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Defining Attitudes Toward Outgroups

Attitudes toward outgroups represent complex psychological constructs that encompass how
individuals perceive, feel, and behave toward members of social groups to which they do not
personally belong. These attitudes are fundamentally shaped by the process of social
categorization, whereby humans naturally divide the world into "us" (the ingroup) and "them" (the
outgroup). While this categorization is an efficient cognitive mechanism for processing social
information, it often leads to systematic biases, including the tendency to favor the ingroup and
hold less favorable, or even hostile, views of the outgroup. Understanding these attitudes requires
examining their tripartite structure, which includes cognitive elements (stereotypes), affective
elements (prejudice), and behavioral elements (discrimination), recognizing that these components
are often intricately intertwined and mutually reinforcing in their impact on intergroup relations. The
intensity and valence of these attitudes are highly variable, ranging from mild disinterest to
profound hatred, and are influenced by a myriad of factors, including cultural norms, historical
conflicts, and individual personality traits.

The definition of an outgroup attitude extends beyond simple negative valence; it involves a
generalized orientation toward the group as a whole, rather than specific individuals within it. This
generalization means that information about a single outgroup member may disproportionately
influence the attitude held toward the entire category. Crucially, these attitudes often serve
psychological functions for the ingroup, such as enhancing self-esteem through downward social
comparison, justifying existing social hierarchies, or providing a shared reality that strengthens
ingroup cohesion. For instance, if an ingroup perceives itself as morally superior, negative attitudes
toward an outgroup often serve to validate this self-perception. Furthermore, the concept is distinct
from, though related to, mere recognition of difference; rather, it involves the attachment of
evaluative meaning--good or bad--to those perceived differences.

Psychological research emphasizes that attitudes toward outgroups are not static; they are
dynamic, context-dependent, and subject to change based on situational factors and intergroup
interactions. A key distinction in modern research is made between explicit attitudes, which are
consciously endorsed and easily reported, and implicit attitudes, which operate outside
conscious awareness and reflect automatic associations stored in memory. While explicit attitudes
may be managed or suppressed due to social desirability concerns, implicit attitudes often reveal
underlying biases that can powerfully predict spontaneous or nonverbal behaviors toward outgroup
members. Analyzing this interplay between conscious and nonconscious beliefs is essential for
developing comprehensive models of intergroup hostility and tolerance, highlighting the complexity
inherent in measuring and addressing these deeply held social orientations.
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The Cognitive Component: Stereotypes

The cognitive component of outgroup attitudes manifests primarily as stereotypes, which are
generalized beliefs or expectations about the characteristics, attributes, and behaviors of members
of an outgroup. Stereotypes function as cognitive shortcuts, simplifying the immense complexity of
the social world by categorizing individuals and applying pre-existing knowledge structures. While
stereotyping is a universal cognitive process, the content of these stereotypes is culturally and
historically specific, reflecting societal narratives, power dynamics, and perceived intergroup
differences. These beliefs are often resistant to change, even in the face of contradictory evidence,
because incoming information that challenges the stereotype may be dismissed, reinterpreted, or
categorized as an exception, thereby preserving the general rule. This cognitive rigidity makes
stereotypes a powerful, self-perpetuating element in maintaining negative outgroup attitudes.

Stereotypes are rarely purely descriptive; they often carry strong prescriptive elements, dictating
how outgroup members should behave, which can lead to phenomena like stereotype threat.
Furthermore, the content of stereotypes tends to cluster along two fundamental dimensions:
competence and warmth. High competence stereotypes (e.qg., intelligent, skilled) coupled with low
warmth stereotypes (e.g., cold, untrustworthy) often characterize groups that are perceived as
high-status competitors, whereas low competence and high warmth stereotypes often apply to
groups perceived as low-status but non-threatening, such as the elderly. The specific combination
of competence and warmth determines the particular emotional response (prejudice) elicited
toward the group, demonstrating the direct link between the cognitive and affective components of
outgroup attitudes.

A critical feature of stereotypes is the outgroup homogeneity effect, the tendency for ingroup
members to perceive outgroup members as being more similar to one another than ingroup
members are perceived to be. This effect arises because individuals have more frequent and
varied interactions with ingroup members, leading to a richer and more nuanced understanding of
ingroup variability. Conversely, limited interaction with the outgroup results in a less differentiated
perception, making it easier to generalize attributes across the entire group. This homogenization
simplifies the outgroup, making it easier to apply broad stereotypes and overlook individual
differences, thereby reinforcing the cognitive basis for subsequent negative affect and
discriminatory behavior.

The Affective Component: Prejudice

Prejudice constitutes the affective, or emotional, component of attitudes toward outgroups, defined
as a generalized hostile or negative feeling directed toward a group and its members based solely
on their group membership. Unlike stereotypes, which are beliefs, prejudice involves the emotional
response--feelings such as contempt, fear, anger, disgust, or anxiety--that are triggered by the
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presence or thought of the outgroup. These emotional responses are often deep-seated and
difficult to rationalize, making them particularly potent drivers of intergroup conflict. The intensity of
prejudice often correlates strongly with perceived threat, whether that threat is realistic (e.g.,
competition over resources) or symbolic (e.g., perceived differences in values or moral standards).

Modern research distinguishes between various forms of prejudice, recognizing that outright
hostility has become socially unacceptable in many contexts. Modern prejudice (or symbolic
prejudice) is characterized by the endorsement of beliefs that minorities violate traditional values,
coupled with a denial that prejudice or discrimination exists. This subtle form of prejudice often
manifests as discomfort or avoidance rather than overt hatred. Another crucial form is aversive
racism, typically held by individuals who consciously endorse egalitarian values but harbor
unconscious negative feelings toward outgroups. These individuals often experience psychological
tension and tend to avoid interaction with outgroup members, or they discriminate only when non-
prejudiced justifications for their behavior are readily available.

The emotional architecture of prejudice is highly differentiated. For instance, the feeling of disgust
is often associated with groups perceived as violating purity norms or posing health risks, while
fear is typically linked to groups perceived as physically dangerous or violent. Anxiety, particularly
intergroup anxiety, arises from the concern that interactions with outgroup members will be
awkward, embarrassing, or lead to negative evaluations. This anxiety can motivate avoidance
behaviors, thereby limiting opportunities for positive contact and perpetuating negative attitudes.
Understanding the specific emotional profile of prejudice directed toward a particular outgroup is
crucial for designing targeted interventions aimed at mitigating intergroup hostility.

The Behavioral Component: Discrimination

Discrimination represents the behavioral component of outgroup attitudes, defined as unjustified
negative or harmful action directed toward a member of an outgroup simply because of their
membership in that group. While stereotypes are thoughts and prejudice is feelings, discrimination
is the observable act. It is the practical manifestation of negative attitudes, translating cognitive
biases and emotional hostility into tangible social consequences. Discrimination can range from
subtle acts of microaggression, such as dismissive body language or tone of voice, to overt and
institutionalized forms of exclusion, violence, or systemic inequality in areas such as employment,
housing, or the justice system.

It is important to note that the link between the three components--stereotype, prejudice, and
discrimination--is not always direct or perfectly consistent. Individuals may hold strong prejudices
but refrain from discriminatory behavior due to social norms or legal constraints (the attitude-
behavior gap). Conversely, individuals who do not personally endorse prejudiced beliefs may
nonetheless engage in discrimination if they are operating within institutions or systems that are
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structurally biased. This highlights the concept of institutional discrimination, where policies,
procedures, and practices within large organizations systematically disadvantage outgroup
members, irrespective of the explicit intentions of the individuals implementing them.

Behavioral outcomes related to outgroup attitudes also include phenomena like social exclusion
and in-group favoritism. While overt hostility is clearly discriminatory, favoring the ingroup (e.g.,
hiring a less qualified ingroup member over a more qualified outgroup member) also constitutes a
form of discrimination, often termed "positive discrimination" for the ingroup. Research utilizing
economic games and simulated decision-making tasks consistently shows that, even in minimal
group paradigms where group membership is arbitrary and meaningless, individuals allocate more
resources and exhibit greater trust toward ingroup members than toward outgroup members. This
ingroup bias is a pervasive and powerful behavioral demonstration of differential attitudes toward
social categories.

Theoretical Foundations: Social Identity and Self-Categorization

The most influential psychological framewaorks explaining attitudes toward outgroups are rooted in
Social Identity Theory (SIT), developed by Henri Tajfel and John Turner, and its extension, Self-
Categorization Theory (SCT). SIT posits that a significant portion of an individual's self-concept is
derived from their knowledge of and emotional attachment to the social groups they belong to.
People are motivated to achieve and maintain a positive social identity, and one primary way to do
this is through social comparison: evaluating the ingroup favorably relative to relevant outgroups.
This drive for positive distinctiveness inherently promotes ingroup favoritism and, frequently,
outgroup derogation, even when group membership is based on trivial or arbitrary criteria (the
minimal group paradigm).

Self-Categorization Theory builds upon SIT by focusing on the cognitive processes underlying
group formation and identification. SCT suggests that individuals categorize themselves and others
along a continuum of identity levels, ranging from personal identity to social identity. When social
identity is salient (i.e., when the individual perceives themselves primarily as a group member), the
process of depersonalization occurs, where the individual views themselves and other ingroup
members not as unique individuals but as interchangeable representatives of the social category.
This cognitive shift leads to increased conformity to ingroup norms and, crucially, accentuates
perceived differences between the ingroup and the outgroup, thereby intensifying attitudes and
biases toward the outgroup.

These theories emphasize that negative attitudes toward outgroups are not necessarily the result
of personality flaws or pathological hatred, but rather a functional consequence of normal cognitive
and motivational processes related to self-enhancement and group belonging. When an ingroup's
status is threatened or perceived as unstable, the need to restore positive distinctiveness often
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leads to particularly harsh or negative attitudes toward the outgroup responsible for the threat.
Thus, SIT and SCT provide a powerful framework for understanding how intergroup bias is linked
intrinsically to the individual's psychological investment in their social groups, explaining why
group-based attitudes are often more powerful than individual-level relationships might suggest.

Explanatory Models: Realistic Conflict and Intergroup Threat

While social identity approaches focus on psychological needs, other explanatory models
emphasize structural and environmental factors. Realistic Conflict Theory (RCT), most famously
demonstrated in Muzafer Sherif's Robbers Cave experiments, posits that negative attitudes toward
outgroups arise from actual competition over scarce, valued resources, such as economic assets,
political power, or territory. When groups perceive themselves to be in a zero-sum competition--
where one group's gain is the other's loss--hostility, prejudice, and discrimination naturally emerge
as functional responses to protect the ingroup's interests. The intensity of the negative attitude is
directly proportional to the perceived value of the resource and the severity of the competition.

A more nuanced extension of RCT is the Integrated Threat Theory (ITT), which identifies two
primary types of threat that drive negative outgroup attitudes: realistic threat and symbolic threat.
Realistic threat involves threats to the physical or economic well-being of the ingroup (e.g., job
loss, physical safety). Symbolic threat, however, involves perceived threats to the ingroup's cultural
values, traditions, norms, or worldview. Research consistently shows that symbolic threat often
plays an even stronger role than realistic threat in predicting prejudice and negative attitudes,
particularly in conflicts involving immigration or cultural assimilation. When an outgroup is
perceived as undermining the ingroup's core values, the affective response is typically stronger
and more morally charged.

Both RCT and ITT highlight the crucial role of interdependence and goal structures in shaping
attitudes. When groups are placed in a situation of negative interdependence (competition),
attitudes degrade rapidly. Conversely, the introduction of superordinate goals--goals that require
cooperation between groups and cannot be achieved by any single group alone--has been shown
to reduce intergroup hostility significantly. This principle underscores that the structure of the
intergroup relationship, rather than inherent group differences, often dictates the valence of
attitudes. The perception of threat, whether real or symbolic, acts as a primary catalyst for the
crystallization of negative attitudes into active prejudice and discrimination.

Strategies for Reducing Negative Outgroup Attitudes

The psychological literature offers several empirically validated strategies aimed at mitigating
negative attitudes toward outgroups, with the Contact Hypothesis being the most influential
framework. Developed by Gordon Allport, this hypothesis proposes that under specific optimal
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conditions, direct intergroup contact can reduce prejudice and anxiety. These conditions include:
(1) equal status between groups in the contact situation, (2) the pursuit of common goals
(superordinate goals), (3) intergroup cooperation rather than competition, and (4) support from
institutional authorities, law, or custom. When these conditions are met, contact allows ingroup
members to gain personalized knowledge about outgroup members, thereby counteracting the
homogenizing effects of stereotypes.

Building on the Contact Hypothesis, researchers have developed various models of effective
contact. The Jigsaw Classroom technique, for example, structures learning environments such
that students from different groups must rely on each other to master the material, thereby creating
positive interdependence and fostering empathy. Furthermore, research on extended contact
suggests that simply knowing an ingroup member has a close relationship with an outgroup
member can indirectly reduce prejudice, even without direct interaction. This indirect contact works
by reducing intergroup anxiety and demonstrating that positive cross-group friendships are
possible and normative.

Finally, cognitive interventions focus on challenging the underlying mechanisms that maintain
negative attitudes. These strategies include stereotype suppression (consciously attempting to
avoid stereotypic thoughts, though this can sometimes backfire), and more effectively,
perspective-taking, which involves actively imagining the world from an outgroup member's
viewpoint. Perspective-taking has been shown to increase empathy and reduce automatic negative
associations toward the outgroup. Another powerful approach is re-categorization, where groups
are encouraged to view themselves as members of a single, superordinate ingroup (e.g., shifting
identity from "Group A" and "Group B" to "We are all citizens of this community"). By altering the
boundaries of ingroup membership, the basis for negative outgroup attitudes is fundamentally
removed.
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