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Defining Attitudes Toward Marginal Groups

Attitudes toward marginal groups constitute a critical area of study within social psychology,
sociology, and political science, representing the complex psychological orientations individuals
hold regarding groups that occupy positions of less power, privilege, or acceptance within a
dominant societal structure. These attitudes are multifaceted evaluations--often characterized by
prejudice, stereotypes, and discrimination--directed toward groups defined by characteristics such
as race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability status, socioeconomic status, or religious affiliation.
A key definitional element is the inherent power differential; a marginal group is one systematically
excluded or disadvantaged relative to the majority or dominant group, meaning the attitudes held
by the dominant group often carry significant societal weight and influence policy and social norms.
Understanding these attitudes requires moving beyond simple dislike to exploring deeply
embedded cognitive structures and emotional reactions that shape intergroup interactions and
maintain social hierarchies. Furthermore, these attitudes are not static; they evolve with cultural
shifts, political climates, and individual exposure, presenting a dynamic challenge for researchers
seeking to mitigate their negative effects.

The concept of attitude, generally understood as a psychological tendency expressed by
evaluating a particular entity with some degree of favor or disfavor, takes on profound social
significance when directed toward human groups. Specifically, attitudes toward marginal groups
are typically composed of three interrelated components: the cognitive, the affective, and the
behavioral. The cognitive component involves stereotypes--generalized beliefs about the
characteristics of group members, which are often oversimplified or inaccurate. The affective
component refers to prejudice, which encompasses the negative feelings (e.g., fear, hostility,
contempt) or positive feelings (though positive prejudice can also be problematic, as in benevolent
sexism) experienced toward the group. Finally, the behavioral component is discrimination, which
involves unequal treatment or actions taken against the group members based solely on their
group membership. It is crucial to recognize that while these components are distinct, they often
reinforce one another, creating a robust and resistant attitudinal system that justifies and
perpetuates inequality. For instance, negative stereotypes (cognition) fuel feelings of discomfort
(affect), which ultimately lead to exclusionary behavior (discrimination).

The term "marginal groups" itself is preferred in contemporary academic discourse over older, less
precise terminology, emphasizing the structural aspect of their positioning. Marginalization implies
a process of being pushed to the periphery of power, resources, and social influence, highlighting
the systemic nature of exclusion rather than merely focusing on individual bias. This structural
perspective necessitates that researchers consider not only individual psychological processes but
also macro-level variables, such as institutional policies, historical legacies of oppression, and
prevailing cultural narratives that legitimize differential treatment. Therefore, the study of attitudes
toward marginal groups is inherently interdisciplinary, demanding attention to both the micro-level
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mechanisms of individual bias and the macro-level systems of social stratification. The attitudes
held by the majority population serve as the psychological foundation for maintaining these
systems, making their analysis central to achieving genuine social equity and inclusion.

Historical and Societal Context

The historical context profoundly shapes contemporary attitudes toward marginal groups, as
current biases rarely emerge in a vacuum but are instead inherited remnants of past conflicts,
legislation, and cultural norms that served to establish and maintain social hierarchies. Historically,
attitudes have been instrumentalized by dominant groups to justify exploitative practices, such as
slavery, colonization, and systematic exclusion from political and economic participation. For
example, the development of racial science in the 18th and 19th centuries provided
pseudoscientific justification for the belief in inherent inferiority of certain racial groups, creating
cognitive frameworks (stereotypes) that persist, albeit in modified forms, today. These deeply
entrenched historical narratives often manifest as implicit biases--automatic, unconscious
associations--in modern individuals, demonstrating the enduring legacy of systemic prejudice even
in societies that explicitly reject overt discrimination. Consequently, understanding the evolution of
attitudes requires historical analysis of how power structures defined who belongs and who is
marginalized over centuries.

Societal context further dictates the specific targets and intensity of negative attitudes, often
reflecting current economic anxieties, political rhetoric, and perceived threats to the dominant
group's status. When resources are scarce or economic competition is heightened, intergroup
tensions tend to escalate, leading to increased prejudice directed toward groups perceived as
competitors, such as recent immigrants or specific socioeconomic classes. Political leaders
frequently exploit these contexts, using rhetoric that essentializes marginal groups and frames
them as internal or external threats to national security or cultural integrity. This political
mobilization of prejudice can quickly transform latent attitudes into active discrimination, influencing
public policy regarding immigration, housing, and criminal justice. Furthermore, societal norms
dictate the acceptability of expressing prejudice; while overt forms of racism or sexism may be
socially sanctioned in many Western societies today, more subtle, modern forms of bias--like
aversive prejudice or microaggressions--have become prevalent, adapting to the constraints of
modern egalitarian ideals.

The relationship between societal context and individual attitudes is mediated significantly by
cultural products and institutional practices. Media representations, for instance, play a powerful
role in reinforcing or challenging stereotypes, often presenting marginalized individuals in narrow,
negative, or one-dimensional roles, thereby solidifying prejudiced beliefs among the viewing public.
Similarly, institutional practices in education, healthcare, and the legal system can perpetuate
negative attitudes by enacting policies that disadvantage marginal groups, thereby providing
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behavioral evidence that seems to justify the negative stereotypes held by the majority. When a
society's institutions consistently produce unequal outcomes--such as disproportionate
incarceration rates--these outcomes are often misinterpreted as reflecting inherent group
deficiencies rather than systemic failures, reinforcing the negative attitudes that rationalize the
status quo. This cyclical relationship between historical context, societal structure, and individual
attitudes makes the mitigation of prejudice a complex, multi-level challenge.

Theoretical Frameworks of Prejudice and Bias

Several influential theoretical frameworks attempt to explain the origins and maintenance of
attitudes toward marginal groups, drawing primarily from social psychology and sociology. One of
the foundational theories is Realistic Group Conflict Theory (RGCT), which posits that prejudice
and discrimination arise when groups compete for limited resources, such as economic
opportunities, land, or political power. This competition generates genuine conflict of interest,
leading to negative attitudes and hostility toward the out-group, which is viewed as an obstacle to
achieving in-group goals. RGCT emphasizes the material basis of prejudice, suggesting that the
affective component (hostility) is a direct, rational response to perceived threats to the in-group's
well-being. Classic studies, such as the Robbers Cave experiment, provided empirical support for
this framework by demonstrating how intergroup hostility could be manufactured by introducing
competitive tasks and subsequently reduced by introducing superordinate goals requiring
cooperation.

In contrast to the material focus of RGCT, Social Identity Theory (SIT) and its extension, Self-
Categorization Theory (SCT), emphasize the cognitive and motivational processes related to self-
esteem and group belonging. SIT proposes that individuals strive to achieve or maintain a positive
self-concept, which is partially derived from the status and reputation of their in-group.
Consequently, people demonstrate in-group bias--favoring their own group--and derogate out-
groups in order to enhance or protect their social identity. The simple act of categorizing oneself as
belonging to a group is often sufficient to trigger this bias, even in the absence of explicit
competition or prior conflict. This framework highlights the motivational function of prejudice:
negative attitudes toward marginal groups serve to elevate the status of the dominant group,
thereby boosting the self-esteem of its members. This perspective helps explain why prejudice can
persist even among individuals who do not directly benefit materially from the marginalization of
others.

More contemporary frameworks focus on the psychological mechanisms of bias, such as System
Justification Theory (SJT) and the exploration of implicit attitudes. SJT argues that people are
motivated to believe that the existing social, economic, and political systems are fair, legitimate,
and desirable, even when these systems disadvantage them or others. This motivation to justify
the status quo means that individuals, including members of marginalized groups themselves,
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often adopt attitudes that rationalize inequality, such as endorsing stereotypes that suggest
marginal groups deserve their lower status. Furthermore, research on implicit bias using tools like
the Implicit Association Test (IAT) reveals that many individuals hold automatic, unconscious
negative associations toward marginal groups, associations that often contradict their consciously
held, egalitarian beliefs. These implicit attitudes are learned through consistent exposure to cultural
stereotypes and media portrayals and can significantly influence nonverbal behavior and rapid
decision-making, leading to subtle but pervasive forms of discrimination that are difficult to detect
and correct.

The Structure and Components of Attitudes

The structure of attitudes toward marginal groups is rarely monolithic; rather, it is characterized by
complexity and often internal inconsistency, particularly in societies promoting egalitarian values.
As noted, attitudes typically comprise cognitive, affective, and behavioral components, but the
relative strength and consistency among these components vary widely across individuals and
target groups. For instance, an individual might consciously reject racist stereotypes (cognitive
component) but still experience genuine discomfort or anxiety (affective component) when
interacting closely with members of a marginalized racial group, a phenomenon often described in
the study of aversive racism. This disconnect highlights the distinction between explicit attitudes
(those consciously held and reported) and implicit attitudes (those operating outside conscious
awareness), demonstrating that negative attitudes can persist and influence behavior even when
individuals genuinely believe themselves to be unbiased.

Furthermore, the affective component--prejudice--can take diverse forms beyond simple hatred or
contempt. Research suggests a taxonomy of emotional responses directed toward different
marginal groups, often mediated by two primary dimensions: perceived warmth (friendliness,
trustworthiness) and perceived competence (capability, skill). The Stereotype Content Model
(SCM) proposes that groups are stereotyped along these two dimensions, leading to distinct
emotional profiles. For example, homeless individuals might be perceived as low in both warmth
and competence, eliciting feelings of contempt and disgust. Conversely, elderly individuals might
be seen as high in warmth but low in competence, eliciting pity or benevolent prejudice. These
distinct emotional responses predict different behavioral intentions: contempt leads to active harm
or exclusion, whereas pity might lead to passive neglect or patronizing behavior. Understanding
the specific emotional valence is crucial because interventions must target the specific feelings
driving the prejudice, rather than assuming a single, generalized hostility.

The behavioral component, discrimination, represents the translation of negative attitudes into
observable actions, ranging from overt acts of violence or exclusion to subtle microaggressions.
Discrimination is often constrained by social norms and legal penalties, meaning that negative
attitudes do not always translate directly into discriminatory behavior. This lack of direct
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correspondence is known as the attitude-behavior gap. Factors such as perceived social pressure,
the presence of observers, or the perceived legitimacy of the behavioral context significantly
moderate the expression of discrimination. However, when behavior is subtle or occurs in
ambiguous contexts, negative attitudes are far more likely to manifest. Microaggressions--brief and
commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional or
unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative slights and insults toward people
of marginal groups--are particularly insidious because they are often dismissed by perpetrators but
accumulate significant psychological toll on the recipients, confirming the enduring power of
negative attitudes.

Measurement Techniques and Challenges

Accurately measuring attitudes toward marginal groups is essential for research and intervention,
yet it presents significant methodological challenges due to the sensitive nature of the topic and the
prevalence of social desirability bias. Traditional measurement techniques rely on self-report
measures, such as questionnaires and Likert scales, where respondents explicitly state their
beliefs and feelings. These measures, including the Modern Racism Scale or scales assessing
explicit sexism, are effective at capturing conscious, explicit attitudes. However, their primary
weakness is vulnerability to distortion; respondents, aware of social norms against prejudice, often
provide answers they believe are socially acceptable rather than their true attitudes, leading to an
underestimation of negative bias. To mitigate this, researchers often employ subtle wording,
guarantee anonymity, or use indirect questioning techniques, but the fundamental limitation
remains the reliance on conscious introspection.

To overcome the limitations of self-report, researchers have developed various unobtrusive and
implicit measures designed to tap into attitudes operating outside conscious control. The most
widely used of these is the Implicit Association Test (IAT), which measures the strength of
automatic associations between a target group (e.g., Black people) and evaluative attributes (e.g.,
good/bad). A stronger association between the marginal group and negative attributes indicates a
higher level of implicit bias. Other implicit measures include the Affective Priming Task and various
physiological measures, such as galvanic skin response or functional magnetic resonance imaging
(fMRI), which assess emotional and cognitive responses to group-related stimuli without requiring
verbal report. These implicit measures often reveal biases that contradict an individual's explicit
self-report, providing a more comprehensive, though complex, picture of the individual's
psychological orientation.

Beyond individual psychological measures, researchers also employ behavioral observation and
archival analysis to gauge attitudes toward marginal groups indirectly. Behavioral measures
might involve observing actual hiring decisions, seating choices in mixed-group settings, or
nonverbal behaviors (e.g., eye contact, body language) during interactions. Archival analyses
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involve examining large-scale data sets, such as hate crime statistics, media coverage patterns, or
disparities in loan approvals or sentencing outcomes, to infer prevailing societal attitudes and
institutional biases. The challenge with interpreting these data is causality; while observed
disparities strongly suggest the presence of negative attitudes and discrimination, they do not
pinpoint the exact psychological mechanism in individuals. Therefore, the most robust research
programs typically utilize a multi-method approach, combining explicit, implicit, and behavioral
measures to achieve triangulation and provide a holistic assessment of attitudes at both the
individual and systemic levels.

Manifestations and Behavioral Outcomes

The behavioral outcomes stemming from negative attitudes toward marginal groups are extensive
and pervasive, impacting virtually every domain of social life, including economic opportunity,
health, education, and legal justice. Discrimination, the primary behavioral manifestation, can take
forms ranging from blatant hate speech and violence to subtle, systemic exclusion. At the
institutional level, negative attitudes embedded within organizational cultures and policies lead to
systemic discrimination, such as racial profiling by law enforcement, disparities in healthcare
access and quality, or biased hiring practices in the labor market. These systemic outcomes are
particularly damaging because they are often invisible to the dominant group and contribute to the
maintenance of deep-seated inequalities, limiting the life chances and socioeconomic mobility of
marginalized individuals across generations. The cumulative effect of these discriminatory actions
creates significant barriers to full participation in society.

A particularly salient manifestation is the phenomenon of microaggressions, which, while
individually minor, accumulate to create a hostile and invalidating environment for marginal group
members. Examples include assuming a person of color is not a native speaker, touching a Black
woman's hair without permission, or constantly asking an LGBTQ+ person about their sexual
practices. These actions, often perpetrated by well-meaning individuals who are unaware of the
harm they cause, communicate underlying negative attitudes and stereotypes, signaling to the
recipient that they are perpetual outsiders or deviants from the norm. The psychological
consequence of constantly navigating these slights is significant, leading to chronic stress,
vigilance, and reduced mental and physical health outcomes, confirming that even subtle negative
attitudes have profound material consequences for the marginalized population.

Furthermore, negative attitudes influence political and civic engagement. Prejudice often translates
into opposition to policies designed to promote equity or affirmative action, as these policies are
perceived by the majority group as threatening their resources or status (a manifestation of RGCT).
Attitudes also influence voting behavior and support for political candidates who employ divisive
rhetoric, thereby perpetuating a political environment hostile to marginalized interests. Conversely,
positive attitudes--often cultivated through meaningful intergroup contact and education--manifest
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as increased empathy, willingness to advocate for social justice, and support for inclusive policies.
The behavioral outcomes are therefore not just about harm reduction, but also about the potential
for constructive social action; positive attitudes are the foundation upon which alliances and
collective action for equality are built, demonstrating the critical link between internal psychological
states and external societal change.

Determinants of Negative Attitudes

The determinants of negative attitudes toward marginal groups are complex and operate across
multiple levels of analysis, ranging from individual personality traits to broad cultural forces. At the
individual level, certain personality factors are reliably associated with higher levels of prejudice.
These include Authoritarianism (specifically Right-Wing Authoritarianism, RWA), characterized by
submission to perceived legitimate authorities, aggression toward out-groups, and adherence to
conventional norms; and Social Dominance Orientation (SDO), which reflects a preference for
hierarchical social structures and a desire for one's in-group to dominate out-groups. Individuals
high in SDO are particularly likely to endorse negative attitudes toward groups whose
marginalization helps maintain existing status hierarchies, while those high in RWA are more
susceptible to fear-based rhetoric targeting groups perceived as threats to social order.

Situational and socio-structural determinants also play a crucial role. As noted by Realistic Group
Conflict Theory, perceived economic threat or resource competition heightens prejudice,
particularly against groups perceived as direct competitors for jobs or housing. Furthermore,
intergroup anxiety--the discomfort or fear experienced during interactions with out-group
members--can serve as a powerful determinant. This anxiety is often rooted in a fear of appearing
prejudiced, a fear of negative evaluation by the out-group member, or a lack of familiarity with the
other group's norms, leading individuals to avoid contact and thereby reinforcing existing negative
attitudes and stereotypes through lack of corrective information. In essence, the avoidance
behavior driven by anxiety perpetuates the ignorance that fuels the prejudice itself, creating a
vicious cycle of fear and exclusion.

Finally, cultural norms and socialization processes are perhaps the most pervasive
determinants. Negative attitudes are not typically invented anew by each generation but are
learned through observation, instruction, and immersion in a prejudiced culture. Children absorb
stereotypes and biases from parents, peers, educational materials, and media long before they
develop the cognitive capacity to critically evaluate these messages. Institutional practices and
prevailing cultural narratives often legitimize and normalize prejudice, making it feel like an
inevitable or natural state of affairs. When a society's core values or narratives implicitly or
explicitly favor one group over another--for example, through historical omissions or biased
language--negative attitudes toward marginal groups become deeply ingrained in the cultural
psyche, requiring concerted, systemic efforts to dismantle the learned prejudice.
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Consequences for Marginalized Individuals and Society

The consequences of negative attitudes toward marginal groups are devastating, manifesting as
profound psychological, physical, and economic harm to the targets of prejudice and
discrimination. For marginalized individuals, chronic exposure to negative attitudes and
microaggressions leads to minority stress--excessive stress stemming from the stigmatized social
identity. This stress is a significant predictor of poor mental health outcomes, including higher rates
of depression, anxiety disorders, and substance abuse. The constant vigilance required to
anticipate and navigate discriminatory environments depletes cognitive resources and contributes
to chronic physiological arousal, leading to poorer physical health outcomes, such as hypertension
and cardiovascular disease. Essentially, negative attitudes impose a tangible health tax on
marginalized populations, shortening lifespans and reducing overall quality of life.

Economically and socially, negative attitudes restrict opportunities and perpetuate intergenerational
poverty. Discrimination in hiring, promotion, and wage setting limits career advancement and
earning potential for marginal group members. Housing discrimination restricts access to well-
resourced neighborhoods and quality schools, further entrenching social stratification. This
economic marginalization is a direct consequence of prejudiced attitudes held by those in positions
of power--landlords, hiring managers, and loan officers--who translate their cognitive and affective
biases into institutional barriers. The cumulative effect is the creation of a persistent achievement
gap, where disparities in outcomes are falsely attributed to group deficiency rather than systemic
exclusion driven by ingrained negative attitudes.

For society as a whole, the persistence of negative attitudes toward marginal groups represents a
massive drain on human potential and social cohesion. When large segments of the population are
systematically excluded or underutilized due to prejudice, the entire society loses out on their
potential contributions to innovation, economic growth, and cultural enrichment. Furthermore,
pervasive prejudice erodes trust in institutions and fosters social fragmentation, increasing political
instability and conflict. Societies plagued by high levels of intergroup hostility struggle to implement
cooperative solutions to shared challenges, such as climate change or economic crises. Therefore,
addressing negative attitudes is not merely a matter of social justice, but a critical prerequisite for
achieving robust, stable, and prosperous democratic societies.

Strategies for Reducing Negative Attitudes

Efforts to reduce negative attitudes toward marginal groups typically focus on interventions at the
individual, intergroup, and systemic levels. One of the most historically significant and empirically
supported approaches is the Contact Hypothesis, originally proposed by Gordon Allport. This
theory posits that prejudice can be reduced through direct, meaningful interaction between
members of different groups, provided certain optimal conditions are met. These conditions
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include: equal status between groups within the contact situation, cooperation toward a common
goal (superordinate goals), institutional support for the contact, and personalized interaction that
allows individuals to disconfirm stereotypes. When these conditions are met, contact increases
familiarity, reduces intergroup anxiety, and fosters empathy, leading to more positive attitudes and
reduced stereotyping. The effectiveness of contact interventions has been widely demonstrated,
particularly in educational and workplace settings.

Cognitive strategies focus on challenging the knowledge structures (stereotypes) that underpin
prejudice. Techniques include de-categorization, which encourages individuals to view out-group
members as unique individuals rather than as interchangeable group representatives, thereby
breaking down the "us vs. them" dichotomy. Another strategy is re-categorization, where
members of opposing groups are encouraged to conceptualize themselves as belonging to a
common, overarching group (e.g., viewing rival sports fans as all being "university alumni®).
Furthermore, education designed to promote critical thinking about stereotypes, media literacy, and
the historical roots of inequality can directly challenge the cognitive component of prejudice.
Intervention programs often utilize perspective-taking exercises, which require individuals to
imagine the world from the perspective of a marginalized person, thereby increasing empathy and
reducing affective bias.

Finally, systemic and institutional strategies are essential because individual attitude change is
often insufficient to overcome entrenched discrimination. These strategies involve implementing
and vigorously enforcing anti-discrimination laws and policies that target the behavioral
component of attitudes. Furthermore, institutions must engage in bias training, particularly focusing
on implicit bias, for employees in gatekeeping roles (e.g., hiring managers, police officers).
Crucially, systemic change requires fostering diverse and inclusive environments where marginal
groups are represented in positions of power and authority, which fundamentally challenges the
societal norms that legitimize prejudice. By simultaneously targeting the cognitive (stereotypes),
affective (prejudice), and behavioral (discrimination) components, and addressing both individual
bias and systemic inequality, comprehensive strategies offer the greatest promise for fostering
genuinely positive attitudes and achieving intergroup harmony.
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