a 
5-point scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) 
to 5 (strongly agree). The questions were “In the 
future, I would be willing to work with my 
group again.” and “In the future, I would choose 
to work with another group over working with 
the same group I worked with today.” The ques-
tions were combined into one measure by sub-
tracting the desire to leave variable from the 
desire to stay variable and dividing it by two. 
The final variable ranges from –1 to 2, higher 
numbers indicating greater willingness to in-
teract with the same group in the future.

Competence Assessments
To measure the participants’ perceptions of 
their group members’ competence, partici-
pants were asked to evaluate each group mem-
ber. Specifically, participants were told, “How 
would you rate [team member] in terms of their 
performance on the tasks?” Choices ranged 
from 0 (extremely incompetent) to 10 (extremely 
competent).

Deference
As mentioned, participants first ranked items 
in order of importance for survival in the sce-
nario. The group then met and discussed how 
they should order the items to present as their 
collective opinion. The difference between par-
ticipants’ original opinions and their final 
group decision is a measure of deference given 

to others in the group (Berger et al. 1992; Berger, 
Cohen, and Zelditch 1972). The greater the dif-
ference between the individual’s ranking and 
the final group ranking, the greater the indi-
viduals’ deference. To measure our questions 
of interest appropriately, we used these mea-
sures of deference in two ways.

First, within each group, we examined each 
group members’ deference and ranked them 
from least deferential (most influential) to 
most deferential (least influential). In the case 
of a tie for most or least influential, the tied 
group members were put in the same position. 
For example, if two group members deferred 
twenty and one deferred twenty-four total 
points, then the two group members who de-
ferred twenty points were both ranked as least 
influential in the group. If there was a tie for 
most or least influential, both team members 
were put in that position and the middle posi-
tion in that group was left empty. This ex-
plains the imbalance across group positions 
in table 1.

Next, within each group, we examined the 
extent to which the White group members de-
ferred relative to their Black or Mexican Ameri-
can group members on each question and over-
all. For each item that was ranked, the deference 
that the Black or Mexican American group 
members gave was subtracted from the defer-
ence the White group members gave. Thus neg-
ative numbers indicate that the Black or Mexi-
can American group member deferred more 
than the White group members, and positive 
numbers indicate that the White group mem-
bers deferred more than the Black or Mexican 
American.

Analy tic Str ategy
We analyze data by each hypothesis. We pres-
ent analyses separately for each study, and 
when appropriate, separately by condition or 
race-ethnicity. For continuous dependent vari-
ables (for example, intergroup anxiety, defer-
ence to specific group members, perceived 
competence, willingness to interact with group 
in future), we use linear regression, and for 
ordinal dependent variables (for example, 
group influence position), we use ordered lo-
gistic regression. Where appropriate, we use 
post-estimation and difference of difference 
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tests (Long and Freese 2014). When testing di-
rectional hypotheses, we present one-tailed 
tests. When testing null hypotheses, that is, 
those where we predict there will not be a dif-
ference (H4b, H4d, H5b), we present two-tailed 
tests (but also see tests of equivalence in ap-
pendix B). All analyses are conducted in Stata 
15.1.

Because individuals are nested within 
groups, we cluster the standard errors by group 
in all analyses. Additionally, because the vari-
ance is not normally distributed, we use boot-
strapping (Freedman 1981). Finally, because in-
dividuals are randomly assigned to condition, 
we do not use control variables in models in 
which experimental condition is the indepen-
dent variable. In models in which prior contact 
is the independent variable, however, we use 
experimental condition as a control variable. 
Notably, effects hold with or without condition 
as a control variable.

To examine whether intergroup anxiety me-
diates the relationship between past contact 
with out-group members and willingness to in-
teract with group members in the future (hy-
pothesis 3), we use Sobel tests of mediation (So-
bel 1982). Sobel tests calculate a test statistic for 
the significance of the indirect effect of the me-
diating variable, that is, intergroup anxiety. Be-
cause we did not experimentally manipulate 
contact or intergroup anxiety, the mediation 
tests cannot be interpreted as causal; however, 
based on theory and associational evidence, 
they can provide some indication about how 
past contact increases willingness for future in-
teraction.

Findings
For a summary of all hypotheses and results of 
null hypothesis tests, see table A.1. For hypoth-
eses 1a and 1b, we predicted that in the con-
trol—but not in the experimental—condition, 
White group members would view Black and 
Mexican American partners as less competent 
than other White group members. We find par-
tial support for this hypothesis (see figure 1). 
Contrary to predictions, White participants in 
the control condition and experimental con
dition evaluated their Black group members as 
similarly competent to their White group mem-
bers (p = n.s., both contrasts). As predicted, 

White participants in the control condition, but 
not the experimental condition, evaluated Mex-
ican American group members as less compe-
tent than White group members (bcontrol = –0.44, 
p < .05; bexperimental = –0.13, p = n.s.).

For hypotheses 2a and 2b, we predicted that 
in the control—but not in the experimental—
condition, Black and Mexican American par-
ticipants would view themselves as less com-
petent than their White counterparts. We find 
support for this hypothesis (see figure 2). As 
predicted, Black participants in the control 
condition, but not the experimental condi-
tion, evaluated themselves as less competent 
than White group members (bcontrol = –0.917, 
p < .05; bexperimental = –0.283, p = n.s.). Similarly, 
Mexican American participants in the control 
condition, but not the experimental condition, 
evaluated themselves as less competent than 
White group members (bcontrol = –0.820, p < .05; 
bexperimental = –0.500, p = n.s.).

For hypotheses 3a and 3b, we predicted that 
in the control—but not in the experimental—
condition, Black and Mexican American group 
members would be less influential than their 
White group members. Again, we find partial 
support for this hypothesis (see figure 3). Con-
trary to predictions, in the control and experi-
mental conditions, there was no difference in 
the probability of group position between 
Black and White group members ( p = n.s., all 
contrasts). As predicted, however, in the con-
trol condition, relative to White group mem-
bers, Mexican American group members are 
more likely to be in the least influential posi-
tion (pW = 0.292 vs pMA = 0.560, Δ = 0.267, p < .05) 
and less likely to be in the most influential po-
sition (pW = 0.445 vs. pMA = 0.207, Δ = –0.238, 
p < .05), and there was no difference in their 
probability of being in the middle position 
(Δ = –0.029, p = n.s.). In the experimental condi-
tion for the Mexican American–White study, 
the difference in the probability of being in the 
least, most, or middle influential position 
( p = n.s., all contrasts) was not significant.

For hypothesis 4a, we predicted that for 
members of historically advantaged social 
groups, increased (prior) contact with out-
group members would be associated with in-
creased perceptions of competence of specific 
out-group members. We examine this question 
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separately by study (Black-White and Mexican 
American–White groups) and experimental 
condition. We do not find support for this hy-
pothesis. There is no effect of contact on White 
participants’ evaluations of Black or Mexican 
American group members’ competence for ei-
ther the experimental or control condition 
( p = n.s., all contrasts).

For hypothesis 4b, we predicted that for 

members of historically advantaged social 
groups, increased (prior) contact with out-
group members would be associated with in-
creased deference toward specific out-group 
members. We examine this question separately 
by study (Black-White and Mexican American–
White groups) and experimental condition. We 
do not find support for this hypothesis. There 
is no effect of contact on White participants’ 

Figure 1. White Group Members’ Evaluations of Black and Mexican American Group Members’ 
Competence

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

Control White eval Black

Control White eval White

Experimental White eval Black

Experimental White eval White

5 6 7 8 9 10
Perceived competence

Control White eval MexAmer

Control White eval White

Experimental White eval MexAmer

Experimental White eval White

5 6 7 8 9 10
Perceived competence

White Participants’ Perceptions of Mexican American
and White Group Members’ Competence

White Participants’ Perceptions of Black
and White Group Members’ Competence

p = n.s.

p = n.s.

p = n.s.

p < 0.05

A

B
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deference toward Black or Mexican American 
group members for either the experimental or 
control condition ( p = n.s., all contrasts).

For hypothesis 5a, we predicted that past 
contact with out-group members would be as-
sociated with higher willingness to have future 
contact with specific out-group members.11 As 

predicted, we find that for White group mem-
bers, past contact with Black individuals is as-
sociated with higher willingness to have future 
contact with their group (b = 0.105, p < .05). 
Similarly, we find that for White group mem-
bers, past contact with Mexican American indi-
viduals is associated with higher willingness to 

11. We acknowledge that this analysis is not equivalent for historically advantaged and excluded individuals given 
that each group included two White participants and one Black or Mexican American participant.

Source: Authors’ tabulations.

Figure 2. Black and Mexican American Group Members’ Evaluations of White Group Members’ 
Competence

Control Black eval White

Control Black eval Self

Experimental Black eval White

Experimental Black eval Self
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Perceived competence

Control MexAmer eval White

Control MexAmer eval Self

Experimental MexAmer eval White

Experimental MexAmer eval Self

5 6 7 8 9 10
Perceived competence

p = n.s.

p = n.s.

Mexican American Participants’ Perceptions of Own Competence
and White Group Members’ Competence

Black Participants’ Perceptions of Own Competence
and White Group Members’ Competence

p < 0.05

p < 0.05
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B
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have future contact with their group (b = 0.114, 
p < .05). In contrast, for Black and Mexican 
American group members, we do not find a re-
lationship between past contact with White in-
dividuals and willingness to have future con-
tact with their group ( p = n.s., both). In 
summary, contact appears to have the pre-
dicted effect on willingness to interact for 
White participants, but not Mexican American 
or Black participants. For sensitivity analyses, 
both measures were analyzed separately using 
ordered logistic regression and the findings 
were consistent.

For hypothesis 5b, we predicted that past 
contact with out-group members would be as-
sociated with lower reported intergroup anxi-
ety toward out-group members. As predicted, 
we find that for White participants, past con-
tact with Black individuals and Mexican Amer-
ican individuals is associated with lower inter-
group anxiety toward Black and Mexican 
American individuals (bW/B = -0.238, p < .001; 
bW/MA = -0.251, p < .001). Similarly, for Black and 
Mexican American participants, past contact 
with White individuals is associated with lower 
intergroup anxiety toward White individuals 

Figure 3. Predicted Probabilities of Group Position by Race, Ethnicity, and Condition

Source: Authors’ tabulations.
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(bB/W = -0.329, p < .01; bMA/W = -0.288, p < .001). In 
summary, for all groups, contact reduces inter-
group anxiety.

For hypothesis 5c, we predicted that inter-
group anxiety would mediate the effect be-
tween past contact and willingness for future 
contact with specific out-group members. For 
White participants, intergroup anxiety explains 
about 76 percent of the relationship between 
past contact with Black individuals and willing-
ness for future contact with group members 
( p < .01). Additionally, for White participants, 
intergroup anxiety explains about 38 percent of 
the relationship between past contact with 
Mexican American individuals and willingness 
for future contact with group members, al-
though this effect is only marginally significant 
( p = .055, one-tailed). Because, for Black and 
Mexican American participants, past contact 
does not have a statistically significant effect 
on willingness to interact with one’s group in 
the future, we do not examine the mediating 
effect of intergroup anxiety on the willingness 
for future contact.

Discussion and Conclusion
Although both intergroup contact theory and 
status characteristics and expectations states 
theory seek to determine the processes by 
which prejudice and discrimination might be 
ameliorated, there has been little connection 
between the two literatures. In this project, we 
contribute to both literatures by examining the 
effects of status-based interventions and con-
tact on both attitudes and behavior toward out-
group members. In doing so, we make four 
main contributions.

Status Characteristics and 
Expectation States Theory
Our first set of predictions related to compe-
tence assessment by group members and their 
deferential behavior. Competence assessments 
and deferential behavior directly relate to task 
ability and, for SC-EST research, is usually at 
the heart of stereotypes activated in team set-
tings. Competence and deference measures are 
different from assessments related to “willing-
ness to interact,” as interacting itself does not 
necessarily relate to competence but is instead 
a more affective measure.

For White and Mexican American groups, 
we find that the experimental manipulation in-
tervenes in status processes. Specifically, in the 
experimental condition, but not the control 
condition, White participants rate their Mexi-
can American counterparts as similarly compe-
tent to White group members. When we look 
at deferential behavior, we find an intervention 
effect such that in the control condition but not 
the experimental condition, Mexican American 
participants are less influential than White par-
ticipants. In summary, in groups of Mexican 
American and White participants, the interven-
tion decreased inequality. For groups that in-
cluded White and Black participants, however, 
there was no effect of the intervention on either 
competence attributions or deference (apart 
from Black participants’ assessments of their 
competence).

Intergroup Contact Theory
Our other set of predictions considered how 
prior contact affected willingness to interact 
with the group. The ICT literature consistently 
documents how prior contact with an out-
group positively impacts willingness to interact 
with members of the out-group in the future. 
We ask, does prior contact affect the desire to 
further interact with those in the group that 
was initially assigned?

We find that past contact increases White 
participants’ willingness for future contact 
with the group, but no support for this relation-
ship for Mexican American or Black partici-
pants. We also find support for one of the most 
established findings in ICT: prior out-group 
contact decreased intergroup anxiety for 
White, Mexican American, and Black partici-
pants. Finally, for White participants we find 
that intergroup anxiety mediates the relation-
ship between prior contact and willingness to 
interact. These findings largely support ICT; 
however, more research is needed to under-
stand the potential for contact to differentially 
affect members of historically advantaged and 
disadvantaged groups (Pettigrew and Hews-
tone 2017). By examining two different racial-
ethnic group compositions, we can examine 
the robustness of the theories and importance 
of different contexts. The differences we find in 
our study are theoretically important.
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Combining ICT and SC-EST
Finally, we examined the effect of contact on 
assessments of competence (cognitive stereo-
types) and deferential behavior. In so doing, we 
examined the effect of a well-established inter-
vention (contact) on common measures of 
group inequality from SC-EST. Contrary to ex-
pectations, we find no effect of contact on 
White group members’ assessments of Black 
or Mexican American group members’ compe-
tence or deference. These findings are particu-
larly interesting, because contact reduces inter-
group anxiety and, for White group members, 
increases willingness for future contact. Thus, 
although contact is positively associated with 
more positive affect, it does not interrupt the 
emergence of a racial status hierarchy.

Conclusion
In summary, we combine intergroup contact 
theory and status characteristics and expecta-
tion states theory to address inequality in small 
task-oriented groups. We find fruitful integra-
tions, but we also uncover some further myster-
ies. First, we find support for one of the most 
well-established patterns in ICT, that increas-
ing contact with out-groups decreases inter-
group anxiety for all the groups, and that inter-
group anxiety operates as a mediating variable 
for the effect of contact on willingness to inter-
act. However, and in line with some research, 
contact affected White but not Black or Mexi-
can American participants’ willingness to work 
together in the future. Analyses suggest no 
overall difference between White and Black or 
White and Mexican American group members’ 
willingness to interact in the future ( p = n.s., 
all contrasts). Indeed, participants overwhelm-
ingly desired to interact with their same groups 
in the future rather than a different group. It is 
simply that past contact does not affect willing-
ness to interact in the same way for White par-
ticipants and Black or Mexican American par-
ticipants.

Contrary to expectations, prior contact had 
no effect on assessments of competence for any 
groups. Although contact did affect White in-
dividuals’ willingness to work together in the 
future, a more affective evaluation, it did not 
affect White individuals’ assessments of Black 
or Mexican American group members’ compe-

tence. This certainly suggests that an impor-
tant avenue for contact theory would be a finer 
assessment of stereotype content. Perhaps, as 
research suggests, contact works better for re-
ducing affective forms of prejudice, but lesser 
for cognitive forms of prejudice (Pettigrew and 
Hewstone 2017; Pettigrew et al. 2011).

The inconsistent complexity intervention af-
fected the Mexican American–White groups 
more so than the Black-White groups. Specifi-
cally, in the Mexican American–White groups, 
the intervention reduced race-based inequality; 
however, this was not the case for the Black-
White groups. Indeed, the deference levels 
among Black and White group members who 
did not receive interventions were similar to 
those that did. This is likely a demonstration of 
differences in stereotype content and strength 
associated with different racial-ethnic groups. 
Although Goar and Sell (2005) assessed groups 
of Black and White participants and find sub-
stantial differences between Black and White 
participants when there was no intervention, 
these groups were in a different location than 
in this study, specifically, the Midwest rather 
than the Southwest. This may indicate that ste-
reotypes differ in different locations: stereo-
types are not just global, they are also local.

Within our dataset, we do not have mea-
sures of initial stereotypes. One reason is that, 
by measuring these stereotypes, we may have 
affected participants’ behavior. However, be-
cause stereotypes are affected by contact, one 
way to examine the potential effect of initial ste-
reotypes on the strength of the IC interventions 
would be to assess the levels of contact in the 
differing settings. If, for example, the overall 
levels of contact differed between groups of 
Mexican American and White participants and 
groups of Black and White participants, it 
could suggest that the strength and perhaps 
content of stereotypes also differed. However, 
we find no differences in contact between the 
groups of Mexican American and White par-
ticipants and groups of Black and White par-
ticipants.

We do, however, find differences in inter-
group anxiety levels between the groups of 
Mexican American and White participants and 
groups of Black and White participants. White 
participants have much higher levels of social 
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12. Notably, no association was found between deference and intergroup anxiety.

13. Analysis available on request from first author.

14. However, Black group members rate themselves as less competent than White group members in the control 
but not the experimental conditions. This was the same (predicted) pattern that we see in the White and Mexi-
can American groups.

anxiety toward Black than toward Mexican 
American group members. These levels could 
have a couple explanations.12

First, it could signal that White group mem-
bers are concerned that they might appear to 
be racist in interactions within public groups. 
This concern might further activate intergroup 
anxiety and result in White individuals leaving 
interracial interactions feeling cognitively or 
emotionally depleted (Richeson and Shelton 
2007). Although we cannot test this directly, we 
find that when White group members had 
higher intergroup anxiety, they were less con-
tent with the group interaction.13

Another possibility is that the stereotypes of 
Black women as assertive may decrease nega-
tive attributions related to competence (Hark-
ness 2016; Livingston, Rosette, and Washington 
2012). Again, although we cannot test this di-
rectly, we find some support for the idea, be-
cause White group members do not rank Black 
group members as less competent than White 
group members.14 Although we cannot conclu-
sively demonstrate the reason for the lack of 
differences in deference between Black and 
White group members, our results point to the 
importance of assessing the initial conditions 
in each specific context (that is, perceived com-
petence associated with intersectional stereo-
types).

The combination of ICT and SC-EST dem-
onstrates how the two theories can supplement 
each other and points out areas for future col-
laboration. First, we sought to understand how 
the general findings of ICT could relate to 
small, task-oriented groups to which members 
were assigned. We find that, in general, ICT 
helps explain, for White individuals, the rela-

tionship among contact, social anxiety, and 
affective measures related to a particular  
group. Relationships were not as clear for Black  
and Mexican American individuals. This relates 
to a common criticism that ICT has not re-
searched those from socially excluded groups 
as frequently as those from socially advantaged 
groups (see discussion in Pettigrew and Hews-
tone 2017).

Second, although contact is predictive of af-
fect, it did not predict competence assessments 
or measures of deference. Put differently, we 
find that the contact-based interventions are 
more effective at changing affective prejudices 
than cognitive prejudices. This suggests that, 
despite affective sentiments between members 
of historically advantaged and disadvantaged 
groups, status hierarchies may persist. If this 
pattern is reproduced in future research, it may 
suggest that status is particularly insidious, 
maintaining systems of inequality irrespective 
of affective sentiment.

In conclusion, we call for more work that 
combines insights from psychological and so-
ciological social psychology to intervene in ra-
cial inequality. We support calls for more stud-
ies that use random assignment in assessment 
of the scope of intergroup contact theory 
(Paluck and Green 2009; Paluck, Green, and 
Green 2019; Paluck et al. 2021) and this would 
also provide an avenue to combining SC-EST 
and ICT. We also echo Thomas Pettigrew’s and 
Miles Hewstone’s call to avoid what they call 
“the single factor fallacy” of research (2017). 
That is, ethnic relations exist within a complex 
set of contexts. Researchers must consider the 
differing histories and norms that frame inter-
actions among the various groups.
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Appendix B.  Tests of Equivalence
When examining null hypotheses (1b, 2b, 3b), 
in addition to considering nonsignificant p-
values, we also consider tests of equivalence 
(Janssen and Wellek 2010; Seaman and Serlin 
1998; Schuirmann 1987; Dinno 2017). Tests of 
equivalence are designed to test the hypothesis 
that the effect is no different from zero. This is 
different from p-values from regression analy-
ses, which provide the probability of getting a 
certain effect size if the actual effect size in the 
population was zero. This is a subtle but impor-
tant difference.

As noted, in the Mexican American–White 
study, White group members in the control, but 
not the experimental condition evaluated 
White group members as more competent than 
Mexican American group members. Tests of 
equivalence further support these findings. In 
the experimental conditions, the observed ef-
fect falls within the equivalence bounds, mean-
ing that there was practically zero difference in 
White group members’ evaluations of Mexican 
American and White group members’ compe-
tence (pMA < .001; Seaman and Serlin 1998). No-
tably, this test of equivalence is also significant 
in the experimental condition for the Black-
White study. However, because the control con-
dition was not statistically significant, the over-
all meaning is less clear.

In both the Black-White and Mexican Amer-
ican–White studies, in the control condition, 
Black and Mexican American group members 
evaluated themselves as less competent than 
their White group members. In the experimen-
tal condition, however, no significant differ-
ence was found in Black and Mexican American 
group members’ evaluations of their own and 
White group members’ competence. Tests of 
equivalence further support these findings. In 
the experimental conditions of both studies, 
the observed effect falls within the equivalence 
bounds, meaning we found practically zero dif-
ference in Black or Mexican American group 
members’ evaluations of their own or White 
group members’ competence (pBW < .01; 
pMA < .05) (Seaman and Serlin 1998).

Hypothesis 3b predicted no difference in 
group position by ethnicity in the experimental 
condition. To confirm this hypothesis, we used 
tests of equivalence with proportions. Again, 

the tests of equivalence support the findings 
from the regression output. For the Mexican 
American–White study, the observed difference 
in the probability of group members being in 
each group position by ethnicity falls within 
equivalence bounds for the experimental con-
dition.

Appendix C.  Gr aph Theoretical 
E xpl anation of the Inconsistent 
Comple xit y Intervention
One way to think of the burden of proof process 
and intervention in that process is to think of 
the number of attributional “steps” people in 
an interaction might employ to help make de-
cisions. These steps are often unconscious. For 
example, if two people are working together on 
one task, and they have information only about 
the diffuse status characteristics that separate 
them (for example, one might be a man while 
the other is a woman), those diffuse status char-
acteristics will be used to make inferences 
about who should be given more influence than 
the other. This is especially the case for “unitary 
tasks,” tasks that are assumed to be determined 
by one specific skill (or specific status charac-
teristic). An example is that men might be 
granted more influence on a task involving GIS 
skill.

On the basis of research by Cohen (1993) 
and Fişek (1991), Goar and Sell (2005) argued 
that if the task itself was defined as not unitary, 
but rather composed of many differently eval-
uated subtasks, the steps people employ in 
decision-making change. The steps increase, 
and since skills associated with the tasks are 
not necessarily related to each other, “easy” 
generalization or stereotyping is more diffi-
cult. In these cases, there is an intervention in 
the burden of proof process. Importantly, Goar 
and Sell argued that the task itself could be the 
same, but the perception of the task could 
change the interaction and result in less in-
equality between interactants. Rather than de-
fining the task as involving only GIS, one might 
describe it as involving many different skills 
that might not be related to each other, such 
as geometric reasoning, topological under-
standing, and ecological and biological knowl-
edge.

This process can also be described in graph 
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theory, which can codify the attributional steps 
mentioned above (Berger et al. 1977; Goar and 
Sell 2005; Webster and Hysom 1998).
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