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Abstract 

We explored whether mediated intergroup contact might stimulate other forms of intergroup 

contact. Our study compared two forms of mediated contact: vicarious intergroup contact (exposure 

to an intergroup relationship) and parasocial contact (exposure to just outgroup members) in terms 

of their potential to stimulate spontaneous imagined intergroup contact. We also examined whether 

that spontaneous imagined contact would increase desire for face-to-face contact. Results showed 

that vicarious contact elicited more imagined contact when the media stimulus was low in richness. 

A path model from vicarious contact to face-to-face contact via imagined contact was supported, 

however the direction of effects was the opposite of our hypothesis. The more participants engaged 

in imagined contact with outgroup members in which group memberships were salient, the less they 

wanted to meet outgroup members in person. We speculate that the surprising effects are a result of 

the potential for our experimental stimuli to encourage group salient, and therefore negative 

imagined contact. However, our work demonstrates the ability for mediated contact to trigger 

spontaneous imagined contact, and some positive links between (non-outgroup-specific) imagined 

contact and increased desire for intergroup contact.  

 Keywords: Mediated contact, indirect contact, intergroup relations, intergroup 

communication, information richness  
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What Makes People Imagine Themselves in Contact with Outgroup Members: Exploring the 

Relationship between Vicarious Contact Experiences and Imagined Contact 

Face to face contact between groups has long been recognized as one of the most effective 

strategies in reducing prejudice and intergroup bias (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). 

Contact can reduce intergroup anxiety, counteract stereotypes, and make future intergroup 

interactions more appealing. Despite the robustness of these findings, actually meeting outgroup 

members remains a rare occurrence for many reasons such as war, geographic distance, or socio-

economic disparities. And when spontaneous contact does occur, it may exacerbate tensions—

particularly when the contact is negative (Paolini, Harwood, & Rubin, 2010). Accordingly, scholars 

have shifted their interest to various types of indirect contact such as extended contact (observing 

intergroup contact rather than actually participating), imagined contact (thinking about having 

intergroup contact), and mediated contact (seeing mediated depictions of the outgroup). These 

indirect modes of contact also reduce intergroup tensions, albeit their effects are not always as 

strong as face-to-face contact (Pettigrew, Tropp & Christ, 2011; Turner, Hewstone & Voci, 2007). 

The imagined contact hypothesis suggests that imagining oneself in contact with outgroup 

members improves intergroup attitudes (Turner, Crisp & Lambert, 2007). Crisp and Turner (2009) 

argued that imagined contact may be part of a continuum of different forms of contact, where each 

sets the stage for and facilitates the next (see Amichai-Hamburger & McKenna, 2006; Harwood, 

2010, for similar arguments). They argued that imagined contact provides an access point to other 

forms of contact, including eventually direct face-to-face contact.  

The current study explores what might stimulate imagined contact to occur spontaneously. 

Previous research has involved experimental manipulations to explicitly trigger imagined contact; 

these are effective, but also require extensive work to implement on a large scale. We explore 

whether exposure to media portrayals of intergroup contact can stimulate spontaneous imagined 
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contact. Considering the broad reach of mass media, positioning mediated contact as a first step has 

a practical benefit: real people do encounter intergroup contact in the media in their everyday lives, 

whereas explicit triggers to imagine intergroup contact are rare.  

In this study, we compare the effects of two mediated contact types (vicarious and parasocial 

intergroup contact, defined below) on imagined contact. We do so in an understudied media 

context—fictional portrayals in text. Relatively little mediated contact research examines fiction, 

but written text might stimulate as much (or more) imagined contact as visual media due to the 

increased imagination demands of consuming writing (Green et al., 2008). Indeed, audiences can 

construct mental representation of settings, characters, and situations in a narrative from written 

texts (e.g., Sharma, 2016). These mental models allow audiences to comprehend the narrative 

(Busselle & Bilandzic, 2008). One meta-analysis shows that there is no difference between print 

and video in bringing about psychological involvement (Tukachinsky, 2014). Therefore, we judged 

that an experimental stimulus created from printed fiction would elicit imagined interaction.  

In the interracial context, we test a path model from mediated contact to willingness for 

future face-to-face contact via imagined contact. We also test whether the relation between 

mediated contact and imagined contact is moderated by the richness of the media. We do this 

because psychological involvement in media content and the salience of groups memberships are 

both influenced by information richness. Thus, testing how information richness combines with 

mediated contact to influence imagined contact will enhance our understanding of when mediated 

contact is most effective in triggering prejudice-reduction processes.   

The Imagined Contact Hypothesis  

Turner, Crisp and Lambert (2007) proposed the imagined contact hypothesis, stating that 

mental simulation of interaction with outgroup members can reduce intergroup bias. They argued 

that when people imagine intergroup contact, they engage in conscious processes that parallel the 
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processes involved in actual intergroup contact. In turn, this has effects similar to the effects of 

face-to-face contact. Research on imagined contact has identified two key elements necessary to 

achieve positive impact on intergroup relations (Crisp & Turner, 2009). First, participants must 

actively engage in mental simulation of the contact experience. Just imagining an outgroup member 

in the absence of simulated interaction is not sufficient to bring about expected effect of imagined 

contact (Turner et al., 2007). Second, the imagined contact should be positive if it will yield positive 

outcomes—as with direct contact, negative imagined contact would yield negative impacts on 

intergroup relations (Crisp & Turner, 2009). 

Many empirical studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of imagined contact 

interventions to improve intergroup relations (e.g., Husnu & Crisp, 2010; Stathi & Crisp, 2008; 

Turner et al., 2007). A meta-analysis showed that imagined contact has consistent and moderately 

sized effects (d = .35), across a wide range of studies and target outgroups (e.g., age, sexual 

orientation, nationality: Miles & Crisp, 2014). Imagined contact is a good alternative to direct 

contact in cases where actual contact is impractical; in such settings imagined contact could reduce 

outgroup anxiety, which could remove a significant barrier to direct contact.  

However, as with direct contact, imagined contact has implementation issues. Imagined 

contact must either occur as a result of a direct experimental intervention (which is difficult to 

implement on a large scale), or it must happen spontaneously. In segregated societies, it might be as 

rare for ordinary ingroup members to engage in imaged interaction with outgroup members, as for 

them to have direct face-to-face contact. How can we expect ingroup members to imagine 

intergroup contact where there is little or no experience or anticipation of such contact? Therefore, 

we shift our attention to what triggers imagined contact. We argue that mediated contact, especially 

vicarious media contact experiences, could stimulate imagined contact.  
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The Mediated Contact Hypothesis 

As an alternative to direct face-to-face contact, the mediated contact hypothesis states that 

encountering outgroup members through mass media can reduce intergroup bias. This hypothesis 

has been supported by empirical studies (e.g., Joyce & Harwood, 2014; Mazziotta, Mummendey & 

Wright, 2011; Schiappa, Gregg & Hewes, 2005). Mediated contact occurs in two ways: parasocial 

and vicarious intergroup contact. The parasocial contact hypothesis suggests that observing 

positively portrayed outgroup members (or positive interaction between outgroup members) via 

media can reduce intergroup bias (Schiappa et al., 2005). The vicarious contact hypothesis suggests 

that observing a positive interaction between ingroup and outgroup members can improve 

intergroup relations (Harwood, 2010; Ortiz & Harwood, 2007). Although many media stimuli 

featuring outgroup members will involve both parasocial and vicarious contact (assuming portrayals 

of the outgroup don’t entirely exclude intergroup interaction), there is theoretical value in 

distinguishing the effects of viewing outgroup members from the effects of viewing intergroup 

contact, as different processes underlie the two effects. 

The effectiveness of vicarious contact has been explained by social cognitive theory (Ortiz 

& Harwood, 2007). Social cognitive theory asserts that people acquire information about social 

interactions by observing others’ behavior (Bandura, 2004). Observational (or vicarious) learning 

involves abstract modeling when observers extract social rules from others (models), and apply 

those rules to new contexts (Bandura, 2002) to guide subsequent behavior. In vicarious contact, 

ingroup members observe other ingroup members engaged in positive intergroup contact, and thus 

can develop cognitive models of the intergroup contact experience, understand that contact can be a 

positive experience, and imagine the possibility of engaging in positive contact themselves. 

The parasocial intergroup contact hypothesis is explained by the possibility of developing 

parasocial interaction and parasocial relationships with outgroup media characters (Schiappa et al., 
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2005). Parasocial interaction is defined as a “simulacrum of conversational give and take” between 

audience and media characters (Horton & Wohl, 1956, p. 215). Through repeated parasocial 

interaction, audiences develop feelings of intimacy with mediated characters similar to real social 

interactions—parasocial relationships (Cohen, 2001; Rubin & McHugh, 1987). On the basis of 

parasocial relationships, research on the parasocial contact hypothesis demonstrates that just as real 

social interaction between members of different groups influences intergroup relations, parasocial 

relationships with outgroup characters yield affective ties and reappraisal of outgroup members, 

which improves intergroup relations (Schiappa et al., 2005).  

Although both types of mediated contact might precipitate imagined contact with outgroup 

members, they are distinct. In one case (vicarious), the media consumer can develop a mediated 

relationship with an ingroup character who models an effective relationship with an outgroup 

character. In the other (parasocial), the consumer must develop a mediated relationship with an 

outgroup member. We argue that vicarious contact provides a more direct connection to imagined 

contact. Returning to the definition in the imagined contact hypothesis, imagined contact must 

involve contact between ingroup (myself) and outgroup members. Vicarious contact encourages 

such an experience because it, by definition, provides a direct model of intergroup interaction. 

Parasocial contact, on the other hand, while exposing the ingroup member to an outgroup member, 

does not model intergroup interaction. The media consumer must do more work to move from 

observation of an outgroup member to imagining interaction with that person. Although parasocial 

contact has positive effects—through priming positive thoughts about the outgroup character or 

outgroups in general (Mastro & Tukachinsky, 2011)—it is less clearly connected to imagined 

contact. Hence, we predict that: 

H1: Participants who encounter vicarious contact are more likely to engage in imagined 

intergroup contact than participants who encounter parasocial contact. 
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The increased imagined contact stimulated by vicarious contact experiences is subsequently 

expected (following the imagined contact hypothesis) to result in greater intention for face-to-face 

contact with outgroup members. In other words, and in line with the social cognitive theory 

argument expressed above, we predict that imagined contact serves as a mechanism by which 

mediated contact influences a desire for real world intergroup interaction. We predict the following: 

H2: Compared to parasocial contact, vicarious contact will result in more willingness for 

direct contact, an effect mediated by level of imagined contact. 

Information Richness as a Moderator 

Audiences’ psychological involvement with media depends on media features (Bracken, 

2005; Hefner, Klimmt, & Vorderer, 2007; Williams, 2011), and manifests as both involvement in a 

narrative world and involvement with media characters (Moyer-Gusé, 2008). Vicarious and 

parasocial experiences represent forms of psychological involvement with media content 

(Tukachinsky, 2014), and so should be influenced by media features. Thus, it is reasonable to 

expect the effects of mediated contact to differ by media features.  

One important media feature is information richness, defined as “the potential information 

carrying capacity of data” (Daft & Lengel, 1983, p. 7). Daft and Lengel’s (1983) media richness 

theory describes four richness-related phenomena: (1) feedback capability, (2) communication 

channels utilized, (3) source and (4) language variety. With these criteria, face-to-face 

communication is classified as richer than the telephone or written memos. Face-to-face 

communication uses multiple channels (e.g. tone of voice, facial expression), allows simultaneous 

feedback, and uses natural language which allows rich exchange of ideas. Information richness has 

been applied to both inter-media and intra-media comparisons. The same medium might have 

different information richness depending on levels of the four criteria. For instance, video with a 

soundtrack has higher richness than video-only, because sound increases the available 
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communication channels (e.g., Bracken, 2005). Likewise, text with pictures provides a richer media 

experience than text without associated images (Phillips, Patten, Cho, & Hageman, 2009).  

Information richness is associated with various types of psychological involvement. For 

instance, richness is related to social presence (e.g., Carlson & Davis, 1998)—a sub-construct of 

psychological involvement defined as “sense of being with another” (Biocca, Harms, & Burgoon, 

2003, p. 456). High information richness increases social presence (Lee, 2013). Information 

richness also influences identification with media characters (i.e., adopting their identity and 

perspective: Cohen, 2001). Participants assigned to play a computer game (i.e., high information 

richness due to high feedback capability and interactivity) showed higher identification with game 

characters than participants who just watched a video recording of the game (Hefner et al., 2007; 

see Tukachinsky & Tokunaga, 2013). According to social cognitive theory, social presence and 

identification with characters increase vicarious learning and parasocial relationships (Bandura, 

2002). Identification increases the audience’s modeling of observed behaviors (Nabi, 2009), and 

social presence increases parasocial interaction with characters (Kim & Song, 2016; Lee, 2013).  

On the basis of these findings, we expect that high information richness will influence the 

effects of both vicarious and parasocial contact, and thus affect the likelihood of engaging in 

spontaneous imagined contact with media characters. However, we do not predict that this effect 

will operate equally across vicarious and parasocial contact. The social identity model of 

deindividuation effects (SIDE) provides some relevant theoretical background (Postmes & Spears, 

1998). The SIDE model predicts that some settings (e.g., anonymity) and associated media contexts 

(e.g., some forms of computer-mediated interaction) lead to deindividuation—people lose a sense of 

personal identity or self-awareness, and in a group situation become more likely to act in terms of 

group norms and group identities (Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 1998; Reicher, Spears, & Postmes, 

1995). People in deindividuating settings stop acting as idiosyncratic individuals or perceiving 
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others in that manner, and start acting, and perceiving others, as representatives of social groups 

(Reicher et al., 1995; Turner, 1987). In a complementary manner, the presence of individuating cues 

(facial expressions, gestures) interferes with group identification and group-based thinking by 

emphasizing interpersonal differences (Lea & Spears, 1991; Tanis & Postmes, 2003). 

Applying the model to our study context, we expected individuating cues in our high 

richness stimuli to make group memberships less salient. By providing vivid individuating 

information, the tendency to treat the people in the stimuli in terms of their group memberships will 

be reduced. This will have particularly strong effects in the vicarious condition, as group 

membership information is critical to identifying with the ingroup member. Hence, in this condition 

the sense of vicarious participation in intergroup contact will be attenuated by high richness 

individuating information, which will decrease the likelihood of subsequently imagining intergroup 

contact. Thus, we predict that any advantage of vicarious contact over parasocial contact will be 

diminished by high richness stimuli and accentuated by low richness stimuli.   

H3: The association between mediated contact type and imagined contact will be moderated 

by information richness: the enhancing effects of vicarious contact (relative to 

parasocial contact) will be greater with low richness stimuli, and weaker with high 

richness stimuli.  

If the association between mediated contact type and imagined contact differs by 

information richness, then the association suggested in H2 should also be conditioned by 

information richness—differences between vicarious and parasocial contact should be smaller in the 

high richness condition, and hence the overall indirect effect on desire for future intergroup 

interaction should also be weaker with high richness (versus low richness) stimuli. We predict: 

H4: The mediated path in H2 will be moderated by level of information richness; it will be 

stronger in the low information richness condition than the high richness condition. 
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Method  

Participants and Procedures 

We tested the hypotheses with an online experiment. Participants were recruited from a 

large Southwestern U.S. University and received extra credit for participation. Initially, 553 

students participated in the experiment. Given that we are examining whether White Americans’ 

imagined contact is increased by mediated contact with Black Americans, non-White participants 

(N = 145) were excluded from the data. As described later, we also excluded participants who failed 

attention check questions (N = 115), and those who did not correctly recall the race of the characters 

in a post-test manipulation check (N = 67). Thus, 226 cases were used for data analysis. The final 

sample was largely female (73.9%), with even gender ratio across conditions. Political ideology was 

not skewed (Liberal: 23.9%, Moderate: 42.5%, Conservative: 33.6%). 

After answering demographic questions, participants were randomly assigned to one of four 

conditions in a 2 (Vicarious vs. Parasocial intergroup contact) × 2 (Low information richness vs. 

High information richness) between-groups design. In each condition, participants read an 

experimental stimulus, then assessed how much imagined contact they had engaged in, and reported 

their willingness for future face-to-face contact with outgroup members.  

Manipulation 

We used a short excerpt from the novel Blame it on the Mistletoe (Easton, 2014), to develop 

our experimental stimulus. Due to our desire to positively portray both the outgroup (parasocial 

condition) and intergroup interaction (vicarious condition), we used a part of the novel including 

cooperative and friendly interaction between two characters (Cameron & Rutland, 2006; Joyce & 

Harwood, 2014). The story was about two male grad student housemates. They overcome a conflict 

resulting from their different characteristics, and finally develop a strong friendship. The excerpt 

humorously described a situation in which the two roommates discuss their girlfriends while 
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preparing dinner. During the conversation, the less sociable of the two characters asks his roommate 

for help in teaching him how to kiss (a specific thematic element we return to in the discussion 

section). To ensure the reader’s understanding, a synopsis and the race, age, and gender of the main 

characters was provided before the main content. 

The first manipulated experimental factor was mediated contact type. Following the earlier 

definitions of each type of mediated contact, in the vicarious contact condition one Black and one 

White graduate student appear as the main characters. In the parasocial contact condition, the White 

graduate student was replaced by another Black student (i.e., two Black students appeared in the 

story). Other than character race, all other content such as background information about the 

characters and the storyline was identical.  

The second manipulated factor was information richness, which we manipulated by adding 

pictures to the written text: Daft and Lengel (1983) suggest that multiplicity of information cues 

increases information richness. In the high information richness condition, the story was presented 

with three pictures that portrayed the relationship between the two main characters. We recruited 

one White and two Black students from a class not used for subject recruitment, and took pictures 

of them interacting with each other (e.g., sitting on a couch, drinking sodas and laughing). The 

pictures used across conditions were identical except that the models’ race was changed according 

to contact condition. In the parasocial contact condition, two Black students’ pictures appeared, 

while in the vicarious condition one Black and one White student appeared. In the low richness 

condition, only the written story was provided. The length of the stimuli was similar across 

conditions (word count ranges from 973–979). We encouraged subjects to read carefully by 

warning them of a post-exposure test.  
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Measurement 

Attention and manipulation checks. Three attention check items asked participants to select a 

specific response option in the questionnaire (e.g., “Check ‘strongly agree’ for this question”). One 

open-ended question asked participants to name a food that had appeared in the story. As a 

manipulation check, one item asked participants to recall the characters’ race. As noted earlier, 

respondents who failed any attention or manipulation checks were removed from analysis.  

To check that the stimulus was perceived equally positively across conditions, we measured 

respondents’ perceptions of stimulus positivity using three items (e.g., “The interaction between the 

two students was friendly”). We adapted the items from broadly used measures of contact quality 

(e.g., Ortiz & Harwood, 2007). Ratings were on a 7-point scale (1 (not at all) to 7 (very much); α 

= .72, M = 3.73, SD = 1.09). This measure showed no differences in positivity perceptions across 

the four conditions, F (3, 274) = 1.33, p = .27. 

Mediator: Imagined contact. Imagined contact has typically been manipulated by instructing 

participants to imagine contact with members of different groups. Instead, we created ten items to 

measure imagined contact. The imagined contact literature provides relatively few cues as to the 

content of an imagined contact measure. However, based on definitions of imagined contact, we 

created items to measure whether participants engaged in imagined contact with outgroup members 

after or during exposure to the stimulus (e.g., I imagined myself interacting with a Black character 

from the story). Additionally, we created items to measure how much the subjects imagined 

themselves in situations similar to those in the story (e.g., I imagined what I might say if I were in a 

similar situation to characters in the stimuli). As these examples reflect, we included questions that 

made the characters’ race salient as well as items that did not mention race. The variations in our 

items reflect variation in definitions of the concept in the literature. The items were rated on a 7-

point scale ranging from 0 (not at all) to 6 (very much).  
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We examined the factor structure of this measure using exploratory factor analysis (EFA) 

with varimax rotation to minimize collinearity and to highlight the contrast between factors. Given 

the various dimensions on which the items varied, EFA seemed the most appropriate empirical 

method to determine the dimensions underlying respondents’ evaluations empirically. The analysis 

yielded two interpretable factors (see Table 1 for details and descriptive statistics, including alpha 

coefficients). The four items in the first factor we labeled as “outgroup-specific imagined contact.” 

All four items explicitly mentioned race, and required imagining contact between the self and a 

Black person. The remaining six items loaded onto a second factor which we labeled “non-

outgroup-specific imagined contact”—these items did not explicitly reference the outgroup 

category, and required imagining the self in a situation similar to the narrative of the story.  

Table 1  

Factor Structure of Imagined Contact Measures 

 Factor 1:  

Outgroup-specific  

imagined contact 

Factor 2:  

Non-outgroup-specific 

imagined contact 

I imagined myself interacting with other Black 

people I have met 
.837  

I thought about how I talk when I am having a 

conversation with a Black person 
.832  

I imagined myself interacting with a Black 

character from the story 
.620  

I thought about what I would say if I was talking 

to a Black character from the story 
.605  

I imagined what I might say if I was in a similar 

situation to the characters in this story 
 .773 

I imagined myself having a similar conversation 

in my own life  
 .686 

I visualized details in the interaction between the 

two students in the story 
 .636 

I was reminded of similar interactions that I 

have had in my life 
.409 .578 



MEDIATED AND IMAGINED CONTACT  16 

 

I thought about how the characters in the story 

might interact in other settings 
 .523 

I felt like I was part of the conversation between 

the two students in the story 
.323 .464 

Eigenvalue 2.55 2.40 

% of variance 25.54 24.04 

M (SD) 1.30 (1.11) 2.67 (1.08) 

 .73 .72 

Note. Factor loadings less than .30 are deleted for clarity.  

Dependent Variable: Willingness for face-to-face contact. Five items adapted from 

Mazziotta et al. (2011) were used to measure willingness for face-to-face contact with outgroup 

members (e.g., “I would be happy to personally get to know more Black people”; seven-point scale 

(0 = strongly disagree; 6 = strongly agree); α = .83, M = 4.61, SD = 1.15). 

Results 

Hypothesis Tests. 

We predicted a difference in the level of imagined contact by contact type (H1) and an 

interaction between contact type and information richness on imagined contact (H3). To test these 

hypotheses, we ran two factorial ANOVAs (one for each imagined contact dependent variable), 

with contact type (vicarious vs. parasocial) and richness (high vs. low) as between-subjects factors. 

For outgroup-specific imagined contact, neither main effect was significant (contact type: F 

(1, 221) = .75, p > .05; richness: F (1, 221) = .05, p > .05). However, the contact type by 

information richness interaction was significant, F (1, 221) = 6.35, p < .05, partial 2 = .03. Tests of 

simple main effects indicated that when information richness was low, participants in the vicarious 

contact condition were more likely to engage in imagined contact with outgroup members (M = 

1.58, SD = 1.09) than participants in the parasocial contact condition (M = 1.08, SD = .94), but 
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when information richness was high there was no difference in the level of imagined contact across 

contact type (parasocial contact: M = 1.42, SD = 1.21; vicarious contact: M = 1.17, SD = 1.10). As 

we expected (H3), any advantage of vicarious contact over parasocial contact disappeared under 

high richness condition. For the non-outgroup-specific imagined contact, all effects were non-

significant (contact type: F (1, 221) = .23, p > .05; richness: F (1, 221) = 1.74, p > .05; interaction: 

F (1, 221) = 1.93, p > .05). These results provide no support for H1, and partial support for H3.  

Hypothesis 2 predicted an indirect path from mediated contact to willingness for face-to-

face contact via imagined contact. To examine H2, we used Hayes’ (2013) PROCESS macro 

(Model 4), with contact type (vicarious vs. parasocial) as the independent variable, the two types of 

imagined contact as mediators (each examined in the same model), and willingness to contact with 

the outgroup as the dependent variable. PROCESS estimates 95% confidence intervals for indirect 

effects using bootstrapping procedures. Results showed that neither indirect path was significant 

(95% CI: outgroup-specific imagined contact [-.085, .038]; non-outgroup-specific imagined contact 

[-.152, .066]). Mediated contact type did not predict imagined contact, but both imagined contact 

variables predicted willingness for face-to-face contact. Interestingly, and as will be discussed 

further, the effect of outgroup-specific imagined contact on desire for direct contact was negative. 

Thus, there was no support for H2. 

Hypothesis 4 predicted that the indirect effect in H2 would be conditioned by information 

richness. This was tested using PROCESS model 7, with the moderator hypothesized to operate on 

the path from contact type to imagined contact. As with the simple path model, we ran the analysis 

with both contact variables simultaneously. The conditional indirect effect through outgroup-

specific imagined contact was statistically significant (95% CI for index of moderated mediation 

[.013, .295]; see Figure 1). Decomposition of the model indicated that the indirect path was 

statistically significant when richness was low, but not when richness was high. As already 
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demonstrated, those in the vicarious condition engaged in more imagined contact than those in the 

parasocial condition. Contrary to our predictions (but as with the earlier mediation analysis), 

increased outgroup-specific imagined contact was associated with lower desire to meet outgroup 

members. The conditional indirect effect via non-outgroup-specific imagined contact was not 

significant (95% CI for conditional mediation: [-.383, .036]; see Figure 1). There was no difference 

between parasocial and vicarious contact in predicting non-outgroup-specific imagined contact, 

although this form of contact was positively (and significantly) related to WFC (see Figure 1). 

Therefore, there was no support for H4. 

 

Figure 1. Conditional indirect effect model from contact type to willingness for face-to-face contact 

via imagined contact as moderated by information richness condition. All path coefficients are 

unstandardized. Contact type is coded (0 = parasocial contact, 1 = vicarious contact). Information 

richness is coded (0 = low richness 1 = high richness). *p < .05 **p < .01 
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Post hoc Analysis  

To further understand the surprising negative association between outgroup-specific 

imagined contact and future direct contact desires, we examined correlations of all the individual 

imagined contact items with (a) the willingness for future direct contact measure, and (b) the 

measure of stimulus positivity described in the attention/manipulation check section earlier (see 

Table 2). There were no significant associations between any of the outgroup-specific imagined 

contact measures and desire for future interaction with the outgroup. These measures were also 

uncorrelated with positivity. On the other hand, five of the six non-outgroup-specific imagined 

contact measures were significantly associated with desiring future contact, and likewise five of the 

six were associated significantly with positivity. Although the negative effect of outgroup-specific 

imagined contact on future direct contact desires does not emerge in the correlations (indicating it is 

a function of including additional variables in the path model), the individual item correlations 

clearly demonstrate that only non-outgroup-specific imagined contact has positive effects for 

intergroup relations; non-outgroup-specific imagined contact is both more strongly tied to viewing 

the stimulus positively, and more likely to yield a desire for direct intergroup contact. This finding 

is discussed further. 

Table 2  

Correlations of Individual Imagined Contact Items with Willingness for face-to-face contact and 

Positivity of the Experimental Stimulus 

 

Willingness for face-

to-face contact 

Stimulus  

Positivity 

Outgroup-specific imagined contact   

-I imagined myself interacting with other Black people 

I have met 

-.03 -.05 

-I thought about how I talk when I am having a 

conversation with a Black person 

-.12 -.03 
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-I imagined myself interacting with a Black character 

from the story 

.07 .04 

-I thought about what I would say if I was talking to a 

Black character from the story 

-.08 -.01 

   

Non-outgroup-specific imagined contact   

-I imagined what I might say if I was in a similar 

situation to the characters in this story 

.22** .13* 

-I imagined myself having a similar conversation in my 

own life 

.25** .24** 

-I visualized details in the interaction between the two 

students in the story 

.11 .17* 

-I was reminded of similar interactions that I have had 

in my life 

.17* .33** 

-I thought about how the characters in the story might 

interact in other settings 

.15* .09 

-I felt like I was part of the conversation between the 

two students in the story 

.17* .18** 

Note. N = 226, *p < .05 **p < .01. Stimulus positivity and willingness for face-to-face contact are 

marginally significantly correlated, r = .13, p = .05.  

Discussion 

The current study explored the idea that exposure to mediated portrayals of the outgroup and 

intergroup communication could trigger spontaneous imagined intergroup contact, and that the 

imagined contact would subsequently increase the desire for face-to-face contact. Our measurement 

of imagined contact revealed two dimensions, one of which involved imagining contact in which 

the group membership of the outgroup was salient, and one of which did not focus on group 

memberships. We found that the interaction between mediated contact and information richness 

influenced the level of outgroup-specific imagined contact. Specifically, vicarious contact, 

compared to parasocial contact, stimulated more outgroup-specific imagined contact when 
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information richness was low. When information richness was high, mediated contact type did not 

make a difference in the level of imagined contact. This effect was consistent with our H3. Also, 

our findings supported an indirect effect from vicarious contact to willingness for face-to-face 

contact with outgroup members via outgroup-specific imagined contact, which was conditioned by 

information richness. Contrary to our prediction, however, engaging in outgroup-specific imagined 

contact reduced desire for face-to-face contact. On the other hand, as illustrated by the path model 

and correlation analysis, non-outgroup-specific imagined contact did indeed positively predict a 

desire for face-to-face intergroup contact. Separately, therefore, we find support for our two key 

propositions: that media can stimulate imagined contact, and that spontaneous imagined contact can 

have positive implications for future intergroup relations. However, those findings emerged for 

different types of imagined contact.  

A key factor driving the surprising negative effect of outgroup-specific imagined contact on 

desire for future direct contact is probably category salience. High levels of group salience are 

associated with less satisfying intergroup contact (at least for dominant group members: Harwood, 

Raman, & Hewstone, 2006), and with less positive intergroup outcomes especially when outgroup 

becomes salient without positivity. Being conscious of group differences is often associated with 

anxiety in intergroup contact situations, and indeed negativity in and of itself sometimes increases 

the salience of group memberships in contact (Paolini et al., 2010). The SIDE model provides depth 

to our explanation. According to the model, less rich information in a mediated-communication 

increases group-based thinking and group identification. Our results showed that in the low 

information richness condition, vicarious contact (compared to parasocial contact) elicited more 

outgroup-specific imagined contact. As would be predicted by SIDE, when there is an absence of 

personalizing information, people are more likely to operate in terms of group memberships, to 

categorize others and self-categorize in those terms, and to behave in accord with group norms.  
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Our particular experimental stimuli may have exacerbated some of the negative aspects of 

our effects. While the “kiss” between the two male roommates in our written experimental 

manipulation was presented humorously, it had the potential for eliciting discomfort among, for 

instance, homophobic participants. In the vicarious condition, in particular, the outgroup-specific 

imagined contact may have raised taboos of both same-sex and cross-race intimacy. Effectively, and 

particularly in the vicarious condition, some of our White respondents (many of whom were male 

and presumably many also heterosexual) may have been in a position of wondering what they 

would do if a Black male roommate asked them to teach him how to kiss. The anxieties inherent in 

that situation for some respondents might have overridden what we had intended as simply an 

entertaining and engaging portrayal of a roommate relationship. In sum, negative components in the 

experimental stimuli, and the salience of group memberships (especially in the low richness 

conditions) might conjointly have reduced desire for face-to-face contact.  

Although the details of our findings were unexpected, the broad pattern of effects supports 

our general assumption that mediated contact can (under some circumstances) lead to spontaneous 

imagined contact (non-outgroup-specific imagined contact in our study), and that spontaneous 

(rather than manipulated) imagined contact can influence future intergroup relations. We remain 

optimistic that exposure to positively-perceived intergroup media can encourage positive imagined 

contact, which in turn will yield positive intergroup outcomes. In particular, in our study imagining 

non-outgroup-specific intergroup interactions was positively associated with desiring future direct 

intergroup interaction, albeit our manipulations didn’t influence this form of imagined contact. 

Our findings have theoretical and practical implications. Crisp and Turner (2009) argued 

that the value in imagined contact is not as a replacement for existing interventions, but as a 

facilitating component of an integrated intervention package. When direct face-to-face contact is 

impractical, imagined contact would be a first step to promoting the engagement of actual face-to-
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face contact. We have identified an earlier step in this process, wherein mediated portrayals can 

themselves stimulate imagined contact, thus reducing the need for formal interventions to encourage 

imagined contact. Given the mass exposure potential of media, our findings show an intervention 

strategy that could simply and easily encourage imagined contact in large audiences. Our results do, 

however, illustrate the (perhaps intuitive) point that the content of the media messages matters. 

Even apparently positive content can backfire (in encouraging group salient imagined contact, for 

instance). Careful attention to the specifics of messages used to encourage imagined contact is 

warranted. Our findings suggest the value of exploring what forms of media stimuli (and other 

stimuli) spontaneously trigger non-outgroup-specific imagined contact. Factors such as richness 

play into this equation, with low richness vicarious contact stimuli in particular encouraging 

outgroup-specific imagined contact, for instance. Considering the literature showing that text-based 

media stimulate as much psychological involvement as visual media, our findings indicate that text-

based media portraying intergroup contact influence cognitions and intergroup intentions. However, 

such stimuli need to be constructed carefully so as to affect such cognitions and intentions in the 

right direction. Anxiety-inducing narratives presented in a low richness (and hence high group 

salience) medium, are potentially problematic.  

A limitation of our research is that we did not have a true control group. We assume that 

engaging in imagined intergroup contact is rare, but without a control group we do not know that 

any of our stimuli increased the baseline level of imagined contact. Therefore, our findings should 

be interpreted only in a relative sense: we found some differences in the amount of imagined 

contact that occurs for vicarious contact compared to parasocial contact, thus demonstrating that 

media stimuli can affect the level of imagined contact. Another limitation is the brief one-time 

exposure to the experimental stimulus. Long-term repeated exposure to media content strengthens 

psychological involvement (e.g., Cohen, 2001; Green et al., 2008). Designs allowing long-term 
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exposure to stimuli should yield stronger effects, especially when that long-term exposure facilitates 

the development of meaningful parasocial intergroup relationships. In line with this limitation, the 

salience of social identities other than race might have reduced the impact of our experimental 

stimuli. When we created the experimental stimuli, we provided information about the characters’ 

race, age, and gender to build the fictional personas. However, the simultaneous presentation of 

three social identities might have raised the salience of identities other than the one we targeted.  

Our measurement of imagined contact merits some discussion. The exploratory factor 

analysis yielded two stable factors with sensible theoretical connections to contact work concerning 

group salience (Brown & Hewstone, 2005). However, there may be types or dimensions of 

imagined contact that we did not capture. Indeed, a limitation of much imagined contact work 

(including ours) is relatively weak attention to the imagined contact itself: what “goes on” in these 

imagined scenarios? Scholars working from the imagined interactions perspective in 

communication (Honeycutt, Vickery, & Hatcher, 2015), provide some relevant tools for examining 

the details of imagined interactions. Although there has been debate between people studying 

imagined interaction and imagined contact (Crisp & Turner, 2010), we suggest this is an area in 

which collaboration and cross-fertilization is warranted. An additional area of potential connection 

is between our work on media-driven imagined contact and research on transportation (Green et al., 

2008) and social presence (Biocca et al., 2003). As imagined contact involves directly imagining 

interaction with outgroup media characters, it reflects (although is not isomorphic with) the idea of 

feeling embedded in a narrative and feeling like you are “there” with the characters. Certainly, we 

would expect associations between transportation, presence, and engaging in imagined contact.  

Despite these limitations, our study suggests an alternative and efficient strategy to 

encourage face-to-face intergroup contact. Scholars should continue to explore intersections 

between different forms of indirect and direct contact, to increase understanding of how low-
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investment and entertaining forms of intergroup interaction can encourage more direct and intimate 

bonds to form across social groups.  
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