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Subtle and blatant dehumanization exacerbates negative
intergroup relations while intergroup contact ameliorates them.
An emerging body of research has started to examine the link
between intergroup contact and dehumanization as a potential
method for promoting harmony and social cohesion between
different social groups. In this article, we examine how direct
and indirect contact strategies can reduce both subtle and
blatant dehumanization and how humanization can increase
willingness for contact with outgroup members. This suggests a
range of ways in which exploring contact and dehumanization
might contribute to improved intergroup relations. Last, we
explore how enhanced empathy, trust, prejudice, and inclusive
norms toward outgroups, along with lower anxiety, explain the
link between contact and dehumanization.
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“You wouldn’t believe how bad these people are
(immigrants). These immigrants aren’t people—-
these are animals.”

Donald ~ Trump, former president of the United
States (2018).
"We (French people) are closer to Christian

Europeans... Arab or Muslim immigrants are too unlike
us, and it is more and more difficult to acculturate and
assimilate them".

— Eric Zemmour, French far-right politician (2022).

Dehumanization 1s defined as the process of denying
others positive human traits, thus implying that a group
of people are perceived as less human and more animal-
like compared with others. Dehumanization is mostly
expressed in subtle and blatant forms.

Whereas subtle dehumanization occurs when members
of the group are denied some but not all traits of
humanity, blatant dehumanization occurs when mem-
bers of a group are deliberately considered more animal-
like than human [1,3,7]. In this paper, we review the
existing literature on various forms of dehumanization
and intergroup contact and propose future directions on
how the link between these factors defines the nature of
intergroup relations.

Both subtle and blatant dehumanization have been
shown to negatively impact intergroup relations. For
example, people attribute complex secondary emo-
tions (more closely associated with humans than ani-
mals) to ingroup members more than outgroup
members, a process called infrahumanization [4,5].
Building on the idea of infrahumanization, scholars
have shown that subtle dehumanization can take the
form of animalistic dehumanization, meaning that in-
dividuals deny outgroups' uniquely human traits that
differentiate humans from animals (such as cognitive
aptitude and civility), and mechanistic dehumaniza-
tion involving denying others human nature (HN)
traits that are typical of and fundamental to humans
but not necessarily unique relative to other animals
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2 Dehumanization

(such as warmth and emotionality) [2,6]. As a result,
outgroups denied unique human qualities are often
compared with animals, and groups denied HN to
inanimate objects such as robots or automata [6]. Fi-
nally, recent research has shown that people who de-
liberately dehumanize outgroup members (i.e. rating
them as more similar to apes than humans) are more
likely to portray them in threatening terms, withhold
sympathy from them, and support actions designed to
harm them [8,9], and can also expect to be dehuma-
nized themselves by the outgroup simultaneously — a
process known as meta-dehumanization [8,10,14].

Intergroup contact is defined as cross-group interactions
between members of different groups, either directly
(i.e. via personal exchanges with outgroup members) or
indirectly (i.e. parasocial contact through media, ex-
tended contact via family and friends, vicarious contact
via videos or stories in which one sees ingroup members
positively interacting with outgroups, imagined contact
through mental simulation of the self in a positive in-
teraction with an outgroup member, and electronic
contact via virtual communities). Intergroup contact is an
effective means to promote social cohesion and improve
intergroup relations [11-13].

Accordingly, positive cross-group interactions should be
able to reduce both subtle and blatant dehumanization,
and lower dehumanization (i.e. more humanization)
should increase willingness for direct contact experi-
ences or enhance the important role of indirect contact
strategies (i.e. bidirectional cycle) [14,15]. To date, a
relatively small proportion of research in social and po-
litical psychology has examined either the associations
between direct and extended contact and dehumaniza-
tion or the effect of indirect contact strategies on de-
humanization and vice versa [16]. Additionally, the
underlying mechanism is another factor that still re-
quires further consideration.

Contact and dehumanization in improving
intergroup relations

When people directly or indirectly experience positive
contact with outgroup members, they may better un-
derstand outgroup members’ emotions and cognitive
skills and consider them equally evolved and civilized.
Simultaneously, the more people view outgroup mem-
bers as equal human beings in terms of humaneness, the
greater their willingness to engage in intergroup contact
will be. Accordingly, research in multiple contexts has
shown that positive direct contact predicts lower blatant
dehumanization of outgroups and lower perceived bla-
tant dehumanization by those groups [16]. Reciprocally,
humanizing outgroup members in terms of acknowl-
edging their unique humanity is related to a greater
desire for contact with outgroup members [17].

Furthermore, a meta-humanizing (versus meta-dehu-
manizing) intervention has been found to increase peo-
ple’s willingness to engage in intergroup contact [18].
Indeed, meta-humanization — the belief that the out-
group humanizes the ingroup — has been found to
predict reciprocal humanization, thus reducing outgroup
prejudice [18,19]. Therefore, we reason that positive
direct contact with outgroup members should also pre-
dict lower subtle dehumanization by enhancing people's
tendency to acknowledge human emotions and human
uniqueness in outgroup members. Additionally, huma-
nizing outgroup members and feeling humanized by
them may encourage willingness for intergroup contact
and improve intergroup relations.

Furthermore, cross-group friendships and extended
contact also increase the likelihood that people will ex-
pect outgroup members to humanize them concerning
secondary emotions and empathy [20]. In addition, both
experimental and longitudinal research has shown that,
compared with a control condition, a positive imagined
contact condition decreases dehumanization concerning
human emotions and human uniqueness [21-23]. Similar
findings have also been observed using virtual contact.
Specifically, positive virtual contact (versus a control
condition) designed to facilitate positive cross-group
interactions was associated with reductions in blatant
dehumanization over time [16]. Given these findings, we
suggest that cross-group membership and extended
contact with outgroup members may also be able to re-
duce blatant dehumanization, while positive virtual
contact with them may be able to mitigate subtle de-
humanization.

Finally, research has shown that giving participants
stories of positive interactions between ingroup and
outgroup members (i.e. vicarious contact), such as out-
group members helping ingroup members, increases
individuals’ perceptions of humanity toward outgroups,
while negative portrayals of outgroups (i.e. parasocial
contact) in media, such as depictions that suggest that
immigrants spread infectious diseases, increase both
subtle and blatant dehumanization [24,25]. Therefore,
we argue that more positive and human depictions of
outgroup members — both in social and mass
media — will result in greater willingness for direct
contact with them as well as more interest in cross-group
friendships [26]. The positive and human portrayal of
outgroup members in media may also assist people in
experiencing less anxiety when they are placed in a
virtual contact possibility with outgroup members or
asked to envision a positive interaction positively
with them.

Taken together, the emerging research suggests that
positive contact is associated with increased humaniza-
tion of outgroups and thus improving social cohesion.
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Mediators of the link between contact and dehumanization. Note that () means that the mediator was established in the literature, while (p) means that

the mediators were proposed.

The process of humanization also occurs as a result of
positive extended, imagined, vicarious, virtual, and
cross-group friendship interactions. Positive parasocial
intergroup contact enhances the perception of human-
ness toward outgroup members (or reduces dehumani-
zation). However, negative parasocial contact increases
dehumanization toward outgroup members (or reduces
humanization). These findings have been observed
when considering various intergroup relationships based
on religion [16], nationality [17], and ethnicity [27,31]
within both majority and minority groups [8]. Never-
theless, it should be noted that most of these studies
examined WEIRD' samples, and a comprehensive
human model examining non-WEIRD samples is still
lacking.

Mediators of the relationship between contact
and (de)humanization

In this section, we focus on factors that are both theo-
retically and empirically likely to explain the relation-
ship between contact and dehumanization, such as
intergroup affect (i.e. intergroup empathy, anxiety, and
trust), outgroup prejudice, social norms, and cognitive
processes (see igure 1). When considering the positive
contact-dehumanization reduction relationship, empathy
is one of the most commonly measured affective vari-
ables. Empathy relates to an affective process that ori-
ginates from and conforms to other people’s perceived
needs, and is frequently followed by taking the other’s
viewpoint to consider their situation [28,29]. For ex-
ample, research indicates that a meta-humanizing
(versus a meta-dehumanizing) intervention enhances
outgroup empathy, which then influences willingness for
intergroup contact, even while controlling for outgroup
liking [14]. Furthermore, both quality of contact and

! Western, educated, industralized, rich, and democratic

extended contact were associated with an increased
sense of human uniqueness through enhanced inter-
group empathy [30]. As such, it is reasonable to expect
that other forms of contact, such as imagined, virtual,
vicarious, parasocial, and cross-group friendships, may
have the means to increase a sense of human uniqueness
in outgroup members via intergroup empathy. Simulta-
neously, these contact strategies should contribute to
reducing the blatant dehumanization of outgroup
members via enhanced intergroup empathy [31].

Along with empathy, intergroup anxiety is also an im-
portant factor that should be considered. Intergroup
anxiety refers to the discomfort one experiences when
preparing for or engaging in intergroup interactions
[32,33]. Quality of contact and extended contact, for
example, were both associated with increased humanity
(i.e. more attribution of human uniqueness) via reduced
intergroup anxiety [30]. Consequently, it could be ex-
pected that quality of contact and extended contact can
reduce blatant dehumanization through a reduction in
intergroup anxiety. In the same vein, other forms of
contact (e.g. imagined, virtual, vicarious, parasocial, and
cross-group friendships) may be effective in reducing
both subtle and blatant forms of dehumanization as a
result of a reduction in intergroup anxiety [34,35].

Another factor relevant to outgroup humanity is outgroup
trust. Indeed, outgroup trust is critical for the develop-
ment of harmonious relations between groups [36,37].
Research has shown that positive imagined contact is
positively associated with outgroup trust, which in turn
is related to perceived human emotions and human
uniqueness [17,22]. Therefore, more research should be
devoted to examine the mediating role of trust in the
relationship between imagined contact and blatant de-
humanization. Furthermore, whether trust mediates the
relationship between direct contact and other forms of
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4 Dehumanization

indirect contact and dehumanization remains to be ex-
plored. Since trust mediates the link between contact
and intergroup attitudes, including behavior tendencies
[38,39], it is reasonable to expect that contact would
enhance trust in outgroup members and, as a con-
sequence, reduce both subtle and blatant dehumaniza-
tion. In contrast, dehumanization (especially blatant
dehumanization) would decrease people's trust in out-
group members and thus resulting in less willingness to
engage in intergroup contact.

Note that besides these affective processes, cognitive
processes such as increased outgroup knowledge can also
in part explain the contact-dehumanization link. To our
knowledge, however, this tentative hypothesis has not yet
been examined. In addition to outgroup knowledge, group
salience can also mediate the relationship between inter-
group contact and dehumanization [16]. Moreover, group
salience is associated with affective intergroup processes,
prejudice, and social norms [30,40].

Further, outgroup prejudice is an important factor in in-
tergroup relations [41,42]. Considering that research has
shown that dehumanization and prejudice appear to be
distinct factors [43,44], we suggest that dehumanization
(especially blatant dehumanization) would increase
prejudice that in turn would reduce willingness for
contact. Conversely, contact would decrease prejudice
and thus reduce both subtle and blatant dehumaniza-
tion. In fact, research has shown that outgroup prejudice
(i.e. irrational views about outgroups) mediated the ef-
fect of contact on people's reactions and considerations
concerning outgroup members [45].

Finally, social norms are defined as collective re-
presentations of what others do (descriptive norms) and
what they think should be done (prescriptive norms) in a
given situation [46-48]. Thus, norms are most likely to
be effective mediators when the contact situation pro-
vides some favorable information about other ingroup
members’ attitudes or behaviors in relation to outgroup
members [49,50]. For example, social norms mediate the
association between extended contact and humanization
concerning human emotions [51].

As a result, we suggest that norms should also play a
mediating role in the relationship between extended con-
tact and blatant dehumanization. Similarly, we suggest that
norms should mediate the link between other contact
forms and both subtle and blatant dehumanization.

In sum, a small proportion of research has investigated
whether empathy, intergroup anxiety, and trust explain the
link between direct, extended, and imagined contact and
enhanced intergroup humanity. Even so, further research
is needed not only to replicate these findings, but also to

extend them by examining the underlying mechanisms
through the use of virtual, vicarious, and parasocial contact.
There is also limited research on the role that outgroup
prejudice and social norms play in mediating the effects of
contact on the dehumanization of outgroups. Further re-
search is therefore needed to investigate whether prejudice
and norms mediate the effect of direct or indirect strategies
(i.e. imagined, vicarious, virtual, and parasocial contact) on
both subtle and blatant dehumanization. In fact, testing
the mediating role of norms in the relationship between
indirect strategies and dehumanization would be of critical
importance in understanding how to design effective in-
terventions that result in increased outgroup humanization.

Concluding remarks

The research reviewed in this article corroborates the im-
portant link between direct and indirect intergroup contact
strategies and dehumanization in promoting social cohe-
sion and thus improving intergroup relation. The presence
of both active (e.g. direct, imagined, and virtual) and pas-
sive (e.g. extended, vicarious, and parasocial) cross-group
interactions reduces the dehumanization of outgroup
members. Simultaneously, the humanization of outgroups
encourages a greater willingness to have contact with out-
groups. 'The positive contact-dehumanization relationship
appears to be explained by increased empathy, trust, social
norms, and lower levels of anxiety. Yet, other mediating
processes could potentially play a role, too. Thus, more
research is needed to explore the relationship between
different contact strategies and both subtle and blatant
forms of dehumanization, as well as the mechanisms un-
derlying this relationship.
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