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Abstract
One of the major challenges for modern western societies is the reduction of preju-
dice in order to achieve a sufficient level of integration of immigrants and especially 
refugees. The current literature thus presents a multitude of approaches to under-
stand and reduce prejudices. Therefore, the following paper investigates the relation-
ships between ethnic identity, acculturation attitudes, intercultural competence, and 
prejudice and how contact experiences shape these relationships for students in Ger-
many with and without migration background. The results show that there is a sig-
nificant relationship between prejudice and the social identity, cultural intelligence, 
and acculturation strategies. Furthermore, the results indicate that the experienced 
contact quality and quantity to refugees moderate the effect of acculturation strate-
gies on overt prejudice and xenophobia. However, the relationship between accultur-
ation strategies and covert prejudice is only moderated by contact quantity. Because 
of the relatively weak manifestations of the dependent variables in the study at hand, 
alternative instruments should be used for investigation. Based on the obtained 
results, this paper finally tries to give some guidance for the facilitation of diversity 
and reduction of prejudice at higher education institutions.

Keywords Integration · Refugees · Cultural intelligence · Acculturation strategies · 
Ethnic identity · Prejudice

In recent years, one topic dominated news headlines: migration. A vast amount of 
people is fleeing from war and conflict. Accordingly, the integration of newly arrived 
refugees proves to be one of the greatest challenges for western societies. Accord-
ing to Wessendorf and Phillimore (2019), integration describes the socio-economic, 
political, social, and cultural adaption of new-comers, as well as the adaption of the 
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established population to the new arrivals (Wesselmann & Phillimore, 2019). In this 
study, we consider those individuals as migrants, which immigrated to Germany or 
whose parents immigrated to Germany, according to Kemper’s (2010) reasonable 
definition. After a history of migration, a variety of populations with different cul-
tural backgrounds is living in Germany as a part of the German society. At the same 
time, research confirms that with increasing social and cultural diversity, prejudices 
between social groups increase as well (Hendriks & Burger, 2020). Prejudices are 
affective, negative attitudes towards a person based on their perceived group mem-
bership. They can lead to negative, discriminatory behavior towards the respective 
outgroup. Based on a lack of information, prejudices, however, cannot be removed 
by easily providing sufficient information (Aronson et al., 2008). Many EU citizens, 
with substantial variations between countries, perceive threats to their jobs and 
believe that refugees waste more financial resources than they generate. As a conse-
quence, prejudices towards refugees cause negative intergroup behavior such as dis-
crimination, which is one of the reasons for decreased life satisfaction of migrants in 
Europe (European Social Survey, 2014). It becomes clear that for successful integra-
tion, prejudices towards refugees need to be removed or at least reduced in Euro-
pean societies. Therefore, this study aims to identify and/or confirm factors, which 
relate to prejudices. Considering the importance of refugee integration in these days, 
we focus on attitudes of German students with and without migration background 
towards refugees. Whereas past generations of immigrants struggled to participate 
in the German society, the attitude of future generations is of high interest, to reveal 
substantial problems for the integration of migrants and especially refugees in the 
future. We raised the following research questions: How can different types of preju-
dices against refugees and xenophobia be predicted? Constructs of social identity, 
cultural intelligence, and acculturation strategies as well as the influence of contact 
with refugees will be scrutinized.

Prejudices and Social Identity

How we perceive others depends on how we see ourselves and how we categorize 
ourselves. In this context, identity plays a major role. Identity is a multi-layered and 
highly debated concept, which relates to the feeling of who we are and to who we 
belong to (Hall, 2003). Identity thus comprises the personal identity, which sepa-
rates us from other individuals, and the social identity. The latter influences the 
self-concept through the feeling of belonging to social groups. Members of those 
groups are cognitively represented by stereotypes of certain common traits (Simon 
& Trötschel, 2007). The membership in social groups contributes to the satisfaction 
of important human needs, like positive self-evaluation as well as belongingness 
and safety (Pratt, 2001). According to Tajfel and Turner (1986), mere categorization 
of the self and others into groups can be responsible for ingroup favoritism. Social 
groups imply both, being more similar to ingroup members and differentiate oneself 
from outgroup members. Thus, a strong sense of collective belonging increases the 
tendency to exclude individuals who do not fit in.
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Often, social identity is mentioned along with ethnic identity, which is said to be 
a derivate of the former concept. Schwartz et al. (2006) thus describe ethnic iden-
tity as the subjective meaning of one’s own ethnic sense of belonging and the feel-
ings one has towards this group. Importantly, those feelings can be different from an 
individual’s actual ethnicity (Schwartz et al., 2006). Considering the above, strong 
ethnic identity might lead to negative attitudes and behaviors against members of 
other ethnic groups. Correspondingly, Verkuyten and Zaremba (2005) demonstrated 
a connection between right-wing populist movements and higher identification with 
the ethnic ingroup along with the simultaneous devaluation of other societal groups. 
Moreover, a variety of studies demonstrated the relationship between social identity, 
ethnic identity respectively, and prejudices towards migrants not only for right-wing 
extremists but as a general phenomenon (Badea et al., 2018; Pettigrew & Meertens, 
1995). Especially refugees are often perceived as a threat towards the ingroup, either 
as a symbolic threat through their foreign values, beliefs, or morals or as a realis-
tic threat in terms of economic resources or political power (Stephan et al., 2000). 
Transferring this to group differences between German host country nationals and 
refugees in Germany, ingroup/outgroup thinking is most likely to occur, depend-
ing on the individual level of identification with the ingroup and individual values 
(Lynch & Kalaitzake, 2020).

Just as the reasons for prejudices vary, there are different expressions of preju-
dices. Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) took a more differentiated look at the con-
cept of prejudices. They developed a theory which differentiates between covert and 
overt prejudices. Whereas overt prejudices are direct and can be articulated, covert 
prejudices are defined as indirect negative attitudes towards the outgroup. Prejudices 
are not a matter of pathological attitudes, and they do not necessarily lead to nega-
tive consequences (Dovidio et al., 2010). Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) focus on 
the cognitive aspects of prejudices. In order to consider more extreme forms of prej-
udice as well, we took the more common concept of xenophobia into account. While 
xenophobia is seen as an extended version of prejudice, it is characterized by fear 
against members of the outgroup, regarding a variety of possible issues of threat and 
by aggression against the outgroup (Williams, 2010).

With his work The Nature of Prejudice (1954), Allport was one of the first 
researchers who saw the contact between different ethnic groups as a chance to 
reduce prejudice (Aronson et  al., 2008). In addition to the equal status of distinct 
groups, according to Allport (1954), the same goals need to be followed, in a situ-
ation characterized by cooperative instead of competitive goal interdependence. 
Finally, the support of authorities is also required. For instance, Pettigrew and Tropp 
(2006) found in a comprehensive meta-analysis that enhanced contact between 
groups is indeed related to the reduction of prejudices. Yet, it was found that not all 
of Allport’s four conditions have to be present. Indeed, the conditions facilitate the 
reduction of prejudices, yet they need to be seen as an interconnected package that 
allows for missing parts rather than indispensable supporting pillars.
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Acculturation

Acculturation is defined by the change of cultural patterns of groups of individuals, 
which is caused by the persistent and direct contact with different cultures (Berry 
& Sam, 1997). Such changes can happen either one-sided or bilateral between both 
groups. Talking about acculturation, individuals differ in two regards. On the one 
hand, individuals differ in whether they strive to maintain their own cultural back-
ground or not. On the other hand, there are differences in how far individuals want 
to have contact with members of the other culture. Berry and Sam (1997) derive 
four behavioral patterns: assimilation, separation/segregation, integration, and 
marginalization.

Assimilation describes an individual who abandons his/her own culture/cultural 
customs in favor of the other culture. Often, those individuals search contact with a 
dominant culture in society while avoiding the maintenance of their original iden-
tity. Separation defines the opposite behavior. Group members avoid the contact 
with the other group and decline the other culture. In contrast, own customs are 
highly valued. When this behavior is favored by the dominant culture, there is talk 
of segregation (van Dick et  al., 1997). Integration is commonly known under the 
term of biculturalism (Schwartz et  al., 2006). Hereby, individuals try to maintain 
their original identity, whereas they search for contact with the dominant commu-
nity. Finally, such individuals, who lost a sense of belonging to either of the groups 
are forced into marginalization. These people feel alienated by both cultures. They 
renounce their original culture, and it is not possible for them to adapt to the new 
culture. However, this type of acculturation is seldom found according to Berry 
and Sam (1997), even though it might be caused by experiences of discrimination 
or exclusion (Berry & Sam, 1997). The different types of acculturation strategies 
can be understood as behavioral intentions to engage with other cultures and are 
probably closely related to positive attitudes and negative attitudes such as preju-
dices. Considering this, van Dick et al. (1997) showed comprehensively that the four 
acculturation strategies represent a unidimensional construct. Consequently, having 
a positive acculturation strategy means to have a strong integration strategy and low 
expressions of both separation and assimilation. In this study, we tested accultura-
tion strategies for their value as predictors of prejudice. Of course, the relationships 
between a certain attitude and prejudices depend on context variables. We assumed 
that the context of previous experiences with the outgroup shapes the way accultura-
tion strategies influence prejudices. Moreover, the degree to which someone is able 
to interact with members of another culture should relate to prejudices as well.

Intercultural Competence

With the growing globalization and internationalization of economic sectors in 
the past years, the interest for the construct of intercultural competence highly 
increased. A common definition describes intercultural competence as the “abil-
ity, based on one’s own intercultural knowledge, as well as the skills and attitudes 
to successfully and appropriately interact with individuals and groups from other 
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cultures” (Deardorff, 2006 p. 247f.). The heterogeneity of the approaches to intercul-
tural competence causes a multitude of measurement instruments, trying to describe 
and assess relevant characteristics. One of the most valid concepts is cultural intelli-
gence, which is often displayed by structural models describing the systematic appli-
cability of four subcomponents. Metacognitive cultural intelligence is the cultural 
consciousness and awareness of an individual in the context of intercultural interac-
tions. The cognitive cultural intelligence describes the cultural knowledge of a per-
son regarding norms, customs, and conventions in different intercultural situations. 
Motivational cultural intelligence describes the ability to direct one’s attention and 
energy on cultural differences and to confront oneself with them. Finally, behavioral 
cultural intelligence denotes the ability of a person to show appropriate verbal and 
nonverbal behavior during interaction with individuals from different cultural back-
grounds (van Dyne, Ang & Koh 2008).

The Current Study

As an overarching goal, this research aims at building upon the current research lit-
erature and identifying factors which influence prejudices towards refugees. In more 
detail, the research question is formulated as how can different types of prejudices 
against refugees and xenophobia be predicted?

In general, respective influences of social identity, ethnic identity, cultural intelli-
gence, and acculturation strategies serve as predictors, shedding light on how to pre-
dict prejudice. As described in the rationale, the perception of the outgroup is influ-
enced by the identification with and definition of the ingroup. The degree to which 
individuals integrate the group in their self-concept contributes to differences in 
interpreting experiences in the social world (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006). The concept 
of social identity indicates that identity forms by separating one’s own group from 
others and that this can lead to a strongly developed ingroup favoritism and even 
hostility towards the outgroup. Following this, we predicted a relationship between 
the ethnic identity and all expressions of prejudices. Consequently, hypothesis 1 was 
formulated:

H1: The identification with the ingroup has a positive relationship with overt and 
covert prejudices towards refugees and the manifestation of xenophobia.

Research on the contact hypothesis provides evidence that frequent and qualita-
tively high contact (positive experiences) with people from different cultures and 
ethnicities can reduce prejudices and therefore improve intercultural communica-
tion (Allport, 1954; Miles & Crisp, 2014). Hence, it was suspected that both contact 
quantity and contact quality would have a moderating effect on the influence of the 
independent variables on prejudices. Thus, H2 is derived:

H2: The relationship between the investigated independent variables and the prej-
udices against refugees is moderated by the contact with refugees. Contact qual-
ity and contact quantity are independent moderators.
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Reviewing research on intercultural contact, it becomes apparent that either 
learned and/or inborn ways to respond to the environment play a crucial role in 
judging/misjudging others (Earley & Mosakowski, 2004). Thereby, the ability to 
effectively deal with new situations and new environments also greatly determines 
the perception of one’s surroundings and with it the perception of other individuals. 
Hasty, negative, and flawed judgment of others, in form of prejudices, might fol-
low from a lack of skill to deal with foreigners, such as refugees in particular. The 
social identity, cultural intelligence, and acculturation strategies comprise a set of 
characteristics and skills, which help the individual to navigate through unknown 
social settings, inevitably caused by intercultural interaction. We expected that these 
factors predict attitudes towards refugees. This goes for migrants and natives alike. 
Therefore, H3 is given:

H3: The degree of ethnic identity relates positively, while cultural intelligence 
and acculturation strategies relate negatively to overt and covert prejudices along 
with xenophobia.

Methods

Design and Procedure

We conducted a cross-sectional online study on students in Germany from May 
2018 to July 2019. The survey was distributed through various social media formats, 
such as Facebook. Participants easily followed a link to the survey website and con-
firmed to be at least 18 years old and to study at a German university. We did not 
offer incentives.

Measurement Tools

We used the multigroup ethnic identity measure (MEIM) (Phinney, 1992) to assess 
the ethnic identity. Fourteen 5-point Likert scale items measure the ethnic identity 
with subscales for affirmation and belonging (confirmation and belonging). Answer-
ing options were adjusted for Germans and respectively for migrants living in Ger-
many. (1) I see myself as German; (2) I see myself as a migrant; (3) I see myself as 
an ethnic German immigrant to Germany; and (4) open answer.

To assess cultural intelligence, the cultural intelligence scale (Van Dyne et  al., 
2008) was chosen. This scale measures the metacognitive, cognitive, motivational, 
and behavioral dimension of cultural intelligence, with a total of 20 items and a 
7-point Likert scale as the response format.

For assessing the contact with refugees, the general intergroup contact quantity 
and contact quality scale (von Islam & Hewstone, 1993) was chosen. This scale 
is divided into contact quantity and contact quality, which are measured by five 
items, respectively. Whereas the contact quantity measures the frequency of contact 
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in different settings, the contact quality is assessed by asking if the encounter was 
experienced as positive or negative.

In order to measure prejudices towards the group of refugees, the blatant and 
subtle prejudice scale (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) was in use. Since covert preju-
dices have been on the rise in many European countries for many years and replace 
the overt prejudices to an increasing extent, Pettigrew and Meertens (1995) devel-
oped this scale to close this empirical gap. The scale comprises 20 items of which 
one half measures overt prejudices and the other half measures covert prejudices. 
Overt prejudices were operationalized as threat and rejection as well as low famili-
arity. Covert prejudices were constituted by the sub-dimensions of defense of tradi-
tional values and exaggeration of cultural differences as well as denial of positive 
emotions.

To assess xenophobia, the short version of the eponymous scale xenophobia was 
chosen (Wetzels, Gabriel & Pfeiffer 1998). This scale entails nine items, to which 
can be responded on a 4-point Likert scale. The internal consistency was calcu-
lated in the form of Cronbach’s alpha for three different target groups, i.e., reset-
tlers, migrants, and native Germans. Values of α = 0.62, α = 0.55, and α = 0.83 were 
obtained. In order to specifically measure xenophobia, this shortened scale was 
included in the research.

The survey acculturation strategy scale (van Dick et al., 1997) was developed to 
measure acculturation attitudes in the German-speaking region and divides accul-
turation in integration, assimilation, and segregation. Using 13 6-point Likert scale 
items, a unidimensional factor structure representing a global attitude to a multicul-
tural society was assessed. Therefore, integration is compared to assimilation and 
segregation. We obtained an internal consistency of α = 0.84.

Participants

In total, 699 students completed the survey. With 69.8%, two thirds of the stu-
dent sample were female, whereas 30.2% identified as male. The average age was 
25.68 years (SD = 4.61), while the range between the youngest (16 years) and the 
oldest (50 years) was quite big. 89.9% were born in Germany and 10.1% in a for-
eign country. 19.1% of the participants stated to have a migration background. This 
self-indication was used as a categorization criterion for “students without migration 
background” and “students with migration background.” As first-generation immi-
grants who immigrated as children are likely to experience the exact same condi-
tions as second-generation migrants and studies report similar attitudes and prob-
lems of acculturation for first- and second-generation migrants depending on age 
and on how long they and their parents have been staying in a certain country, we 
decided not to differentiate between first- and second-generation migrants. Twenty-
six percent of the students studied subjects related to education, 22% STEM sub-
jects (excluding science education students), 18% business subjects, 17% psychol-
ogy or related fields, 12% medicine or related fields like physiotherapy, and 5% arts 
or music. Around two thirds (67%) of the sample were bachelor students, while one 
third was in a master’s program.
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Results

Table  1 displays the descriptive statistics as well as the Cronbach’s alpha val-
ues for internal consistency. To test hypothesis 1 (that the ethnic identification 
with the ingroup predicts overt and covert prejudices towards refugees and the 
manifestation of xenophobia), we used regression analyses. Statistical precondi-
tions were fulfilled sufficiently. Our results evince that the degree of identifica-
tion with the ethnic ingroup strongly predicts the overt prejudices for the group 
without migration background (standardized regression coefficient ß = 0.70, 
p < 0.01). There was no significant relationship for the participants with migra-
tion background.

For participants without migration background, identification with the ethnic 
ingroup was a strong predictor for covert prejudices (ß = 0.54, p < 0.01) as well. 
The relationship for participants with migration background (ß = 0.28, p < 0.05) is 
weaker yet exists. These results support the claim that the stronger identification 
with the ingroup increases covert prejudices, regardless of group membership. Thus, 
H1 can be seen as partly confirmed:

H2: The relationship between the investigated independent variables and the prej-
udices against refugees is moderated by the contact with refugees. Contact qual-
ity and contact quantity are independent moderators.

To test hypothesis 2 (that the relationship between the investigated independent 
variables and the prejudices against refugees is moderated by the contact quantity 
and quality), a moderated mediation analysis was performed, using the macro PRO-
CESS, version 3.1 by Hayes and Cai (2007). As stated earlier, it was expected that 
the mentioned independent variables influence prejudices. However, they also might 
have effects on each other, therefore distorting the direct effects on prejudices. Based 
on this, 36 possible combinations of dependency among the factors were produced. 
Of those 36 tested models, only seven have been proven significant. In this sec-
tion, only the significant combinations are presented. Hence, H2 can only be partly 
confirmed.

Five out of six models concerning the combination of the independent variable 
acculturation strategy, the moderators contact quality, and contact quantity as well 
as the three dependent variables with manifestations of prejudices (i.e., overt and 
covert prejudices and xenophobia) were significant with p < 0.01. An overview of 
the combinations is provided in Table 1. It was demonstrated that there is an inter-
action effect of acculturation strategy and the contact quantity predicting overt 
prejudices. Fifty-five percent of the total variance could be explained, which is sig-
nificant with p < 0.01. The interaction effect with p < 0.01 is highly significant as 
well. The same applies to covert prejudices as the criterion. The explained variance 
of this model is at 41% and with p < 0.01 highly significant. The interaction effect 
with p = 0.02 is significant, p < 0.05. Finally, the combination of contact with mani-
festation of xenophobia was tested. Again, the model shows to be significant with 
p < 0.01 and can explain 45% of the variance. Surprisingly, contact quantity had no 
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significant direct effect on xenophobia, p = 0.10. On the other hand, the interaction 
effect between contact quantity and acculturation strategy on xenophobia is signifi-
cant with p < 0.03. This implies that intergroup contact quantity only leads to less 
xenophobia under the condition of a positive attitude towards this interaction.

The moderation effect of contact quantity and covert prejudices is displayed in 
Fig. 1. High values for contact quality and quantity are those above the sample aver-
age; values underneath the sample average are considered as low values. When the 
moderation variable is replaced by contact quality, significant interaction effects for 
acculturation strategies can be confirmed as well. In relationship to overt prejudices, 
the model explains 65% of the variance and is significant with p < 0.01. The interac-
tion effect between acculturation strategy and contact quality on overt prejudices is 
also significant with p < 0.01. For the sake of completeness, the insignificant interac-
tion effect of contact quality and acculturation strategy on covert prejudice should 
be mentioned. With p = 0.11, this was found to be not significant, wherefore no 

Table 1  Descriptive Statistics 
and bivariate correlations

Min Max M SD α

1 Contact quantity 1.00 6.80 2.20 1.16 0.79
2 Contact quality 1.00 6.80 4.33 1.33 0.83
3 Acculturation strategy 1.00 5.85 4.09 0.98 0.89
4 Xenophobia 1.00 3.78 1.68 0.52 0.87
5 Subtle prejudice 1.00 4.00 2.51 0.58 0.84
6 Blatant prejudice 1.00 4.00 1.71 0.63 0.83
7 Intercultural intelligence 2.48 4.30 3.34 0.34 0.89
8 Ethnic identity 2.20 3.20 2.65 0.28 0.84

0
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2.5

3

3.5

low high

Contact Quantity low

Contact Quantity high

Acculturation Strategy 

Covert Prejudices

Fig. 1  Influence of contact quantity on the relationship between acculturation strategy and covert preju-
dices (own depiction)
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interaction effect is assumed. Regarding the criterion xenophobia, p < 0.01 and an 
explained variance of 57% could be found. The interaction term is also p < 0.01 and 
thus highly significant. An illustration of the influence of contact quality on the rela-
tionship between acculturation strategy and overt prejudices can be found in Fig. 2. 
It seems that the effect of acculturation strategy on different subtypes of prejudice is 
moderated by contact quality and quantity.

Notion: Centralized mean predictors, standard error HC3-corrected.
Another predictor for which the interaction effect was found to be significant was 

the identification with the ingroup (social identity) of participants without migration 
background (Germans). For the variables social identity and prejudices, two models 
with the moderator variable contact quality could be confirmed. Concerning overt 
prejudices, the explained variance was 62%. With p < 0.01, the model is significant. 
Also, concerning the impact on the manifestation of xenophobia, a significant inter-
action effect with p < 0.01 was obtained. In Fig.  3, the influence of contact qual-
ity on the relationship between identification of the ingroup for participants without 
migration background and overt prejudices is displayed as an example. An overview 
of the values can be found in Table 2. Quite similar results were obtained for pos-
sible interaction effects between social identity and contact quality and two subcom-
ponents of the prejudice construct. For both overt prejudices and xenophobia, the 
statistical output is presented in Table 3.

In order to test hypothesis 3 (that the degrees of ethnic identity, cultural intel-
ligence, and acculturation strategies relate to overt and covert prejudices along with 
xenophobia), we conducted multiple regression with HC3-corrected standard errors, 
using the heteroscedasticity-consistent standard error estimates of OLS regression 
(HCREG) of Hayes and Cai (2007). Statistical requirements were met (see Table 4). 
With a β = 0.15 and p = 0.01, the ethnic identity has a positive influence on overt 
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3.5

low high

Contact Quality low

Contact Quality high

Acculturation Strategy 

Overt Prejudices

Fig. 2  Influence of contact quality on the relationship between acculturation strategy and overt preju-
dices (own depiction)
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prejudices. The influence of cultural intelligence (β =  − 0.22 and p < 0.01) as well 
as acculturation strategy value (β =  − 0.36 and p < 0.01) has a significant negative 
impact. Overall the model is significant with p < 0.01 and explains 56% of the vari-
ance, supporting hypothesis 3. The same model was tested for covert prejudices. 
Overall, the whole model was found to be significant with p < 0.01 and had an 
explained variance of 41%. Focusing on the individual predictors, it becomes visible 
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low high

Contact Quality low

Contact Quality high

Identification with the Ingroup 

O
v
ert

P
reju

d
ices

Fig. 3  Influence of contact quality on the relationship between identification with the ingroup (DE) and 
overt prejudices (own depiction)

Table 2  Moderation analysis, predictor acculturation strategy

Coefficient Model

K β SE p R2 F p

Overt Acculturation  − 0.46 0.04  < 0.001 0.55 61.76  < 0.001
Contact quantity  − 0.09 0.03  < 0.001
Interaction 0.11 0.03  < 0.001
Acculturation  − 0.32 0.05  < 0.001 0.65 95.19  < 0.001
Contact quality  − 0.17 0.02  < 0.001
Interaction 0.09 0.02  < 0.001

Covert Acculturation  − 0.33 0.04  < 0.001 0.41 29.15  < 0.001
Contact quantity  − 0.13 0.03  < 0.001
Interaction 0.07 0.03 0.02

Xeno Acculturation  − 0.35 0.05  < 0.001 0.45 25.62  < 0.001
Contact quantity  − 0.04 0.03 0.10
Interaction 0.07 0.03 0.03
Acculturation  − 0.25 0.04  < 0.001 0.57 60.04  < 0.001
Contact quality  − 0.13 0.02  < 0.001
Interaction 0.08 0.02  < 0.001
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that cultural intelligence with β =  − 0.22 and p < 0.01 as well as acculturation strate-
gies with β =  − 0.26 and p < 0.01 negatively influences covert prejudices. However, 
the ethnic identity with p = 0.26 is not significant.

Finally, the influence of the three independent variables on the manifestation of 
xenophobia was tested. Cultural intelligence (β =  − 0.12 and p < 0.05) and accultur-
ation strategies (β =  − 0.29 and p < 0.05) showed a significant negative impact on 
xenophobia. Ethnic identity with p = 0.05 was hovering above the significance level. 
It became evident that this construct was found to be significant in the regression 
analysis without the HC3-corrected standard error (p = 0.02). The whole model with 
p < 0.01 is still significant, whereby 47% of the variance is explained, which gives 
reason to accept H3 with regard to xenophobia. Here, the impact of ethnic identity 
was also insignificant.

Table 3  Moderation analysis, predictor identification with the ingroup of participants without migration 
background

Notion: Centralized mean predictors, standard error HC3-corrected.

Coefficient> Model

K β SE p R2 F p

Overt Social identity (DE) 0.17 0.02  < 0.001 0.62 77.16  < 0.001
Contact quality  − 0.24 0.03  < 0.001
Interaction 0.06 0.02 0.01

Xeno Social identity (DE) 0.14 0.02  < 0.001 0.60 61.79  < 0.001
Contact quality  − 0.19 0.03  < 0.001
Interaction  − 0.05 0.01  < 0.001

Table 4  Multiple regression, ethnic identity, cultural intelligence, acculturation

Notion: Standard error with HC3-corrected.

Coefficient Model

K β SE p R2 F p

Overt Ethnic identity 0.15 0.06 0.01 0.56 62.06  < 0.01
Cultural intelligence  − 0.22 0.05  < 0.01
Acculturation  − 0.36 0.06  < 0.01

Covert Ethnic identity 0.07 0.07 0.26 0.41 41.20  < 0.01
Cultural intelligence  − 0.22 0.04  < 0.01
Acculturation  − 0.26 0.06  < 0.01

Xeno Ethnic identity 0.12 0.06 0.05 0.47 38.92  < 0.01
Cultural intelligence  − 0.13 0.04  < 0.01
Acculturation  − 0.29 0.06  < 0.01
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Interpretation

First, it is to note that although significant relationships between prejudices and 
other factors were obtained in this study, the strength of those prejudices held by 
the participants appeared to be low. Evaluation of the scale shows that the identifica-
tion of German participants with the German ethnicity is not strong. This suggests 
that many natives identify with the bigger group of Europeans and a more inclu-
sive European identity is present. Accordingly, many participants stated that they are 
human or (German) European. Further research, especially enabling comparisons to 
different age groups and geographical regions, needs to be conducted.

The results show no or very weak relationships between predictors and criterion 
for the participants with migration background. Overt prejudices and xenophobia 
are not related to the social identity of participants with migration background. In 
contrast, there is a significant, yet weak, effect with regard to covert prejudices. As 
Entorf and Lauk (2008) showed, effects of prejudice and group comparison appear 
for pupils with and without migration background. Against our assumption, it 
seems that participants with migration background do not openly state their aver-
sion towards other cultures (overt prejudices), although they still harbor them to 
some degree. It is to note that with 133 participants, the sample of participants with 
migration background was relatively small. Further investigations with bigger sam-
ple sizes are necessary to improve the external validity. These should also include 
prejudices against different groups and not only refugees.

The main effects of the variables social identity, cultural intelligence, and accul-
turation strategies on the different types of prejudices were anticipated and found. 
Higher identification with the ingroup (higher levels of social identity) predicted 
higher levels of all prejudice types. High levels of cultural intelligence and integra-
tion strategies, in contrast, predicted lower prejudices. This supports the results of 
Bello (2017), who showed the importance of open-mindedness towards intercultural 
interactions for the reduction of prejudice rather than economic factors. As a logical 
consequence, interventions that reduce ingroup thinking and facilitate cultural intel-
ligence and more open acculturation strategies could be used to reduce prejudice. 
Genkova and Kaune (2015) emphasizes that the shift to a broader social identity 
might lead to less prejudice. However, there is a lack of evaluations for respective 
measures, even though the approach is not new. Still, there is broad evidence that 
intercultural competence is strongly linked to less prejudice, even though there are 
contradictory results regarding the causal order (Genkova & Kaune, 2015). Any-
ways, in order to support positive intergroup relations on a societal level, interven-
tions might focus on these aspects.

Another focus of this work was on a possible moderation effect of contact with 
refugees. It became apparent that contact quantity and contact quality significantly 
influence the relationship between acculturation strategies and prejudices. No dif-
ference was observed when acculturation strategy and contact quality and quantity 
were high. Hence, if individuals already followed strategies that are beneficial for 
accepting other cultures such as integration strategies, further contact did not con-
tribute to less prejudice. When the value for acculturation strategies is low, however, 
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and prejudices are high, high contact frequencies and positive experiences with the 
contact can reduce such prejudice.

Contact quantity had no direct effect on xenophobia. Nevertheless, there was a 
significant interaction effect, which showed that contact quantity contributes to less 
xenophobia only if the acculturation strategy is high. However, contact quantity has 
a direct effect on overt and covert prejudices. No further significant effects could 
be obtained. It is possible that covert prejudices are deeper entrenched in the con-
sciousness and therefore harder to change. In that case, high contact frequencies 
might lead to the reduction of covert prejudices, yet positive contact that happens 
occasionally does not (Ramiah & Hewstone, 2013). As this study cannot solve this 
issue sufficiently, future research should examine the interaction of contact quality 
and quantity probably by the application of second-order moderation models.

Moreover, moderation effects involving the identification with the ingroup 
(social identity) could be observed. This effect, however, could only be observed 
for the participants without migration background (German students) and the mod-
erator variable contact quality. It was demonstrated that even if identification with 
the ingroup remains very high and prejudices, confirming H1, are rather strongly 
developed, positive contact with refugees reduced prejudices. This indicates that the 
negative influence of a strongly developed social identity is reduced through contact 
quality, which is in line with prior research on the contact hypothesis (e.g., Dixon 
et  al., 2010). Contrary to the acculturation strategy values, whereby no difference 
could be observed between high and low manifestation, it became visible for the 
social identity that for low as well as high manifestation of this variable, the contact 
quality could reduce prejudices.

Yet, no moderation effect of contact quantity nor quality concerning social iden-
tity on covert prejudices could be found. However, the acculturation strategy and 
the contact quantity influenced covert prejudice. This might refer to the different 
connotations of overt and covert prejudice and xenophobia. While overt prejudice 
and xenophobia are more strongly related to an explicit devaluation of the outgroup, 
covert prejudice might more strongly relate to fear (Stephan and Stephan, 2000). 
However, as those aspects are very closely related, further studies should investi-
gate them in more detail with experimental designs in order to generate unambigu-
ous results. Findings like these imply that even individuals who follow a more open 
and integrative approach do not necessarily have less or more covert prejudices than 
participants that subscribe to separation more. This is important to keep in mind as 
also covert prejudice can hinder cross-cultural interactions and predict discrimina-
tion (Chin, 2004).

The moderation effect is not present with regard to cultural intelligence. Reasons 
for this need to be further investigated as well. It is likely that cultural intelligence 
as a construct is quite robust and its effect is not easily influenced by other factors. 
If this ought to be true, fostering cultural intelligence would be a reliable method 
to reduce prejudices regardless of the circumstances. Additionally, the model with 
ethnic identity as a predictor was not significant. The generally low relationships 
between this variable and prejudices need to be considered. It seems plausible that 
the scale multigroup ethnic identity measure is not a suitable assessment tool to 
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examine the relationship. On the contrary, it is possible that cultural heritage (eth-
nic identity) itself does not determine how we see others but that rather the socially 
developed identity and its accompanied sense of belonging (social identity) does.

Finally, a combined effect of the variables social identity, cultural intelligence, 
and acculturation strategies was found. Together, those variables can predict the 
development of prejudices and explain a major part of its variance. Obviously, 
the three variables as predisposition influence the attitudes towards refugees and 
through changes in their manifestation influence the expression of prejudices. One 
needs to take into consideration that ethnic identity as a single variable was not a 
significant predictor for overt prejudices, neither for xenophobia, but social identity 
was significant. It stands to reason that one’s own ethnicity is not responsible for the 
development of prejudices, but the feeling towards the ingroup (social identity) is of 
importance. Therefore, this work contributes to the thoughts of Jones (2002), who 
saw the source of prejudice in the social identification process.

Limitations

Through the multitude of constructs, many factors are included, which cannot be 
investigated thoroughly, given the limited resources available for this study. The 
constructs were measured with several subscales, respectively, which enable to get a 
differentiated view on the relationships. However, this makes the survey quite exten-
sive. Through the multitude of variables and accompanied subscales, many sub-
hypotheses were necessary, which scatter the main study and hinder the endeavor to 
highlight meaningful connections and reciprocities as a whole. For this matter, future 
research could scrutinize less constructs more differentially or investigate them in 
a scope of a more extensive work that addresses all variables in more detail. Fur-
thermore, regarding the content of the questionnaire, some participants gave critical 
feedback. It was often stated that the term ethnicity was not further defined. Many 
participants did not have a concept of this term, which refers to the item to which 
ethnic group do you allocate yourself? Moreover, further studies should try to dif-
ferentiate between first- and second-generation migrants. While it was not the goal 
of this study to point out differences between first- and second-generation migrants, 
there are theoretical reasons to put them together, and the study was already quite 
extensive; we did not differentiate them. However, further studies should address 
this issue more differentiated. The study at hand did not consider the perceived size 
of the outgroup as a potential moderator of the relationship between ethnic identi-
fication and prejudices, as considering the contradictory results on the role of out-
group size (e.g., Laurence & Bentley, 2018; Schneider, 2007) would exceed the 
scope of this text. Future studies should take this relationship into account in order 
to explain the relationship between identity and prejudices more deeply. The online 
survey design does not allow statements on the response rate and representative-
ness of the results provided. However, the survey was distributed in various campus-
specific social media groups all over Germany, which is an indicator that the sample 
provides at least implications for generalized assumptions.
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Practical Implications

Up to this date, integration has proven to be a successful model to bring benefits 
to the economy and society (Genkova & Kaune, 2015). The success of integration 
depends, as stated in the beginning, on different factors. Behaviors and attitudes 
of individuals towards other cultures, different acculturation strategies, different 
social identities, and different degrees of cultural intelligence all play a role for the 
dynamic interplay between individuals from different cultural backgrounds. These 
dynamic processes are visible at internationally orientated universities, where con-
tact between students with different cultural backgrounds is part of the concept.

Social identity, the degree of identification with the ingroup, has been proven an 
important variable concerning the manifestation of prejudices. The development of 
a shared identity in the sense of identifying with a superordinate group that includes 
people with different heritages has a positive relationship with less prejudices. This 
could be promoted, e.g., through projects with refugees or projects and partnerships 
with international universities, which bring students from different nations together 
and let them work for a shared goal. In the field of social psychology, it has already 
been proven that the relationship towards other groups depends on competition 
(Aronson et al., 2008). If distinct groups are directed towards a common goal, dif-
ferences are not emphasized but commonalities are highlighted. At the same time, 
cooperation projects facilitate aspects of intercultural competences, making the 
participants more capable to cooperate in future encounters. In many studies, it has 
already been shown that stays abroad are related to a positive development of this 
construct (Stewart et al., 2014). Such meetings should be accompanied by pre- and 
post-courses with the topic of cultural intelligence and social identity. Knowledge 
about psychological processes during group formation and meetings with unfamiliar 
cultures as well as viewing respective processes on a meta level can enable students 
to critically reflect on their behavior and their thoughts in such situations (Bolten, 
2007). While we raised the study at hand, it became evident that the extent of con-
tact between students and refugees was very low in the obtained sample, which 
gives food for thought. Even if contact can compensate for negative influences of 
other variables only to a limited degree, contact programs have demonstrated to be 
one of the most successful approaches for the reduction of prejudice (Bolten, 2007).

Foresightedly, measures like this indirectly facilitate the integration of refu-
gees at the work place and at educational institutions. Students of today are human 
resources managers of tomorrow. Low prejudices and competences regarding the 
handling of multiculturalism support long-term cooperation, and a fair personnel 
choice are all premises to successfully cooperate in a globalized world. As indicated 
by the academic work at hand, influences of individual and interpersonal factors can 
be interpreted meaningfully in order to foster cooperation in a multicultural society.
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