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Group Contact.  Some social scientists advocate orga-
nized group contact between dominant and minority 
group members to improve relations and break down ste-
reotypes and fears. Although not all contact reduces preju-
dice, many studies have shown the benefits of structured 
contact. Some essential conditions for success are equal 
status of the participants, noncompetitive and nonthreat-
ening contact, and projects or goals on which to cooperate 
(Farley 2011).

In a classic study of group contact, social psycholo-
gists Muzafer Sherif and Carolyn Sherif and their col-
leagues ran summer camps for 11- and 12-year-old boys 
and studied how they interacted with one another under 
different circumstances. On arrival, the boys were 
divided into two groups that competed periodically. The 
more fierce the competition, the more hostile the two 
cabins of boys became toward each other. The experi-
menters tried several methods to resolve the conflicts 
and tensions:

1.	 Appealing to higher values (be nice to your neigh-
bors): This proved of limited value.

2.	 Talking with the natural leaders of the groups 
(compromises between group leaders): The group 

leaders agreed, but their followers did not go 
along.

3.	 Bringing the groups together in a pleasant situation 
(a mutually rewarding situation): This did not 
reduce competition; if anything, it increased it.

4.	 Introducing a superordinate goal that could be 
achieved only if everyone cooperated: This tech-
nique worked. The boys were presented with a 
dilemma: The water system had broken, or a fire 
needed to be put out, and all were needed to solve 
the problem. The groups not only worked 
together, but their established stereotypes eventu-
ally began to fade away. Such a situation in a com-
munity might arise from efforts to get a candidate 
elected, a bill passed, or a neighborhood improved. 
At the global macro level, representatives from 
hostile countries could sit together to solve issues 
that threatened all nations (Sherif and Sherif 
1953).

College students can be actively engaged in this level 
of change by confronting and challenging bigotry and 
stereotypes, as is illustrated in the next “Sociologists in 
Action.”

The photo above shows a section of the wall built to keep undocumented immigrants from crossing the U.S.–Mexican border and 
entering the United States. Some believe that walls of this sort foster us-versus-them thinking.
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