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Abstract

Decades of research on how to improve intergroup relations have primarily examined ways to change prejudiced
attitudes. However, this focus on negative intergroup attitudes has yielded few effective solutions. Because intergroup
relations are shaped by behavior during intergroup interactions, it is necessary to identify constructs that have a strong
causal impact on intergroup behavior change. In this article, I will discuss evidence showing that intergroup attitude
change is neither a sufficient nor necessary cause for intergroup behavior change. Empirical research suggests that
intergroup attitudes are difficult to change and have a limited effect on intergroup behavior. T also distinguish between
constructs that primarily affect intergroup attitude change (e.g., counterstereotypical exemplars, evaluative conditioning)
and constructs that primarily affect intergroup behavior change (e.g., social norms, self-efficacy). Further, suggestions for
future research will also be provided to advance understanding of the various psychological constructs that influence

intergroup behavior change, which will help us develop effective methods of improving intergroup relations.
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Many empirical studies have shown that members of
marginalized groups—such as marginalized racial
groups, women in science and technology fields, mem-
bers of the LGBTQ+ community, marginalized religious
groups, individuals with disabilities, and immigrants—
are treated less positively than their nonmarginalized
peers. They are less likely to receive offers of employ-
ment, to get the same pay as their peers for the same
work, to be chosen as renters or romantic partners, to
receive adequate care from physicians, or to get a sales-
person’s attention. They are also more likely to be mis-
treated by the police and judged more harshly for
crimes they commit. In educational settings, members
of marginalized groups get less attention and less
encouragement from their teachers, are more likely to
be expelled from school, and are told in a myriad of
direct and indirect ways that people like them do not
belong to the institution (for reviews, see Ayhan et al.,
2020; Ghumman et al., 2013; D. L. Lee & Ahn, 2012;
Ozeren, 2014; Reskin, 2012).

The examples in the previous paragraph are quite
different from each other, but they share one common
characteristic: Members of marginalized groups have

negative experiences, and these experiences are created
by other individuals who treat them in a discriminatory
manner. Although the perpetrators of this discrimina-
tion are likely to hold negative attitudes toward the
marginalized group in question, the proximal cause of
the negative experience is not the attitude (i.e., preju-
dice) but the behavior (i.e., discrimination). The impli-
cation is straightforward: If we want members of
marginalized groups to have more positive experiences,
we need to change people’s intergroup behaviors. As
Paluck and Clark (2020) put it, “One could argue that
between attitudes and behaviors, it is better to change
behavior because prejudicial action is worse than har-
boring prejudicial attitudes” (p. 769).

How can we get people to engage in fewer discrimi-
natory and more inclusive behaviors? For decades,
many social scientists and practitioners have held the
belief that the most effective method to change people’s
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intergroup behaviors is to change their intergroup atti-
tudes, which is one of the reasons why many studies
on racism, sexism, homophobia, and other forms of
bigotry do not include behavioral outcomes (Paluck
et al., 2021). In this article, I will suggest that this belief
is incorrect for two reasons. First, the influence of inter-
group attitudes on intergroup behaviors is very limited.
Second, intergroup attitudes are difficult to change in
the real world. I will further suggest that there are other
psychological processes and phenomena that, com-
pared with intergroup attitudes, not only have a stron-
ger causal impact on intergroup behavior change but
can also be leveraged more easily in the real world. Put
more simply, suppose we devote more attention to the
psychological constructs that causally affect intergroup
behavior change? These are the constructs that require
greater focus in order to advance theorizing in the
social sciences and to create more positive experiences
for members of marginalized groups.

This article will briefly review the role that behavior
has played in social psychological research and how
insights from studies on attitude-behavior discrepancy
apply to research on intergroup relations. After a
description of recent interventions—many of which
changed intergroup behaviors without a concurrent
change in intergroup attitudes—I describe the factors
that primarily affect intergroup attitude change and the
factors that primarily affect intergroup behavior change.
It will be demonstrated that these factors are quite dif-
ferent from each other. In the final section of the article,
I will present recommendations for future directions in
the field of intergroup relations.

The Value of Behavior in Social
Psychology

The field of psychology not only attempts to understand
cognitions, emotions, and motivations but also behav-
iors. Social psychology is founded on phenomenology
and personal experience, and social psychologists have
largely aimed to understand why certain behaviors hap-
pen and the conditions under which these behaviors
occur. One example that motivated this focus was
bystander behavior during the rape and murder of Kitty
Genovese (Darley & Latané, 1968). However, the field’s
emphasis shifted from behavior to cognition in the later
decades of the last century.

Dolinski (2018) explained that the decline in mea-
surement of behavior in psychology occurred in the
1970s alongside the “cognitive revolution”; although
researchers have always been interested in attitudes
and cognition, their interest in these mental processes
grew exponentially, sometimes with the goal of identi-
tying the psychological mechanisms behind behavior.

Ironically, behavior was infrequently measured after
1980. In Cialdini’s (2009) article “We Have to Break Up,”
he discussed concerns about the cognitive revolution
in psychology, claiming that priority placed on cogni-
tion lessens the applicability of findings to real-world
contexts. Likewise, Baumeister et al. (2007) heavily
criticized the state of social psychology for its lack of
interest in directly studying behavior and instead
becoming the “study of reaction times and question-
naire responses” (p. 396). They explained that previ-
ously psychologists had used behavioral studies to test
competing theories and show what happened internally
in a person to produce a certain behavior; then psy-
chologists switched to studying the inner cognitive pro-
cesses that lead up to behavior without observing
behavior. A consequence of this revolution has been
that most articles on prejudice or bias no longer contain
measures of observed behaviors.

It is of primary importance to study the causes of
behavior and the methods that can be used to change
behavior because the quality of intergroup relations
and the experience of members of marginalized groups
depend on behaviors (Carr et al., 2012). Our goal
should thus be to induce behavior change on a variety
of levels, from actions that signal respect and kindness
to the implementation of policies and practices that
eliminate systemic barriers to equality.

Attitude-Behavior Consistency
(or Lack Thereof)

The term intergroup attitudes refers to feelings, opin-
ions, expectations, and beliefs about traits that mem-
bers of a given group possess. Attitudes are shaped by
exposure to an attitude object and forming an opinion
about it on the basis of several factors—an interaction
(e.g., whether it was good or bad); beliefs about the
traits or characteristics that an attitude object possesses
(i.e., stereotypes, if the attitude object is a social group);
culture; values; social categorization and identity; infor-
mation from others; emotional reactions; and previous
behaviors (Olson & Kendrick, 2008). The term inter-
group behaviors includes judgments (e.g., recruitment
decisions), verbal behaviors (e.g., using offensive
terms), and nonverbal behaviors (e.g., smiles) that are
demonstrated on the basis of an individual’s group
membership, and they vary from relatively harmless yet
hurtful behaviors (e.g., not remembering a person’s
name) to highly consequential behaviors (e.g., shooting
someone who may or may not be holding a weapon;
Kite et al., 2022).

The history behind the attitude-behavior consistency
question is extensive. In 1981, Fazio and Zanna described
how the assumption that attitudes directly influence
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behavior has been present since the early definitions of
“attitude” (e.g., Allport, 1935), but that over time, social
scientists became increasingly skeptical of the role of
attitudes in behavior. Wicker (1969) reviewed the litera-
ture on attitude-behavior consistency and concluded
that attitudes are likely to be only weakly related to
behavior. Despite this history, psychologists have con-
tinued to push attitude change as the primary method
of improving intergroup behavior.

The paradox of attitude—behavior inconsistency, also
known as the “attitude-behavior gap” and the “value-
action gap” (Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002), has been
demonstrated with numerous behaviors (e.g., organ
donation, charity donation, workplace-safety behav-
iors), but recently it has primarily been studied in the
field of environmental conservation and sustainability
(Chai et al., 2015). Scientists have been concerned
about why people’s attitudes related to climate change
rarely led to behaviors that are consistent with these
attitudes. Findings from this body of research demon-
strate that attitudes, values, and knowledge do not nec-
essarily result in proenvironmental behavior but that
many other factors do (e.g., culture, environment,
norms, demographics; Barr, 2000).

Empirical evidence shows that people often do not
do what they say they will do (e.g., Grzyb & Dolinski,
2017). Many theoretical models attribute behavior to
multiple predictors, only one of which is explicit atti-
tudes. For example, in the theory of planned bebavior,
Ajzen (1991) theorized that in addition to attitudes,
subjective norms and perceived behavioral control also
cause behavioral intentions, which in turn have a causal
effect on behaviors.

There are other factors that contribute to the attitude-
behavior gap. Intentions to behave a certain way
account for only about a quarter of the variance in
behavior (Sheeran, 2002). Other factors include chang-
ing one’s mind, forgetting one’s intentions, low control
over behavior, social desirability bias, missing an
opportunity to behave, distractions, competing goals,
habits, disruptive thoughts and feelings, time between
intentions and behavior, low motivation, and low will-
power (Ajzen, 2020; Hulland & Houston, 2021; Sheeran
& Webb, 2016).

Research on attitude-behavior consistency (or the
lack thereof) has historically focused on planned, or
thoughtful, behavior and the explicit attitudes that pre-
dict this type of behavior. A considerable amount of
research has also been done to examine the relation-
ship between implicit attitudes (i.e., automatic associa-
tions that are difficult to control and theoretically affect
information processing) and behavior (De Houwer,
2019). Relevant theoretical models predict a limited
application, however. Fazio’s (1990) motivation and

opportunity as determinants model posited that implicit
attitudes will influence behavior under very specific
conditions: (a) when motivation is low and (b) when
people do not have the opportunity to engage in more
deliberative (i.e., less spontaneous) thought and action.
Similarly, Gawronski (2019) argued that the conditions
under which implicit attitudes can be expected to affect
behavior are (a) when the behavior is spontaneous and
unintentional, (b) when the individual is experiencing
conditions that impair cognitive deliberation, and (c)
when the individual has a disposition linked to low
deliberation (e.g., low working memory capacity, intui-
tive thinking style).

Recently, scientists have questioned the influence that
implicit attitudes have on behavior (Brownstein et al.,
2019; Gawronski & Hahn, 2019). Although implicit atti-
tude scores at an aggregate level (e.g., county, state) are
strongly predictive of discriminatory behavior and group-
based outcomes, individual-level differences are only
weakly related to discriminatory behavior (Payne &
Hannay, 2021). Despite numerous attempts there is a
lack of experimental evidence demonstrating a causal
effect of implicit attitudes on behavior in the intergroup
domain (Moors & Koster, 2022). People also tend to be
more knowledgeable about their biases than previously
predicted (Gawronski et al., 2006; Hahn et al., 2014).
Taken together, the literature described in this section
suggests that the causal impact of intergroup attitudes
on intergroup behaviors is limited.

Effectiveness of Current Prejudice-
Reduction Interventions

Many interventions for reducing prejudice and discrimi-
nation have been proposed. These include intergroup
contact (i.e., having members of two or more groups
interact with each other under certain conditions;
Allport, 1954), recategorization of out-groups to a
superordinate group (i.e., creating a shared goal
between two or more groups; Gaertner & Dovidio,
2000), bias- consciousness raising (i.e., educating indi-
viduals about biases they may or may not know they
have; Lai & Lisnek, 2023), jigsaw classrooms (i.e., split-
ting classmates into smaller groups in which each stu-
dent has to uniquely contribute to successfully complete
an assignment; Aronson, 2004), and many more. Paluck
and Green (2009) reviewed the prejudice-reduction lit-
erature and found that the field was lacking in many
areas: (a) The research had generally weak internal and
external validity and consequently produced few con-
clusions about what really works to reduce discrimina-
tion in real-world settings; (b) many methods had not
been examined using randomized experiments; and (¢)
many methods studied in lab experiments had not been
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tested in the field. A recent meta-analysis by Paluck
et al. (2021) came to similar conclusions. Today, there
is still insufficient evidence to make confident claims
about how to reduce prejudice and discrimination in
real-world contexts.

Another finding from the meta-analysis by Paluck
et al. (2021) was a lack of measured behavioral out-
comes in a large majority of the studies. For the most
part, authors were not able to draw any conclusions
about whether their intervention affected behavior. The
few studies that did include behavioral outcomes
showed that the changes in behavior, if there were any,
were not due to reductions in prejudice (e.g., Scacco
& Warren, 2018). In other words, an increase in positive
intergroup behaviors toward the out-group after the
intervention were often not caused (or accompanied)
by more positive attitudes. Recent lab studies have also
demonstrated that even when intergroup behavior is
concurrent with intergroup attitude change, the changes
in attitudes do not fully explain changes in behavior,
providing further support for the idea that other factors
are at play in intergroup behavior change (e.g., Hackel
et al., 2022).

Many social psychologists have advocated placing
priority on studies that measure behavior, particularly
field studies that measure behavior in real-world con-
texts, in response to a concerning increase in online
self-report studies (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2007; Paluck
et al., 2021). Only a handful of recent field studies
conducted in the intergroup domain examined inter-
group behavior as an outcome. One of the field experi-
ments that stood out is the one by Mousa (2020), who
tested an intergroup contact intervention in a conflict
setting. Iraqi Christians who were displaced by the
Islamic State of Iraq and Syria were randomly assigned
to be either on an all-Christian soccer team or on a
team with Muslim teammates. They all participated in
a 2-month soccer league, and the conditions of their
participation met the conditions under which inter-
group contact is theorized to reduce prejudice most
strongly (cooperation toward a shared goal, equal sta-
tus, and support from leaders; Allport, 1954; Pettigrew
& Tropp, 2006). The intervention resulted in Christians
with Muslim teammates being more likely to vote for a
Muslim not on their team to win a sportsmanship
award, more likely to register for another mixed team
the following season, and more likely to train with
Muslims 6 months postintervention. There was no effect
on participants’ intergroup attitudes.

Another notable field experiment by Scacco and
Warren (2018) also tested an intergroup contact inter-
vention with Christians and Muslims in a conflict envi-
ronment, but this time in Nigeria. Participants were
randomly assigned to either a homogenous classroom

(either Christian or Muslim) or a heterogenous class-
room (both Christian and Muslim) where they received
computer training. Results showed that those in the
heterogenous classrooms engaged in fewer discrimina-
tory behaviors 16 weeks later compared with those in
the homogenous classrooms. As observed in Mousa’s
(2020) study, intergroup attitudes were not affected by
classroom composition.

Findings from these field experiments suggest that
intergroup attitude change is influenced by fundamen-
tally different psychological constructs than intergroup
behavior change (for other findings supporting this
claim, see Chang et al., 2019, and Lowe, 2021). Inter-
group attitudes and intergroup behaviors do not appear
to share many common causes, which in part explains
the weak relationship between them. In the following
two sections, I will first present the factors that have
been shown to primarily influence intergroup attitude
change and then the factors that primarily exert a causal
impact on intergroup behavior change. This presenta-
tion is necessarily a simplification of reality because
ultimately most factors discussed below probably have
at least a weak impact on both intergroup attitudes and
behaviors. I focus on factors that have been predomi-
nantly discussed either in the literature on intergroup
attitude change or in the literature on intergroup behav-
ior change. Let us immediately anticipate one conclu-
sion: If intergroup behaviors are only weakly influenced
by intergroup attitudes, then it is futile to think that
studying the causes of these attitudes will help to
improve intergroup behaviors. Said differently, studies
examining the causes of intergroup attitudes are only
of marginal relevance when the goal is to identify meth-
ods to promote more positive intergroup behaviors.

Factors That Causally Affect
Intergroup Attitude Change

Social scientists have accumulated many empirical find-
ings and theoretical models about how to change atti-
tudes. An exhaustive presentation of this literature
would exceed the scope of this article, which instead
focuses on some of the key, primary factors of inter-
group attitude change. In the intergroup domain, cer-
tain strategies have been shown to influence intergroup
attitudes (see Fig. 1): Examples include perspective-
taking to alter category-based knowledge of out-groups
(Kawakami et al., 2017) and counterstereotyping (i.e.,
presenting individuals with out-group members who
defy stereotypes associated with their group; Burns
et al., 2017). Another strategy that is often used to
change intergroup attitudes is education—raising
awareness of biases, persistant discrimination, systemic
racism, stereotypes, microaggressions, and so on (see,
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Fig. 1. Psychological factors that affect intergroup attitude and behavior change.

e.g., Jackson et al., 2014). Research shows that educa-
tion on these topics leads to greater awareness (see,
e.g., Forscher et al., 2019).

Attitudes are relatively stable yet still malleable
(Schwarz & Bohner, 2001), and attitude change occurs
through many different processes. For example, attitudes
can change via cognitive processes, such as information
processing, and evaluative or affective conditioning in
which the attitude toward a conditioned stimulus shifts
after changing the valence of an unconditioned stimulus
associated with it (Eagly & Chaiken, 1993; Greenwald,
1968; Walther & Langer, 2008).

Examples of practical strategies to change attitudes
using cognitive processing and evaluative conditioning
include presenting individuals with new information or
experiences that are different from what the individual
knew or had before; educating individuals about their
attitudes, where the attitudes come from, and why their
attitudes might be wrong; having individuals think
about a particular out-group from a different perspec-
tive; and exposing individuals to persuasive messages
that result in targeted reasoning or emotions (Dibbets
et al., 2012; Petty & Cacioppo, 1986; Vescio et al., 2003;

Wood, 2000). The strategies that have been developed
to reduce prejudiced attitudes typically align with one
of the following attitude-change methods—people are
made aware of their biases toward out-groups; they are
presented with counterstereotypical information about
out-groups; they are encouraged to recategorize out-
groups to a superordinate group that they are also a
member of; they interact with out-group members; and
so on. The purpose of these strategies is to change how
people think or change the associations people have
developed to reduce stereotypical thoughts, negative
perceptions, and hostile intergroup feelings.

It is important to note that explicit and implicit atti-
tudes are different from each other despite the fact that
they are grouped together in this section. A person can
have a positive explicit attitude toward an attitude object
but also have unconscious negative associations with it.
In the case of intergroup attitudes, some people may
have positive attitudes toward diversity and out-groups,
but the stereotypes they have unknowingly associated
with out-group members might be negative.

Explicit and implicit attitudes are formed through
different processes and experiences. Explicit attitudes
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consist of a conscious evaluation of an attitude object,
and implicit attitudes consist of affective (or valenced)
associations with the attitude object (Gawronski &
Bodenhausen, 2006). Additionally, explicit attitudes are
formed through cognitively controlled reactions to the
attitude object as well as through recent experiences
with it, but implicit attitudes are formed through devel-
opmental events and early experiences, affective reac-
tions to attitude objects, and an inherent need for
cognitive consistency (Rudman, 2004).

Explicit and implicit attitudes also differ in how they
are changed. Changing explicit attitudes involves using
more cognitive and motivational methods (i.e., deliber-
ate change), such as presenting counterattitudinal infor-
mation and inducing dissonance by highlighting
how one’s values are inconsistent with an attitude
(Dasgupta, 2013; Rudman, 2004; Rydell et al., 2007).
Changing implicit attitudes is typically done through
retraining of associations (e.g., evaluative conditioning,
intergroup contact), adjustments in social and emo-
tional contexts (e.g., counterstereotypical exemplars,
emotional reconditioning), and suppression of access
to implicit attitudes (e.g., faking implicit measures of
attitudes, creating behavioral plans to inhibit expression
of biases; Lai et al., 2013, 2016).

Accomplishing attitude change is difficult regardless
of strategy used. People tend to resist attitude change
because of a desire to maintain consistency with their
attitudes (i.e., avoid cognitive dissonance) and uphold
an independent view of themselves (i.e., sustain personal
freedom; Tormala, 2008). Given that intergroup attitudes
are resistant to change (Murrar & Brauer, 2019) and have
at best a small effect on intergroup behavior, one may
wonder why researchers whose goal it is to reduce dis-
crimination and lack of inclusion continue to focus
mainly on intergroup attitudes.

Moreover, changing intergroup behaviors is one of
several pathways to changing intergroup attitudes.
There are two psychological phenomena that often cre-
ate attitude change via behavior. The first is cognitive
dissonance, a negative psychological state that occurs
when attitude and behavior are inconsistent with each
other. It motivates a change in attitude to make it con-
sistent with the behavior (Festinger, 1962). The second
is self-perception, when people draw conclusions about
themselves (e.g., attitudes, beliefs, emotions) from their
behavior and the situations in which their behavior
occurs (Bem, 1972; Fazio, 1986). Behaviors and their
context can act as indicators of attitudes toward the
objects in question, especially when internal cues are
weak or ambiguous (Bem, 1972). We can expect that
when people are influenced to behave in certain ways
because of social influence and situational factors (as
described in the next section), changes in attitudes are

likely to follow. Said differently, whereas improving
intergroup attitudes may lead to only marginal changes
in intergroup behavior, getting people to behave in a
less discriminatory manner is likely to have a substantial
impact on their intergroup attitudes. The research on
the jigsaw classroom is a typical example of a situa-
tional manipulation that affects intergroup attitudes via
a change in intergroup behavior (Dovidio, 2017; Walker
& Crogan, 1998).

It is, however, not necessary to cast aside research
on attitude change in the intergroup domain even if
one agrees that the ultimate goal is to change inter-
group behaviors. We simply need to be clearer about
the goals and desired outcomes of our research: If the
goal is to change intergroup behaviors, we need to
study the factors that change intergroup behaviors and
accept that changing intergroup attitudes is not the
most impactful of these factors. Studying how to change
intergroup attitudes for the sake of understanding inter-
group attitude change is still a valuable line of research,
and the promotion of positive intergroup attitudes con-
tinues to be an important goal for many reasons, par-
ticularly moral ones.!

Factors That Causally Affect
Intergroup Behavior Change

Numerous studies have examined the factors that influ-
ence behavior change. The literature shows that indi-
viduals make decisions on how to behave on the basis
of information provided in their environments, on those
around them, and on how they want to be perceived
by others (see Fig. 1; Dijksterhuis et al., 2005; Neal
et al., 2012; Steinel et al., 2010). According to Bicchieri
(2017), “a host of studies show that the main variable
affecting behavior is not what one personally likes or
thinks one should do, but rather one’s belief about what
‘society’ (i.e., most other people, people who matter to
us, and the like) approves of” (p. 10). In the following
paragraphs, I will discuss various factors that have been
shown to, or have the potential to, affect intergroup
behavior change. Intergroup attitudes, one of these
causes, are not discussed here because their role is
extensively covered above. Although some of the
causes of behavior change have been studied in the
context of intergroup relations, most have not. I will
briefly mention the type of research that needs to be
conducted to elucidate this aspect of changing inter-
group behaviors.

Social norms

The focus theory of normative conduct (Cialdini et al.,
1990) posits that salient social norms will result in
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norm-conforming behavior. There are two predominant
types of norms—injunctive norms (i.e., what is per-
ceived to be appropriate or inappropriate behavior by
one’s peers) and descriptive norms (i.e., perceptions of
how most of one’s peers behave in certain situations),
which have both been shown to cause norm-consistent
behavior in a variety of domains (e.g., risky behavior,
energy conservation; Miller & Prentice, 2016). Social
norms influence behavior because individuals tend to
make decisions on the basis of the thoughts and actions
of others around them (Cialdini & Goldstein, 2004;
Tankard & Paluck, 2016). Because of an inherent need
to belong and fear of rejection, conforming to norms
allows people to “fit in” with their peers. Further, norms
provide guidance on what to do in ambiguous social
situations, which is when norms are most effective
(Rhodes et al., 2020).

Relevant to the intergroup domain, Schuster et al.
(2023) examined the effects of egalitarian norm mes-
saging on salary offers made to women. They found
that communicating how human resource professionals
attend to the equal treatment of men and women in
hiring or are increasingly doing so resulted in increased
salary offers made to women. Murrar et al. (2020) used
social-norms messaging to increase inclusion in college
classrooms. The results revealed that students belong-
ing to marginalized groups in the intervention class-
rooms had a greater sense of belonging, reported they
were treated more inclusively by their peers, and earned
better grades compared with those in the control condi-
tion. An important direction for this area of research
will be to explore how to highlight widespread pro-
diversity norms without giving the impression that dis-
crimination and lack of inclusion have ceased to be
societal problems.

Social referents

People have a general tendency to defer to social refer-
ents such as experts, authority figures, and respected or
well-liked individuals in a community (Cialdini, 2001;
Paluck & Shepherd, 2012). The reason for deference to
referents is that they are perceived to know more than
the average person, they are representatives of their
group, and therefore they are expected to make good or
correct decisions. In a field experiment spanning 56 mid-
dle schools, Paluck et al. (2016) found that utilizing social
networks and utilizing social referents who endorsed an
antibullying campaign resulted in reduced peer-related
disciplinary reports, increased anticonflict discussions,
and increased wearing of anticonflict wristbands. It would
be interesting to determine the role of social referents in
inclusive behavior to better understand the unique influ-
ence they have on intergroup relations.

Commitment and consistency

Commitment and consistency are psychological factors
that causally affect behavior change. A commitment is
the act of binding oneself to a behavior, and consistency
is behavior in accordance with a commitment or previ-
ous behavior (for a review, see Isenberg & Brauer, 2022).
Commitment and consistency have been adopted in
a variety of ways, particularly in the form of sales, mar-
keting, and fundraising techniques (e.g., Cialdini &
Schroeder, 1976; Garnefeld et al., 2013). Common strate-
gies include the “foot-in-the-door” technique, pledges,
and reminding people of prior commitments and values
(Isenberg & Brauer, 2022). If examined in the context of
intergroup behavior, making commitments to behave
inclusively should increase subsequent engagement in
inclusion. For example, Uhlmann and Cohen (2005)
found that making a commitment to adhering to hiring
criteria prior to the disclosure of an applicant’s gender
prevented discrimination toward female candidates. The
role of commitment and consistency in the intergroup
domain has not yet been extensively explored. Getting
people to do small acts of kindness (e.g., signing a peti-
tion to expand educational resources for students from
marginalized groups) should pave the way for more
costly inclusive behaviors (e.g., joining multicultural stu-
dent organizations). Inducing employees to commit to
making sure that everyone feels welcome and included
(and possibly making these commitments public) should
create a more inclusive workplace climate. Exploring the
effectiveness of these strategies, as well as their bound-
ary conditions, is a promising avenue for future research.

Self-efficacy
For individuals to perform desired behaviors, it is
important that they perceive themselves as capable of
performing the behavior. This concept is known as
self-efficacy and is an important factor in multiple
prominent theories of behavior, most notably the theory
of planned behavior (Ajzen, 2020), social cognitive
theory (Bandura, 1977), and situated expectancy-value
theory (formerly called expectancy-value theory; Eccles
& Wigfield, 2020). Self-efficacy is also related to the
competence component of self-determination theory
(Ryan & Deci, 2000). A lack of self-efficacy is one
potential cause for the attitude-behavior gap (Kollmuss
& Agyeman, 2002). The belief that people cannot really
change how prejudiced they are—that they have a fixed
mindset of prejudice—can lead to low self-efficacy,
even for individuals who score low on explicit and
implicit measures of prejudice (Carr et al., 2012).
Bandura (2012) stated that self-efficacy is developed
in one of four ways: (a) mastery experiences, in which
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individuals learn resilience; (b) social modeling, in
which seeing another person succeed and persevere
inspires belief in oneself; (c¢) social persuasion, in
which someone persuades individuals into believing in
themselves; and (d) changed perceptions of physical
and emotional states, such as reduced anxiety and
depression or increased strength and stamina. These
strategies of developing self-efficacy can be applied in
the intergroup domain. Increasing one’s self-efficacy in
intergroup contexts is likely to motivate engagement in
inclusive behavior. For example, teaching people terms
that are perceived as offensive and those that signal
respect to members of marginalized groups likely
reduces intergroup anxiety and increases self-efficacy
to engage in inclusive behaviors. The same is the case
for narratives that model inclusive, nondiscriminatory
behavior (Mallett & Wilson, 2010; Murrar & Brauer,
2019).

Choice architecture and nudges

The concept of “nudges” is derived from behavioral
economics and is defined as features in a decision-
making context (i.e., choice architecture) that influence
decisions without altering objective payoffs or incen-
tives (Thaler, 2018). Nudges help people make deci-
sions they would make if they were fully informed
without forcing them to do so (Thaler, 2018). By alter-
ing decision information (e.g., simplifying information),
decision structure (e.g., providing fewer or more
options), or decision assistance (e.g., encouraging com-
mitments) in specific ways, nudges guide behavior in
predictable ways (Munscher et al., 2016). A classic
example of a nudge is the default option to be an organ
donor; individuals must explicitly opt out if they do not
want to be a donor (Goldstein et al., 2008).

Nudges and choice architecture have been somewhat
neglected in the study of intergroup behavior. Can we
nudge individuals in intergroup contexts to engage in
inclusive behavior by designing their environments in
ways that either make this behavior the default or remind
people at the right time and place to behave inclusively?
For example, using round tables in classrooms instead
of individual desks may promote more collaboration
and positive intergroup interactions between students
(Cornell, 2002). It is important to consider and study
how changes to the physical environments in which
social interactions take place either promote or discour-
age positive intergroup interactions.

Habits

One of the strongest predictors of behavior is habits.
Habits are psychological dispositions to repeat past

behavior (Neal et al., 2012). People tend to engage in
behavior that they have always engaged in (e.g., wash-
ing hands after using the restroom, putting on a seat
belt after entering a car). Habits are thought to originate
from the pursuit of goals (e.g., changing one’s diet to
lose weight) but are also strongly influenced by context
cues, and habits can continue in the absence of a goal
or in the presence of an opposing goal. Wood (2017)
argues that habits have strong potential for reducing
intergroup discrimination and for making sure this out-
come persists, because intergroup settings provide a
rich environment for habits to form and change.

Rothman et al. (2015) provide suggestions for how
to disrupt existing habits and create routines that spark
new ones in the health domain. They suggest capital-
izing on context changes that occur in people’s lives
(e.g., starting college) and altering existing contexts by
making it difficult to follow bad habits (e.g., moving
the alarm clock to the opposite side of the room to
prevent hitting the snooze button). Additionally, they
suggest facilitating desirable behavior in stable contexts
and adding on a new behavior to an existing habit.
Habit-forming processes as they relate to intergroup
behavior have not been adequately studied. Further
research should examine habit-forming processes in
intergroup contexts and explore ways to promote inclu-
sive habits in new contexts, as well as explore how to
structure environments in ways that promote habitual
positive intergroup interaction.

Eliminating barriers and bighlighting
benefits

People often make judgments about the benefits of
engaging in a behavior (i.e., reasons for why they
should do something) and barriers of engaging in a
behavior (i.e., reasons for why they should not do
something) when deciding whether to engage in that
behavior (McKenzie-Mohr & Schultz, 2014). When the
barriers exceed the benefits, the person is not likely to
act. Perceptions of benefits and barriers are an essential
component of the health belief model (Rosenstock,
1966), which describes how individuals determine
when to participate in a recommended preventive
health action. Individuals assess the perceived benefits
of participating in the recommended action (e.g., per-
haps it is highly effective at preventing a negative
health outcome) as well as the perceived monetary and
psychological costs (e.g., perhaps it is expensive, pain-
ful, or inconvenient; Carpenter, 2010).

If we were to apply the model to intergroup behav-
iors, the recommendation would be to assess the barriers
and benefits to various intergroup behaviors (Campbell
& Brauer, 2020). Some of the perceived benefits of
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engaging in inclusive behaviors with out-group members
are making new friends, learning about another culture,
and “doing the right thing” by creating a welcoming and
inclusive climate for others. Some of the perceived bar-
riers to engaging in inclusive behaviors are lack of
opportunities to engage with out-group members, inter-
group anxiety, concern over offending out-group mem-
bers, and fear of negative judgment from peers. Strategies
that affect intergroup behavior must highlight the ben-
efits of inclusive behavior and eliminate as many barriers
as possible.

Summary

The previous paragraphs demonstrate that numerous
factors change human behavior, including intergroup
behavior. Most importantly, these factors are largely
different from the ones that influence attitude change
(see Fig. 1). Not only do the factors described in the
previous section have a stronger impact on intergroup
behavior change than do intergroup attitudes, but they
are also easier to manipulate. For example, it is easier
to change people’s perceptions of diversity-related
social norms, to increase their self-efficacy to be inclu-
sive, or to remove logistic barriers to intergroup contact
than to change their explicit or implicit attitudes toward
a particular social group. Many simple strategies can
influence people to behave in desired ways, yet none
of them require a prior change in attitudes. They can
be utilized to change intergroup behavior directly.

Despite the relative ease with which factors affecting
intergroup behavior change can be manipulated,
research on intergroup behavior is not easy to conduct
and involves certain challenges. It is imperative, for
example, that researchers identify a priori specific inter-
group behaviors of interest to change. One way of
identifying these behaviors is by surveying members of
marginalized groups and asking them to describe the
behaviors that they perceive as the most problematic
and impactful, as well as the most promising behaviors
for improving intergroup relations and alleviating dis-
parities. These behaviors will likely vary from one set-
ting and situation to the next, so it is important that
context is considered when designing interventions that
target intergroup behavior change.

Okonofua et al’s (2022) work on sidelining bias is
consistent with my proposal to study the psychological
processes and factors that have a causal impact on
intergroup behavior change. Sidelining bias involves
altering situations in ways that make salient the alterna-
tive selves and goals that individuals endorse and that
prevent negative biases from having influence on
behavior. Sidelining bias capitalizes on situationism
(i.e., the powerful influence of small environmental

changes on behavior; Ross & Nisbett, 2011). My pro-
posal also builds on efforts by researchers in other
areas, such as vaccination promotion and climate
change, who have advocated for an increased focus on
the social and psychological factors that affect behavior
and behavior change (Brewer et al., 2017; Mazar et al.,
202D).

It is important to note that many of the factors that
influence intergroup behavior change are systemic in
nature, as they involve structural and environmental
changes. This is yet another reason why we need to
devote more attention to behavior change. My proposal
is consistent with a recent analysis by Chater and
Loewenstein (2022), who argued that we should be
focusing more on ways to change the system in which
individuals operate rather than trying to change indi-
viduals. Proponents of “systems social marketing” also
insist on the necessity of targeting individuals and com-
munities to affect behavior change (Flaherty et al.,
2020). In the intergroup domain, numerous scholars
have written about how a near-exclusive focus on
individual biases has prevented researchers from
implementing the institutional and cultural change
that higher-education institutions need so badly
(Applebaum, 2019). Creating an environment that pro-
motes inclusion via positive norms, policies, choice
architecture, habits, and commitments and creating sys-
tems that remove barriers to inclusive behavior often
involve structural change (Lewis, 2023).

Future Directions

Although psychologists have accumulated a lot of
knowledge about how to change behavior in general,
many unknowns remain. There are still many open
theoretical questions regarding the observed causes of
intergroup behavior change, the mediating mecha-
nisms, and the circumstances under which these causes
have a particularly strong impact. Several of the factors
listed in the previous section have never been tested
with intergroup behaviors. There are also many practi-
cal questions that are relevant for practitioners whose
goal it is to promote inclusive and nondiscriminatory
behaviors. For example, we do not know which of the
causes of intergroup behavior change lend themselves
to interventions in real-world settings and what can be
done to increase behavioral persistence (i.e., lasting
behavior change). I will discuss some of the open ques-
tions in the following paragraphs. I suggest that the
field of intergroup behavior will make significant
advances if future research provides answers to these
questions.

Regarding prejudice-reduction strategies, a common
approach is to communicate negative descriptive norms
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about the inevitability of implicit bias and the ubiquity
of discrimination. The intention behind this approach is
to develop people’s awareness of their biases and behav-
iors. However, communicating negative norms may result
in decreased accountability for, and thus an increase in,
discriminatory behaviors (Daumeyer et al., 2019). A bet-
ter strategy is to communicate positive norms about most
people valuing diversity and inclusion. As mentioned
above, future research should examine how positive
norms can be communicated without undermining the
reality of persistent discrimination. Important insights
can be gained by studying empirically what information
needs to be included in a social-norms message so that,
on the one hand, it communicates a positive descriptive
norm related to diversity and inclusion and, on the other
hand, acknowledges the negative experiences of mem-
bers of marginalized groups.

Another question concerns the role of self-efficacy
for behaving inclusively and in non-discriminatory
ways. What is the optimal method for building self-
efficacy and in what settings can this method be imple-
mented? As described above, Bandura (2012) suggested
four ways to develop self-efficacy, but can all four of
these methods improve self-efficacy when it comes to
intergroup behaviors? For example, would it be effec-
tive to have people experience a series of successful
and unsuccessful intergroup interactions to build resil-
ience in unsuccessful ones? Is it ethical to build this
type of resilience? Would experiencing unsuccessful
intergroup interactions result in increased intergroup
anxiety instead of resilience? Self-efficacy can also be
built by social referents. Getting social referents, such
as managers or popular kids in school, to model inclu-
sive behavior is likely to help others develop a sense
of self-efficacy in performing the same behaviors.

Because behaviors are context dependent, an impor-
tant question is, how can interventions take into con-
sideration the variety of contexts in which intergroup
behaviors occur? Should interventions be context depen-
dent every time, or is it possible to develop an approach
to intergroup behavior change that generalizes across
contexts? Social marketing can inform the process for
developing an intervention that aims to change behav-
iors (Campbell & Brauer, 2020). It is a systematic, context-
specific approach to behavior change that has proven
to be highly effective in a variety of domains, such
as water conservation, risky behavior, and health and
fitness (N. R. Lee & Kotler, 2019). Social marketers usu-
ally conduct substantial background research to deter-
mine what behavior to target, who the target audience
should be, and what the perceived benefits and barriers
are for the target audience in performing the desired
behavior. The social-marketing approach can easily be
applied to intergroup behaviors. It would involve sys-

tematically examining what type of behavior has
the biggest impact on positive intergroup relations
(e.g., inviting others to social events), which population
segments are most susceptible to change (e.g., White
adults with ambivalent intergroup attitudes), and what
barriers (e.g., lack of diversity in community) and ben-
efits (e.g., cross-group friendships) exist to behaving in
the targeted way. Researchers and practitioners can
adopt the social-marketing approach to develop inter-
ventions that prioritize context to effectively change
intergroup behaviors.

An increasing number of social interactions now take
place online (e.g., virtual meetings, social media). One
may wonder, then, what do online inclusive behaviors
look like, and how can online platforms be utilized to
change intergroup behavior? Are choice architecture
and nudges particularly important in these kinds of
settings? Research on diversity and inclusion can benefit
immensely from examining how online intergroup
behavior differs from in-person intergroup behavior and
particularly whether the factors that have a causal influ-
ence on in-person intergroup behavior have the same
effect on online intergroup behavior.

Further research on the causes of intergroup behav-
ior change requires identifying the psychological pro-
cesses that play a role in behavior-change persistence.
Little is known about behavioral persistence, but four
key theoretical constructs have been identified as rel-
evant for long-term behavior change in other areas:
Habits, social norms, intrinsic (vs. extrinsic) motivation,
and recursive processes (Winkler-Schor & Brauer,
2023). Although habits and social norms were described
previously as factors that causally influence intergroup
behavior change, they also seem to play a crucial role
in promoting behavioral persistence. Once new habits
are established, they require less self-regulation and
intention, and to change them would require interven-
tion or change in environment. Similarly, salient social
norms influence behavior, so changes to perceptions
of social norms will result in behavior consistent with
the new norm, and this behavior will persist unless
perceptions of these norms change again.

There is a caveat to keep in mind when studying
methods of intergroup behavior change. Behaviors
should feel like a choice, not like something that is
forced. When people feel forced to perform certain
behaviors, such as participating in mandatory diversity
training, there is often a boomerang effect (i.e., the
occurrence of the desired behavior decreases rather than
increases; Dobbin & Kalev, 2018). It is thus important to
examine how the factors that influence behavior change
need to be implemented to minimize negative effects.
Knowledge about when and why behavior-change strat-
egies are counterproductive can then be applied to the
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development of interventions. One suggestion for reduc-
ing reactance is to place a different, more intrinsically
interesting topic at the foreground of a pro-diversity
intervention (Murrar & Brauer, 2018).

There is ample space for research to be conducted
on how to change intergroup behaviors using the fac-
tors that are already known to causally affect behaviors
in other areas. The questions outlined above are only
starting points for potential future avenues. The more
we learn about how to change intergroup behaviors
and which methods of behavior change are best
received, the better equipped we are to build theoreti-
cal models of human behavior and the more successful
we will be at providing concrete suggestions for how
to improve intergroup outcomes in the real world.

Conclusion

Despite a long history of research on prejudice, social
scientists have little to show when it comes to effective
methods for reducing discrimination and promoting
inclusive behaviors in real-world contexts. The field has
largely focused on changing intergroup attitudes as the
primary means of improving intergroup behaviors, but
attitudes are shown to have a weak impact on behavior.
Further, it is possible to influence intergroup behavior
without accompanying changes in intergroup attitudes
(Paluck et al., 2021). Intergroup attitude change is thus
neither a sufficient nor a necessary cause for intergroup
behavior change. Intergroup attitudes and intergroup
behaviors are influenced by different factors, and chang-
ing them requires understanding what these factors are.
Given the lack of consistency between attitudes and
behaviors in the intergroup domain, I propose that the
research on diversity and inclusion should shift its focus
from intergroup attitudes to intergroup behaviors. The
next frontier is to identify the factors that influence
intergroup behavior change and to determine which of
these factors can be leveraged to produce a change in
intergroup behaviors in real-world settings. With this
knowledge in hand, social scientists will be able to give
concrete advice to diversity practitioners and thus con-
tribute to a more inclusive and equal society.
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Note

1. Readers may wonder why certain factors have not been pre-
sented in this section. For example, there is some literature
suggesting that social norms and social referents play a role
in intergroup attitude formation and change (e.g., Crandall
& Stangor, 2005; McDonald & Crandall, 2015). However, my
reading of the literature is that social norms and social refer-
ents have been mentioned much more often in the context of
intergroup behavior change (e.g., Murrar et al., 2020; Paluck
& Shepherd, 2012), which is why they are discussed in the
next section. Another important factor is consistency with one’s
identity or values (e.g., Oyserman, 2015). There is no doubt
that the concern about whether holding a certain attitude is
consistent with one’s view of oneself plays a role in attitude
formation and change (e.g., the hypocrisy paradigm; Fried &
Aronson, 1995). However, there is also strong evidence that
making salient the consistency between one’s identity and val-
ues and a certain behavior can lead to behavior change. Many
strategies related to commitment and consistency, discussed
above, consist of highlighting preexisting values and beliefs
and reminding people of prior behaviors. As with social norms
and social referents, making salient the consistency with one’s
identity and values is more often mentioned in the literature on
intergroup behavior change than in the literature on intergroup
attitude change.
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