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retical perspectives on attachment may usefully be applied

to future contact research.

“Nothing is so safe as habit.” Wallace Stegner, Crossing to Safety

Stegner’s (1987) semi-autobiographical novel, Crossing to Safety, charts the development and
progression of friendships between two young men and their pregnant wives, from their early
beginnings as young faculty who landed in the same academic department in the 1930s, and
following the course of their friendship over several decades as their lives and careers unfold.
One of the couples comes from a relatively poor and humble background, whereas the other cou-
ple comes from an expansive world of social connections, wealth, and privilege. Presumably, the
expression “crossing to safety” is intended to refer to the faculty members’ prospects of receiving
tenured positions. Yet, as undercurrents to this narrative, Stegner plays with the sense of safety
and security these couples feel with each other, and how their feelings of safety and security wax

© 2021 The Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues

86 wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/josi 2021;77:86-104.


https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0203-7846
mailto:tropp@umass.edu
https://wileyonlinelibrary.com/journal/josi

JOURNAL OF

Social Issues

A Journal of the Society for the Psychological Study of Social Issues [l

CROSSING TO SAFETY

| WILEY-LZ

and wane over time and across chapters of their lives—bearing witness to their joys and sorrows,
and revealing both deep connections and points of tension and conflict.

I found myself reflecting on this narrative in preparing this commentary, as I strive to link
insights from Kauff et al. (2021) on drivers of contact-seeking with those offered by Marinucci
et al. (2021) on the role of intimacy in intergroup contact. Kauff et al. deftly summarize research
on predictors of intergroup contact, highlighting the point that not all individuals are willing to
engage in contact with other groups, and some may attempt to avoid contact altogether (see also
McKeown & Dixon, 2017; Paolini et al., 2018). Marinucci et al. discuss the importance of intimacy
in cross-group relationships, and how it is through intimate contact that trust can build between
groups and begin to break down psychological barriers and shift intergroup attitudes (see also
Davies & Aron, 2016; Fuochi et al., 2020; Griitter & Tropp, 2019). Reading these two papers together
compelled me to think about intergroup contact theory and research within a broader frame of
human motivation, beyond what we usually consider when designing contact studies. Ultimately,
at the most basic level and within their innermost selves, what do people want and need?

These contemplations have culminated in the present commentary, in which I ponder our
basic human needs for safety and security, and how intergroup contact research may usefully
be informed by theoretical perspectives on attachment. I first review some early theorizing on
safety and security within psychology (e.g., Maslow, 1943; Newcomb, 1943) and discuss factors
that may undermine human feelings of being safe and secure. I then introduce some basic prin-
ciples of attachment theory (see Bowlby, 1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) and describe ways in
which findings from the intergroup contact literature may be viewed through an attachment lens.
I conclude with a discussion of emerging research linking attachment processes to intergroup
contact, along with an exploration of how theoretical perspectives on attachment may usefully be
applied to intergroup contact research.

Early psychological perspectives on safety and security

Early models of human motivation identify feelings of safety and security as core psychological
needs. Maslow (1943) suggested that humans are guided by a “safety-seeking mechanism” that
leads to a “preference for familiar rather than unfamiliar... or for the known rather than the
unknown” (p. 349). While we experience a sense of safety and security with the familiar, we tend
to regard the unfamiliar and unknown as potentially threatening (Newcomb, 1943). The more
we encounter threatening situations, the more provoked we are to satisfy our needs for secu-
rity (Arkin et al., 2010). Yet once our needs for safety and security are met, we become more
motivated to satisfy higher-order needs associated with growth, feeling connected to others, and
exploring the world beyond ourselves (Maslow, 1962; Murphy, 1958; see also Green & Campbell,
2000; Molden et al., 2008).

Traditional perspectives on attachment theory

Corresponding with this understanding of basic human needs, attachment theorists emphasize
how—{from their earliest years of existence—humans readily seek “comforting contact” with
others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007, p. 151). In the presence of comforting contact, or with knowl-
edge that we could access comforting contact when needed, we experience feelings of safety and
security (i.e., secure attachment), and a greater propensity to be optimistic and curious about
the world around us. Yet, when comforting contact is absent or not readily available to us, we
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may feel unsafe and/or threatened by what we encounter in the world (i.e., insecure attachment;
see Bowlby, 1988; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007). Insecure attachment in the absence of comfort-
ing contact may foster attachment-related anxiety, where we fear being rejected or abandoned, or
attachment-related avoidance, where we distrust others’ goodwill and seek to maintain emotional
distance from others (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2011).

Although we may be accustomed to thinking about attachment processes as being most relevant
to infants and children in relation to their primary caregivers (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1988), con-
siderable research indicates that attachment processes continue to shape social relations across
the human lifespan, from early childhood throughout adulthood (Collins & Read, 1994; Gillath
et al., 2006; Waters & Cummings, 2000). We continue to desire a “secure base” (Bowlby, 1988) or
“safe haven” (Collins & Feeney, 2000) from which we can emerge into the world, reassured in
the knowledge that there are others ready to support us if and when we feel the need to retreat
or seek comfort. Moreover, our earlier life experiences serve as scaffolding for what we expect to
experience in future social interactions and relationships, as well as how effectively we navigate
those future interactions and relationships (Simpson et al., 2008; Waters & Cummings, 2000).

B )

VIEWING INTERGROUP CONTACT RESEARCH THROUGH THE LENS
OF ATTACHMENT

These research perspectives on basic human needs and attachment provide fertile ground for link-
ages with intergroup contact theory and research. Indeed, much of the intergroup research liter-
ature contends with similar themes—particularly as they pertain to our sense of attachment to
social groups, our perceptions and experiences of threat, and our responses to interactions with
members of groups to which we do not belong.

Attachment to groups

Belonging to social groups is commonly regarded as a basic human need (Baumeister & Leary,
1995), and one that is considered to be just as closely tied to our evolutionary past and healthy
development as our attachment to parents and caregivers (Caporael & Baron, 1997; Smith et al.,
1999). Our identities as members of social groups are critical components contributing to our
sense of psychological security (Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel, 1981). As Allport (1960) stated, “secu-
rity is found only within the ingroups — within the family, the church, the tribe, the nation. All
else appears hazardous and unknown” (p. 344). In line with this perspective, Hogg (2003, 2010)
proposes that reducing uncertainty is an important motivating force underlying our identities as
members of social groups, as we seek to establish a greater sense of security and belonging within
our social worlds.

Upon seeing ourselves as members of social groups, we strive to be good representatives of
those groups and act according to group norms and standards (Hogg, 2003; Hogg & Abrams, 1988);
correspondingly, we also fear being excluded or regarded as deviant from established group norms
or standards, and particularly when we identify strongly with our groups (Castano et al., 2002;
Hutchison et al., 2008). Scholars have also specified different dimensions of our affiliations with
social groups (see, e.g., de Zavala & Lantos, 2020; Roccas & Elster, 2012), such that we may feel a
close emotional bond to a group (attachment), and this may or may not be coupled with defensive
beliefs that our group is superior to and more worthy than other groups (glorification; see Roccas
et al., 2006; Roccas & Elster, 2012).
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Intergroup threat: Manifesting intergroup anxiety and avoidance

Along with considering how a sense of security frames our social identities and identification
with social groups, we can also consider how lacking a sense of security is likely to shape our
expectations for and relations with members of other groups (see O’Brien & Tropp, 2015). Our
psychological needs for security are typically heightened when we encounter threats (Arkin et al.,
2010; Carroll et al., 2006). As we seek to protect ourselves from potential threats, we are especially
likely to attend and react to people and situations that could conceivably pose a threat to our well-
being or that of our groups (Fiske & Taylor, 2013). Thus, people often approach intergroup contact
with a certain degree of suspicion or vigilance, as they may feel insecure or unsure about how
members of other groups will regard or treat them (Kramer & Messick, 1998: Kramer & Wei, 1999;
Vorauer, 2006); this vigilance may, in turn, compel people to engage in defensive behaviors that
could potentially challenge or worsen their intergroup relationships (Bar-Tal, 2009; Stephan et al.,
2009).

A number of factors may lead people to feel insecure about or threatened by the prospect of hav-
ing contact with members of other groups. Lack of familiarity or limited prior experience with out-
group members can be stress-provoking and may lead people to feel unsure about how to behave
during intergroup contact (e.g., Trawalter et al., 2009); indeed, prior intergroup contact experience
has been shown correspond with lower stress responses and less reported anxiety during inter-
group contact (e.g., Blascovich et al., 2001; Page-Gould et al., 2008). Long-standing conflicts or
tensions between groups may also foster negative expectations for how one will be regarded and
treated by members of other groups (e.g., Kramer & Wei, 1999; Vorauer, 2006). Moreover, prior
negative experiences during contact with outgroup members may inhibit people’s willingness to
engage in further contact across group lines (e.g., Paolini et al., 2018; Tropp, 2003). Taken together,
these trends suggest that the more we perceive or anticipate threat from outgroup members, the
more likely we are to trigger psychological needs for security, and the greater the potential for us
to become defensive and protective during intergroup encounters.

From these perspectives, it is easy to see how varied forms of intergroup threat would amplify
people’s tendencies toward intergroup anxiety and avoidance. Ample research indicates that peo-
ple often experience a great deal of anxiety during intergroup contact (see Stephan, 2014), and
intergroup anxiety tends to be associated with greater contact avoidance (Plant & Devine, 2008;
Trawalter et al., 2009). Negative expectations for intergroup encounters—such as expecting to be
rejected, or for cross-group interactions to go poorly—also tend to fuel greater intergroup anxi-
ety and contact avoidance (Barlow et al., 2009; Plant & Devine, 2003, 2008; Shelton & Richeson,
2005).

Intergroup openness: Alternatives to threat responses

At the same time as tendencies toward intergroup anxiety and avoidance are common, the
research literature also reveals that people often express interest in and willingly choose to engage
in contact with members of other groups. In these cases, uncertainty about intergroup contact or
lack of familiarity with outgroup members may be viewed as a source of excitement, as people
actively seek out new intergroup experiences (Dys-Steenbergen et al., 2016; Paolini et al., 2016;
Wright et al., 2002). The tendency to seek out new contact experiences is likely bolstered by a
history of prior positive contact experiences and greater confidence in one’s ability to navigate
cross-group interactions successfully (e.g., Kauff et al., 2021; Turner & Cameron, 2016), as well as
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a greater orientation toward learning and growth as one prepares for contact with other groups
(e.g., Migacheva & Tropp, 2013; Rattan & Georgeac, 2017). Yet for such enthusiasm and interest in
intergroup contact to emerge, key concerns associated with intergroup threat and anxiety would
first need to be abated, in order to set the stage for people to become more open to intergroup
contact, and to reap contact’s potential benefits (see Paolini et al., 2016; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008;
Tropp & Molina, 2019).

Providing an illustrative example, Page-Gould et al. (2008) conducted an experimental study
in which they randomly paired ethnic minority (Latina) and ethnic majority (White) undergrad-
uates with either a same-group or cross-group partner for a series of three “friendship-building”
meetings. Prior to these meetings, participants completed a measure of implicit racial prejudice
(IAT; see Greenwald et al., 2003) as well as a measure of sensitivity to being rejected on the basis
of one’s racial or ethnic group membership (see Mendoza-Denton et al., 2002). A physiological
indicator of stress (cortisol reactivity) was also included to assess participants’ stress responses
both before (baseline) and immediately following each of the friendship-building meetings. The
authors observed that, among participants highly sensitive to group-based rejection, those paired
with a cross-group partner peaked in cortisol reactivity following the first friendship meeting,
indicating greater stress responses at the initial stages of contact. But their stress responses atten-
uated by the third friendship meeting, such that they showed comparable levels of anxiety to
participants less sensitive to group-based rejection and to participants paired with a same-group
partner. After the three friendship-building meetings, Page-Gould et al. (2008) then asked partic-
ipants to keep a daily diary for 10 days, in which they recorded each day their levels of anxiety
and how often they initiated cross-group interactions. Participants who were paired with a cross-
group partner for the friendship-building meetings reported less anxiety in the daily diaries that
did participants who were paired with a same-group partner. Moreover, and especially among
those initially high in implicit racial prejudice, participants recorded greater initiation of cross-
group interactions in their daily diaries than did participants who were paired with a same-group
partner. Overall, then, findings from this study suggest that engaging in friendship-building activ-
ities with an outgroup member may initially be stress-provoking, but over time, positive contact
experiences may lessen stress and anxiety associated with cross-group interactions and may even
encourage greater interest in future intergroup contact.

LINKING ATTACHMENT PROCESSES TO INTERGROUP CONTACT
RESEARCH

From this brief review of research studies (see also Kauff et al., 2021; Marinucci et al., 2021), there
appear to be strong parallels between the basic processes associated with secure and insecure
forms of attachment, and factors that propel intergroup anxiety and avoidance, on the one hand,
and openness to intergroup contact, on the other. In both cases, we seek some form of “comforting
contact” (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007) that helps us to feel secure and safe as we explore uncharted
territory and pursue new experiences or relationships with others who are relatively unfamiliar
to us. In both cases, our prior life experiences also serve as a foundation for our expectations and
“working models” (Bowlby, 1988) regarding what we are likely to encounter and experience in the
social world, and how we might approach and navigate future social relationships.

Such parallels are clearly recognized by a number of attachment scholars, who have begun to
conduct studies that link attachment processes to intergroup research more directly. Most notably,
Mikulincer and Shaver (2007; 2011) have proposed that insecure attachment should exacerbate
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prejudiced and hostile responses toward outgroup members, whereas the security-enhancing
effects of available and reliable attachment figures should curb intergroup prejudice and hostility.
To test these ideas, Mikulincer and Shaver (2001, Study 1) asked Jewish Israeli participants to com-
plete a computerized word-relation task with subliminal primes, after which they were randomly
assigned to evaluate either an ingroup target (Jewish Israeli) or an outgroup target (Arab Pales-
tinian), based on background information ostensibly provided by the target person. Participants
were exposed to subliminal primes consisting of words that either signified security and closeness
to others (e.g., love, hug, support) or were unrelated to attachment (e.g., office, table, boat). While
participants’ evaluations of the ingroup target did not differ across the experimental conditions,
Mikulincer and Shaver (2001) observed that participants offered significantly more positive eval-
uations of the outgroup target when primed with words signifying security, as compared to when
they were primed with neutral words.

Subsequent studies have focused more precisely on connecting attachment processes to one’s
willingness to engage in cross-group interaction. For instance, Mikulincer and Shaver (2001, Study
2) asked participants to complete a self-report measure of attachment style, designed to assess both
attachment anxiety and avoidance (see Brennan et al., 1998). A week later, participants were then
randomly assigned either to visualize themselves in a security-enhancing situation (e.g., being
surrounded by people who are sensitive to your distress, who want to help you because they love
you), or in a neutral situation (e.g., being in a grocery store comparing and buying different prod-
ucts). After the visualization task, participants received background information about either an
ingroup target, or an outgroup target, using the same procedures as in the first study, and then par-
ticipants were asked to indicate their willingness to interact with the target person. Participants’
willingness to interact with the ingroup target did not differ across experimental conditions; how-
ever, participants who visualized the security-enhancing situation were significantly more will-
ing to interact with the outgroup target than those who envisioned a neutral situation—showing
mean scores comparable to participants’ willingness to interact with the ingroup target. Further-
more, Mikulincer and Shaver (2001) also found that participants’ greater self-reported attachment
anxiety corresponded with significantly less willingness to interact with the outgroup target.

Beyond the research presented by Mikulincer and Shaver (2001), some other recent studies
have begun to examine possible links between attachment processes and intergroup contact. For
example, using self-report measures of attachment styles (see Wei et al., 2007) and with mostly
white participant samples in the United States, Han (2017) showed that greater attachment anxi-
ety and avoidance were both associated with less comfort in and less appreciation for interaction
with people from other racial groups. Relatedly, Boccato et al. (2015, Study 1) asked Italian partici-
pants to complete a self-report measure of attachment security (see Feeney et al., 1994), as well as
self-reported measures of the quantity and quality of their contact with immigrants. The authors
observed that more secure attachment was associated with significantly greater frequency and
quality of contact with immigrants. In a subsequent study, Boccato et al. (2015, Study 2) asked par-
ticipants to complete the same measure of attachment security used in their first study, and to com-
plete a computerized implicit task that required participants to make associations between people
who represent immigrant groups in Italy (e.g., Africans, Indians, Asians, and Arabs) and words
that signify either approach-related tendencies (e.g., contact, closeness) or avoidance-related ten-
dencies (e.g., avoidance, distance) Complementing findings from their first study, Boccato et al.
(2015) found that greater self-reports of attachment security were associated with stronger ten-
dencies to associate immigrants with approach-related words, and weaker tendencies to associate
immigrants with avoidance-related words.
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RE-CONCEPTUALIZING INTERGROUP CONTACT AS A QUESTION OF
ATTACHMENT

Though still in a nascent stage of development, the research cited above suggests new and intrigu-
ing connections that merge theoretical perspectives on attachment with intergroup contact. Thus
far, attachment scholars have considered how secure attachment—conceptualized either as an
enduring characteristic of the individual, or as a temporarily activated state—may foster greater
openness to interactions with outgroup members. Secure attachment is understood to encourage
greater openness to intergroup contact because it reinforces one’s feelings of having a ‘‘secure
base” from which to pursue interactions with unknown, or less familiar, others (see Bowlby, 1988;
Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001), thereby enhancing a person’s capacity to cope with potential threats
that may be associated with cross-group interactions (see Mikulincer & Shaver, 2001; Trawalter
etal., 2009). As summarized by Mikulincer and Shaver (2007), “people who are either disposition-
ally secure or induced to feel more secure in a particular context are better able than their insecure
counterparts to tolerate intergroup diversity” (p. 150). It is also worth noting that, in these cases,
secure attachment is not merely framed as an individual’s disposition or state, but the source of
secure attachment presumably grows from people’s prior life experiences with key caregivers and
close others. That is, some combination of close, supportive others are regarded as central ‘‘attach-
ment figures” with whom people feel secure, and attachment to these others bolsters their sense
of security as they explore and navigate other, potentially more challenging, relationships in the
social world (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2011).

Though not stated explicitly, according to this line of reasoning, one has the sense that those
key attachment figures are likely envisioned as fellow members of the individual’s own group,
such that attachment to them provides a “secure base” from which people may then safely reach
across group boundaries. This approach is entirely reasonable, especially given that the theoretical
origins of attachment theory are rooted in feelings of security and insecurity in close relationships
originating in early childhood, and maintained across the life span (Ainsworth, 1973; Bowlby, 1988;
Waters & Cummings, 2000). Yet such an approach may be insufficient to account for feelings of
security or insecurity during cross-group interactions when taken from the perspective of scholars
in the intergroup contact tradition.

Indeed, upon reflection, it appears that many of the trends we observe in the intergroup con-
tact literature may be readily understood and made more coherent by adopting an alternate
perspective—one in which we regard intergroup contact itself as a question of attachment. What
if, for example, we were to think about the outgroup members with whom we come into contact
as the ‘‘attachment figures” and in relation to whom we seek to feel secure? How might such a
perspective lend insights into common dynamics we observe in the intergroup contact research
literature? Might it help to elucidate the processes by which people may experience anxiety, avoid-
ance, and/or a sense of security in intergroup contact? Several lines of research suggest that it
could prove useful to view intergroup contact through the lens of attachment, to account for both
the challenges and rewards that may be associated with people’s intergroup experiences.
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Greater intergroup experience is associated with greater sense of
security

Considerable research indicates that greater intimate intergroup experience is associated with a
greater sense of security. In this work, intimate intergroup experiences are typically defined as
cross-group friendships (see Davies et al., 2011; Marinucci et al., 2021), and one’s sense of security
is typically operationalized as anxiety or stress associated with cross-group interactions (MacInnis
& Page-Gould, 2015; Trawalter et al., 2009)."! Longitudinal surveys show that greater numbers
of cross-group friendships are typically associated with lower levels of intergroup anxiety over
time (Binder et al., 2009; Levin et al., 2003; Swart et al., 2011), an effect that is corroborated by
meta-analytic findings (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Experimental research also shows that repeated
interactions with outgroup strangers can breed greater closeness, and that increasingly close and
intimate relations with outgroup members can lower intergroup anxiety (Page-Gould et al., 2008;
Shook & Fazio, 2008).

Greater security is associated with greater intergroup openness and
exploration

Research also suggests that the more secure people feel in relations with outgroup members, the
more they express openness toward outgroup members and interest in further intergroup con-
tact. Greater feelings of connectedness to outgroup members have been found to predict greater
interest in the outgroup’s culture and greater support for the outgroup’s maintenance of their
heritage culture (Brannon & Walton, 2013; Héssler et al., 2019), as well as being associated with
a greater orientation toward learning from outgroup members (Migacheva & Tropp, 2013). Peo-
ple who experienced greater intergroup contact during childhood have also been shown to hold
less intergroup prejudice as adults (Wood & Sonleitner, 1996), and to have more diverse friend-
ship networks as adults (Merlino et al., 2019). The experimental study by Page-Gould et al. (2008)
summarized previously also shows that being paired with an outgroup member for a series of
“friendship-building” meetings can lead to lower anxiety and greater initiation of cross-group
interactions. In addition, when people learned that having contact may help to ease their future
anxiety about cross-group interactions, they reported being more willing to interact with an out-
group member, and they exhibited fewer anxious behaviors during an actual interaction with an
outgroup partner (Schultz et al., 2015).

Reminders of a "secure base” improve responses to cross-group
interaction

In line with the contention that prior intergroup experience shapes the intergroup attitudes and
behaviors that people carry into the future (see Aboud et al., 2003; Killen et al., 2007; Merlino et al.,
2019; Wood & Sonleitner, 1996), research by Page-Gould et al. (2010) indicates that reminders of a
‘‘secure base” rooted in prior relations with outgroup members can enhance people’s responses to

! Related research also shows that greater intergroup contact typically corresponds with greater feelings of security when
defined in terms of lowered threat to one’s livelihood as posed by other groups (e.g., Pettigrew et al., 2010; Wagner et al.,
2006).
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cross-group interactions. After ensuring that their participants had both same-ethnic and cross-
ethnic friends, the authors randomly assigned participants to reflect on their relationship with
either a same-ethnic friend or a cross-ethnic friend. In one study (Study 2), participants across
both conditions were then asked to visualize and imagine an interaction with an unknown person
from another ethnicity, and to report how they felt in response to that interaction; participants
who reflected on a cross-ethnic friendship reported significantly more positive expectations for the
interaction than did participants who reflected on a same-ethnic friendship. In a subsequent study
(Study 3), participants were once again primed to reflect on their relationship with either a same-
ethnic friend or a cross-ethnic friend before interacting with an unknown cross-ethnic partner,
during which participants’ hormonal stress responses to the novel cross-ethnic interaction were
monitored. Extending findings from their previous study, Page-Gould et al. (2010) observed more
adaptive stress responses during the novel cross-ethnic interaction among participants primed
to reflect on a cross-ethnic friendship, as compared to those primed to reflect on a same-ethnic
friendship. Page Gould (2012) also found that people who report cross-ethnic friendships show less
adverse responses to conflict during encounters with other ethnic outgroup members, such that
they remain more willing to initiate cross-ethnic interactions following those conflict encounters
than people who report having few or no close cross-ethnic friends.

Security cues from outgroup members support greater intergroup
openness, whereas lack of security cues provoke intergroup anxiety and
avoidance

Research also suggests that cues connoting a sense of security may encourage us to engage in
interaction across group lines, while the absence of such cues correspond with greater anxiety
about cross-group interactions, or the desire to avoid them completely. For instance, learning
that outgroup members have expressed interest in interacting with members of one’s group—
or learning that an outgroup member has a diverse network of friends that includes members of
one’s group—can foster positive expectations for and openness to cross-group interaction (Tropp
& Bianchi, 2006; Wout et al., 2010). Relatedly, engaging with outgroup members who have sig-
nificant prior contact experience can help to alleviate our stress during cross-group interaction
(Page-Gould et al., 2008). In the absence of such security-enhancing cues, however, we tend to be
hesitant and avoidant about engaging in cross-group interaction, as the prospect of doing so leads
us to feel apprehensive and concerned about rejection (Barlow et al., 2009; Shelton & Richeson,
2005).

FUTURE DIRECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Granted, the linkages proposed here between perspectives on attachment and intergroup con-
tact are preliminary, and much more conceptual and empirical work would be needed to flesh
out their possible connections in more detail. In particular, any future efforts should be mind-
ful that relations between groups tend to be more adversarial than relations between individuals
(Wildschut et al., 2003), such that assumptions underlying interpersonal processes may break
down when applied to intergroup processes (Frey & Tropp, 2006). More attention to the trans-
actional nature and developmental trajectory of cross-group relationships is also warranted (see
Davies et al., 2011; Kauff et al., 2021; Shelton et al., 2010), so that we can learn more about how
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cross-group intimacy may build as intergroup anxiety and avoidance retreat over time (see MacIn-
nis & Page-Gould, 2015; Marinucci et al., 2021). Beyond these points, a few more key issues must
also be considered.

How we frame the research questions we ask

Since its early beginnings (Allport, 1954; Williams, 1947; see also Pettigrew, 1998), most of the con-
tact research literature has been focused on the question of prejudice reduction, and the strategies
we might use to improve intergroup attitudes. However, if viewed through the lens of attachment,
we may seek to reframe the questions we ask, to investigate what it takes for people to feel more
secure—and less anxious and avoidant—in intergroup contexts, toward broader societal goals of
social cohesion and integration, as compared to the more traditional goal of prejudice reduction
(see also Hewstone, 2015; Tropp, 2019).

How we measure relevant concepts of interest

Should we decide to pursue research questions pertaining to ‘‘intergroup security” then we must
also specify measures and dimensions that could effectively tap this concept. Much of the exist-
ing intergroup literature has focused on assessment of attitudes in terms of valence—that is, the
degree to which we hold positive or negative attitudes toward members of other groups (see, e.g.,
Tropp & Molina, 2019 for a review). A related, yet distinct, question concerns the extent to which
we feel a sense of security in our relations with of other groups—for example, do we feel accepted
or rejected? welcome or unwelcome? understood or misunderstood? safe or unsure? trust or sus-
picion?

Recent work suggests that our collective thinking about intergroup relations is headed in this
direction (see, e.g., Barlow et al., 2009; Bergsieker et al., 2010; Kauff et al., 2021; Livingstone et al.,
2020; Tropp et al., 2018). Yet more systematic work is needed to understand how feelings of inter-
group security may or may not correspond to intergroup attitudes, as well as to define what a
sense of security would actually look like in relation to our groups and other groups. Social iden-
tity research has long emphasized the human tendency to favor our own groups over other groups
(e.g., Tajfel, 1981), while also distinguishing between motivations for ingroup love and outgroup
hate (e.g., Brewer, 1999). By contrast, research on acculturation suggests that people often desire
to maintain their own group identity while seeking out contact and becoming more integrated
across group lines (e.g., Brown & Zagefka, 2011; see also Paolini et al., 2016; Wright et al., 2002). A
greater focus on intergroup security, in relation to these and other research traditions, may help
us to gain clarity regarding what we seek, expect, and experience in relation to other groups.

How we design research studies

Conceptualizing intergroup contact in terms of security also raises important considerations for
the types of research methods we use, and what we can expect to learn when using different meth-
ods to investigate contact between groups. For instance, close cross-group friendships develop
through ongoing and sustained interactions with outgroup members over time, and they have
been shown to be particularly beneficial for reducing anxiety and prejudice between groups (see
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Davies et al., 2011; Levin et al., 2003; Page-Gould et al., 2010; Pettigrew, 1997). It is unlikely that the
deep levels of engagement and self-disclosure typifying close cross-group friendships that develop
naturally could realistically be captured or approximated through experimental manipulation.
Indeed, at the same time as they may reveal significant effects, experimental studies designed to
create cross-group friendships indicate fairly low levels of manufactured closeness, and weaker
contact effects, relative to studies of naturally occurring cross-group friendships (see Davies et al.,
2011; Page-Gould et al., 2008). Thus, while experimental studies may prove useful for examin-
ing intergroup contact experiences and effects during their earliest stages, other longitudinal
approaches will likely be more fruitful for studying contact experiences and effects associated
with enduring cross-group relationships (see also Marinucci et al., 2021).

How group differences in status shape intergroup security, anxiety, and
avoidance

Greater research attention is also needed to address ways in which intergroup security, anxiety,
and avoidance function in relations between members of historically privileged and minoritized
groups. Posing challenges to our basic human needs for safety and security (Maslow, 1943; New-
comb, 1943), there is research evidence to suggest that group members on both sides may experi-
ence forms of intergroup anxiety and avoidance (Plant & Devine, 2008; Shelton & Richeson, 2005).
Generally, prior negative intergroup experiences tend to curb our interest in further contact, and
enhance our feelings of anxiety and desires to avoid future cross-group interactions (Hayward
et al., 2017; Meleady & Forder, 2019; Tropp, 2003). Yet these anxious and avoidant tendencies
likely manifest in varied ways given groups’ different status positions in the larger society (see
Bobo, 1999). Members of minoritized groups regularly encounter threats to their sense of security
and belonging in contexts where they have been historically underrepresented (Brewer et al., 1999;
Purdie Vaughns et al., 2008), such that they often anticipate becoming the target of prejudice and
discrimination (Shelton et al., 2005). By contrast, members of historically privileged groups tend
to anticipate being perceived as prejudiced (Devine & Vazquez, 1998), while also seeking to avoid
discussions of issues that highlight group differences in power or status (Apfelbaum et al., 2008;
Saguy et al., 2013). These divergent forces underlying intergroup anxiety and avoidance suggest
that there may be different routes for minoritized and privileged groups to achieve a greater sense
of intergroup security, such as being respected and empowered for the former, and being liked
and reassured of moral integrity for the latter (Bergsieker et al., 2010; Shnabel et al., 2009).

How group segregation perpetuates intergroup anxiety and avoidance

As a final point, more work is needed to specify how patterns of group segregation and their rein-
forcing structures perpetuate intergroup anxiety and avoidance, while undermining the poten-
tial for a greater sense of security to grow through intergroup contact. In many countries, racial,
ethnic, and religious groups remain largely segregated from each other in most facets of their
lives (e.g., Bobo & Zubrinsky, 1996; Dixon & Durrheim, 2003; Hewstone et al., 2005), and physi-
cal structures may further demarcate neighborhoods corresponding to the boundaries of distinct
communities (e.g., AbuZayyad & Bar-Tal, 2002; McKeown & Cairns, 2012). Patterns of group segre-
gation may also be strengthened by families and local communities, who have grown accustomed
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to viewing members of other groups through the lens of suspicion and distrust (e.g., Bekerman,
2009; Merrilees et al., 2014).

Given these trends, it is perhaps not surprising that large numbers of people—and particu-
larly members of more privileged groups—have relatively few, if any, friendships or meaningful
relationships with members of other groups (see Ingraham, 2014). Moreover, even when con-
tact across group lines may be possible, members of different groups may still choose to self-
segregate (e.g., Al Ramiah et al., 2015; Dixon et al., 2019; McKeown et al., 2016), or to prefer living
in areas where other groups are scarcely present (e.g., Anicich et al., in press; Schliiter et al., 2018).
Nonetheless, despite all these challenges, studies from a range of conflict-ridden contexts indicate
that when people from different racial, ethnic, or religious groups engage in close intergroup con-
tact, improved intergroup attitudes and support for greater social integration are likely to result
(e.g., Al Ramiah et al., 2013; McKeown & Taylor, 2017; Schroeder & Risen, 2016; Swart et al., 2011).
Furthermore, even if individuals themselves may have limited contact experience, they are more
likely to develop positive attitudes toward other groups if they live in areas where their neighbors
frequently engage in intergroup contact (Christ et al., 2014). Thus, issues of intergroup security,
anxiety, and avoidance are relevant not only to contact between individual members of differ-
ent groups, but they carry broader implications for how we structure communities, in ways that
facilitate or inhibit contact between groups.

CONCLUSIONS

The themes of this commentary suggest that, as intergroup contexts become more filled with
group divisions, segregation, and inequality, it is likely to become more challenging for people
on all sides to feel the sense of security we desire as human beings, and which is needed to
develop greater intimacy and enduring trust across group lines. Merging perspectives on attach-
ment and intergroup contact reveals that—at a fundamental level—we all have needs for security
both as individuals and as members of our social groups, and we are likely to respond with anxiety
and/or avoidance in intergroup contexts when our basic needs for security are not met. However,
to the extent that we are able to alleviate potential threats and anxieties associated with intergroup
encounters, we may become more open to pursuing and forging relationships with members of
other groups.
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