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Abstract
How can ethnic reconciliation be achieved in conflict settings where populations are physically
separated? We address this question by examining the role of ‘‘extended contact’’—a form of indirect contact which entails learning about the contact experiences of others—in the context of
Cyprus’s frozen conflict. We field a survey experiment in order to test two pathways through
which extended contact works: (1) by helping build a common identity; and (2) by activating empathy. We find that our treatments are associated with greater trust in the outgroup and greater
support for cross-ethnic interaction, but only among segments of the population that are initially
less favorable toward reconciliation.
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Introduction
Ethnic and identity-based conflicts are known to be among the world’s most intractable disputes. Underlying any attempt by political elites to negotiate a solution is the essential question of public support for peace settlements. The election of hardliners in frozen conflict
zones such as Israel–Palestine, Armenia–Azerbaijan, India–Pakistan and Bosnia–
Herzegovina attests to the challenge of engineering and sustaining peace agreements without
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popular support for compromise, particularly when identities are hardened and the two sides
interact little. Building support for peace is difficult when underlying prejudice toward the
ethnic ‘‘other’’ remains strong (Bar-Tal, 2000: 357–359).1
A long line of research points to the benefits of intergroup contact for promoting tolerance and reducing prejudice (cf. Allport, 1954; Cook, 1985; Pettigrew and Tropp, 2006;
Sherif, 1966; Pettigrew, 1971). However, some of the lessons of the ‘‘contact hypothesis’’ are
difficult to apply in conflict and post-conflict settings, where rigid political and physical
separation mean that social interaction between groups is rare. We theorize how extended
intergroup contact can foster trust and support for reconciliation in post-conflict divided
societies. Different from direct contact, which entails first-hand interaction with a member
of the outgroup, extended contact is an indirect form of contact which entails learning about
the contact experiences of others in one’s ingroup (Dovidio et al., 2011; Wright et al., 1997).
Drawing insights from social psychology, conflict studies, and our own focus groups in
Cyprus, we focus on two mechanisms through which extended contact can influence attitudes: (1) by fostering empathy for the other; and (2) by fostering a common superordinate
identity.
We explore these issues in the context of Cyprus, which has been divided since 1974
between the Republic of Cyprus (ethnically Greek Cypriot) in the south and the selfproclaimed Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (ethnically Turkish Cypriot) in the north.
Since 2003, the UN-administered buffer zone dividing the island has been open for daytime
crossings, yet in 2004 Greek Cypriots resoundingly rejected a peace plan in a referendum,
with 76% voting against. To this day, approximately one-third of Greek Cypriots report
never having crossed into the north, and contact between the two communities remains primarily shallow and transactional. Thus, in Cyprus—as in other physically divided societies—
many individuals experience intergroup contact only in an indirect way, that is, by learning
of the contact experiences of others.
To test our hypotheses about extended intergroup contact, we designed a survey experiment which we administered on a representative national sample of 514 Greek Cypriots,
conducted by telephone in July 2015. The experimental vignette included a description of
the effects of intergroup contact which cued either (a) empathy for Turkish Cypriots or (b)
cultural similarity between Greek and Turkish Cypriots. These are the two treatments in our
design, which we then compare with a generic control condition. We assess whether the
treatments correlate with subsequent measures of outgroup trust and support for more
social interaction between the communities. Our experiment is therefore designed not to test
the effect of extended contact in general, but rather to assess the strength of these two
pathways—enhancing empathy and building a common identity—through which it may
work.
We find that cueing the empathetic and common identity effects of contact is associated
with changed attitudes toward the outgroup, but only among certain segments of the population. Among those that are highly religious—an indicator of strong Greek ethnic identification in the Cypriot context—we find that cueing a common identity leads to greater
expressed trust in Turkish Cypriots and greater support for intergroup social interaction.
Among Greek Cypriots who have never crossed to the other side of the island—a behavioral
marker that is associated with opposition to solving the Cyprus problem—we find that the
empathy treatment is significantly and positively associated with more positive views about
the need for more social interaction. Taken as a whole, these findings indicate that extended
contact can have stronger effects among some groups that are less predisposed toward
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reconciliation to begin with. We find limited evidence that some groups respond negatively to
the treatments. For example, we find that young respondents, aged 18 to 34 years—who
have no direct experience of living with Turkish Cypriots prior to 1974—respond somewhat
negatively to the empathy treatment.
Our inquiry makes at least two contributions to our understanding of extended contact
as a means of resolving ethnic conflicts. First, we join a growing body of research on contact
in post-conflict settings that uses experimental methods to address the problem of self-selection.2 For example, surveys in Cyprus have shown that individuals who cross to the other
side of the island possess more favorable views toward reconciliation and exhibit less prejudice (Sitas et al., 2007; UNDP, 2010). There is also evidence documenting a relationship
between both quantity and quality of contact and reduced prejudice and increased trust
(McKeown and Psaltis, 2017; Psaltis, 2012; Yucel and Psaltis, 2020). However, it is difficult
to know whether individuals with more favorable attitudes are more likely to cross and have
contact, or whether it is the act of crossing and having contact itself which has an effect on
attitudes.3 Our experimental design overcomes this inferential problem. Second, our research
design allows us to experimentally manipulate two particular mechanisms—empathy and
construction of a shared identity—through which intergroup contact works. We can therefore isolate the effects of each mechanism and identify the conditions under which it may
operate more strongly (as well as identifying any backlash effects). This is to our knowledge
a novel approach which advances our understanding of how extended contact interventions
can be tailored for greater effectiveness. That we find evidence of positive effects of empathy
and shared identity via extended contact is therefore consequential, even if only among particular subsets of the population.
We proceed as follows. We begin by introducing the concept of extended contact and its
implications for conflict resolution, and we derive hypotheses. We then provide background
on the Cyprus case, introduce our research design, and present our findings. In the conclusion, we consider the implications of this study for settings beyond Cyprus.

Extended contact
Extended contact is a form of indirect contact which entails gaining second-hand knowledge
of intergroup contact.4 When an individual hears about a fellow ingroup member’s relationship with an outgroup member, that individual has been exposed to extended contact.5
Extended contact is of particular relevance in conflict- and post-conflict contexts, given the
frequency with which populations are physically separated by a border, as well as the prevalence of cultural and language barriers that discourage cross-group interaction (Stathi et al.,
2012). In Cyprus, as in other cases of ethno-political partition (e.g. Bosnia, Kosovo, Israel–
Palestine), many individuals experience contact with the ‘‘other’’ only in an indirect way.
While one might presume that the effects of extended contact would be shallow compared
with direct contact, research has consistently shown that it is associated with reduced prejudice and greater tolerance for outgroups (Cameron and Rutland, 2006; Cameron et al., 2011;
Eller et al., 2011; Gómez et al., 2011; Liebkind and McAlister, 1999; Tausch et al., 2011) and
that its effect is independent of direct contact (Turner et al., 2008; Zhou et al., 2019). In
Cyprus, a measure of self-reported extended cross-group friendship (i.e. a respondent reports
having a friend with a cross-group friendship) is associated with warmer feelings toward the
outgroup even after controlling for direct contact (Yucel and Psaltis, 2020).
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Extended contact works in a distinct way, however. Whereas direct contact is an encounter experienced first-hand, extended contact activates social identity by imparting
information—and potentially challenging prior beliefs—about the ideas of fellow ingroup
members. In other words, there is an effect on second-order beliefs (what one thinks that
others think). If I hear an acquaintance speak positively about her encounter with an outgroup member, this may lead me to update my beliefs not only about the outgroup but also
about my fellow co-ethnics. Accordingly, research has shown that extended contact alters
beliefs about ingroup norms, produces a more favorable view of the outgroup, and can lead
individuals to espouse a more inclusive identity (Cameron et al., 2011; Dovidio et al., 2011;
Turner et al., 2008). This can have potentially powerful effects in divided societies, where a
history of violent conflict renders social and ethnic identity highly salient (Nair and
Sambanis, 2019; Sambanis and Shayo, 2013), and where ethnic partition fosters discriminatory behavior toward the outgroup.6 Changed ideas about group norms—for example,
about the acceptability of viewing the outgroup favorably—can alter everyday discourse
and behavior. Multiplied many times over, society collectively may dare to support compromises toward the outgroup that had previously been taboo. For example, in Rwanda, a
media campaign with positive messages about cross-group friendship and cooperation—
akin to an extended contact treatment—led to changed beliefs about social norms, including
the desirability of negotiation, open discussion, and even intermarriage (Paluck and Green,
2009).
Which individuals should we expect to respond most strongly to extended contact?
Consistent with the idea that it works via social norms and identity, studies indicate, first,
that extended contact has deeper effects among those for whom ingroup identity is highly
salient (Dovidio et al., 2011), as well as those who attach high importance to group norms
and cohesion (Sharp et al., 2011). Second, extended contact has a greater impact among
those who have experienced less direct contact (Cameron et al., 2011; Dhont and Van Hiel,
2011; Eller et al., 2011). Intuitively, when an individual does not have her own experience to
draw from, she is more likely to be influenced by the experience of fellow co-ethnics. Below,
we draw from these ideas when deriving our hypotheses.

How does intergroup contact work?
We draw from prior research, as well as from direct contact sessions in Cyprus that we
implemented in 2015, to highlight two mechanisms through which contact reduces intergroup anxiety and prejudice.7 These mechanisms will inform our experimental design. First,
contact can induce empathy for the outgroup (Cohen and Insko, 2008; Hodson, 2011;
Pettigrew, 1998; Stephan and Finlay, 1999).8 This can include both cognitive empathy—
taking the other’s perspective—and emotional empathy—reacting to the other’s emotions
(Stephan and Finlay, 1999).9 Of direct relevance to our focus on conflict settings, a number
of studies show that empathy reduces feelings of aggression toward the outgroup in societies
riven by ethno-religious conflict. This includes findings from survey research (Rosler et al.,
2017) as well as evaluations of peace workshops in Israel–Palestine (Shechtman and Basheer,
2005), Sri Lanka (Malhotra and Liyanage, 2005) and Northern Ireland (Hewstone et al.,
2006). Fisher’s (1994) analysis of a conflict resolution workshop in Cyprus indicates that
Greek and Turkish Cypriots came away from the experience with an enhanced ability to
understand the perspective of the other. Research on extended and imagined contact also
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points to the power of empathy: perspective-taking exercises promote inclusionary behavior
toward refugees (Adida et al., 2018) and less prejudice toward ethnic outgroups (Simonovits
et al., 2018).
A second pathway through which contact can reduce prejudice is by fostering a common
superordinate identity (Dovidio et al., 2009; Gaertner et al., 1990). Gaertner et al. (1996)
describe this as a changed perception about group inclusiveness, or, in other words, a cognitive shift from us/them to ‘‘we’’ (Gaertner et al., 1996). In their study of imagined contact
between Chinese and Japanese students (a form of indirect contact that asks respondents to
imagine an encounter with the outgroup), Wang et al. (2020) find that it reduces perceptions
of difference between the two groups. Interestingly, this occurs not only through a change in
stereotypes about the outgroup, but also through de-stereotyping of the ingroup, which
‘‘produces the potential for a new identity synthesis’’ and may help dampen the ‘‘security
dilemma dynamic’’ (Wang et al., 2020, p. 3). This is highly relevant in Cyprus, where individuals may self-identify either using their ethnic identity (Greek Cypriot/Turkish Cypriot)
or simply as ‘‘Cypriot,’’ which is a more inclusive frame. Ideas about cultural similarity may
be particularly important for alleviating perceived symbolic threat to one’s culture and way
of life (Stephan and Stephan, 2000).
In sum, through the activation of empathy or through the fostering of a common superordinate identity, we expect intergroup contact to have a prejudice-reducing effect. Here, we
explore whether individuals exposed to extended contact respond positively to these mechanisms. When a person hears that a fellow ingroup member now has greater empathy for the
outgroup or now has new views about her identity, how does the person react (Adida et al.,
2018)? We derive an explicit hypothesis:
Hypothesis 1: The prejudice-reducing effects of extended intergroup contact are enhanced
when individuals learn of contact’s influence on empathy or on shared cultural identity.
Yet, as summarized above, research on extended contact finds that its effects are greater
among certain subgroups. Two traits in particular serve as moderators: (1) a lack of prior
experience with direct intergroup contact; and (2) high salience of ingroup identity.
Hypothesis 2: Learning of empathy or shared identity through extended contact has a
greater effect among individuals for whom salience of ingroup identity is high.
Hypothesis 3: Learning of empathy or shared identity through extended contact has a
greater effect among individuals with less experience of direct contact with the outgroup.
We emphasize that there is nothing obvious about these hypotheses. Research on the psychological effects of intergroup contact also finds evidence of backlash in some circumstances (Riek et al., 2006). It may be, as we expect, that learning of others’ views about
empathy and common identity has a prejudice-reducing effect. But for some, these processes
may trigger feelings of threat, cognitive dissonance, or defensive avoidance, leading to a
hardening of negative attitudes (Stephan and Finlay, 1999: 735–738). Empathy may cut two
ways; a recent study of partisanship in the US found that individuals with high dispositional
empathy exhibit less tolerance toward (partisan) outgroups (Simas et al., 2020). Moreover,
in societies marked by intractable conflict, deeply ingrained sociopsychological barriers can
‘‘inhibit the penetration of new information that could otherwise facilitate support for peace
and reconciliation’’ (Porat et al., 2015: 94). Extended contact may therefore be ineffective,
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may generate a backlash effect, or may induce divergent effects, reducing prejudice in some
and increasing it in others.10

Intergroup contact in Cyprus
Cyprus gained independence from Britain in 1960. During the independence struggle, Greek
Cypriots (then 82% of the population) began to seek union with Greece, which was strongly
opposed by the Turkish Cypriot minority (then 18% of the population). In 1974, an uneasy
political arrangement between the two communities broke down when a Greece-backed
coup prompted the Turkish military to establish control over one-third of the island. A massive transfer of populations ensued, resulting in a near-total partition of the populations,
with the Turkish Cypriots residing in the north (later proclaimed as the Turkish Republic of
Northern Cyprus) and the Greek Cypriots residing in the internationally recognized
Republic of Cyprus in the south. A UN peacekeeping mission remains on the island to this
day to monitor the buffer zone between the two communities. In 2004, Greek Cypriots
voted resoundingly to reject an internationally brokered plan that would have united the
island after 30 years of partition. Several attempts to revive internationally brokered negotiations have since made little progress. Surveys of Greek Cypriots demonstrate support for
the idea of a solution in the abstract, but somewhat less support for the specific type of
solution—a bizonal, bicommunal federation—that has been the focal point of international
negotiations.11
In 2003, the authorities lifted travel restrictions at the UN-monitored ‘‘Green Line’’ that
divides the island, allowing for single-day crossings. After almost 30 years, individuals were
allowed to see parts of their country that had heretofore existed only in their memory or
imagination. Millions of peaceful crossings have since occurred. Yet the impact of open borders on societal attitudes toward reconciliation and a political solution may be quite limited.
One reason for this is that those who cross are likely already more favorably disposed
toward Turkish Cypriots. At the same time, a sizeable minority on each side—about 25% of
Turkish Cypriots and 35% of Greek Cypriots—have never crossed. Among Greek Cypriots,
this is due both to political views (the notion that if one crosses, one recognizes an illegitimate state) and also, particularly for young people, to a lack of curiosity or prior social relations with members of the other community. Generations of Cypriots have now grown up
on a divided island and know no other reality. Perhaps for this reason, survey research has
persistently demonstrated that attitudes toward reconciliation are less favorable among the
young than among the old in the Greek Cypriot community in Cyprus (‘‘Solving the Cyprus
Problem, 2011, 2013; Georgiades, 2007; Sitas et al., 2007; Yucel and Psaltis, 2020). Second,
the type of contact that Cypriots engage in upon crossing tends to be shallow and transactional. Typical purposes for crossing are for sight-seeing, shopping, gambling, or (for
Turkish Cypriots) to seek out health care or other administrative services. Relatively few
Cypriots report having a friendship with someone from the other community (about 25% of
Greek Cypriots and about 40% of Turkish Cypriots in our survey) and the amount of
meaningful intergroup contact within one’s own neighborhood is low. The communities differ by religion (Orthodox Christian and Muslim) and by language (Greek and Turkish,
though English is widely spoken). This poses some challenges for building a shared identity,
although leaders on both sides frequently reference the history of living together peacefully
prior to the struggles of the 1950s and 1960s, which were fueled by outside forces.
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Yet, 40 years on, a political solution to the ‘‘Cyprus problem’’ (the term used to describe
the division of the island since 1974) remains dogged by both sides’ inability or unwillingness
to compromise on key issues. These include the presence of Turkish troops in Northern
Cyprus, the property rights of refugees from the 1974 conflict, and the nature of political
quotas and guarantees for the Turkish Cypriot minority. Sixteen years since the opening of
the check points, there has been little progress, and the public remains pessimistic about the
prospects for peace and reconciliation (Cyprus 2015, 2011; Sitas et al., 2007). In a 2010 survey, only a minority of respondents in both communities expressed a belief that the Cyprus
problem would be solved (UNDP, 2010). Our survey of Greek Cypriot adults, implemented
in 2015, reveals a minority of respondents who would either ‘‘lean toward’’ or ‘‘almost certainly’’ vote ‘‘Yes’’ on a hypothetical solution to the Cyprus problem; and we find a lower
expressed preference (34% of Greek Cypriots) for the type of solution that is the focal point
of negotiations between the two sides, that of a bizonal, bicommunal federation. An interesting feature of public opinion among Greek Cypriots is that women and young people consistently express lower support for a solution, as we discuss further below. The question
remains: if meaningful, large-scale intergroup contact could be achieved, how might it
change these underlying attitudes?
Our own research using bicommunal discussion groups in Cyprus lends support to the
importance of the two mechanisms: empathy and common identity.12 First, among Greek
Cypriot participants, empathetic perspective-taking was common. For example, one
expressed that ‘‘Turkish Cypriots don’t have as many [economic] opportunities as we do’’,13
another that ‘‘from what I know, even TCs lost their homes and fled. Some of them lived
the same thing’’,14 and another that ‘‘it’s not just us who suffered in 1974. Turkish Cypriots
also had a lot of struggle before and after that’’.15 In another instance, a 20-year old Greek
Cypriot female expressed empathy after her realization of the difficulties that Turkish
Cypriots face from living in a society that is under economic sanctions and is not recognized
by the international community. She stated:
I can understand. I never thought of it that way. I agree that to not be recognized is wrong. People
who were born there [in Northern Cyprus], it is not their fault. This has changed my mind. I never
thought of it this way. As a Greek Cypriot, I always thought that we are not supposed to recognize
the other side, but to hear you say that this situation doesn’t allow you to use your potential, it
makes me think that this is an injustice to you.

Second, through the expression of cultural similarity, identification with a common panCypriot identity often emerged. One female Turkish Cypriot participant expressed that:
‘‘[W]e eat the same food, we have the same history, we have the same traditions and functions. I know that Cypriots all talk loud. . Apart from the language, I see ourselves as the
same.’’ To which another Turkish Cypriot interjected, ‘‘even the tone of voice we use. We
have lots of things in common even though it is not always that visible’’.
A Greek Cypriot explained the importance of recognizing commonalities: ‘‘Once I became
close with one or two Turkish Cypriots, I came to realize how similar we are, how what I
have been told has another side.’’ Such proclamations were typically met by expressions of
affirmation. A Greek Cypriot related her experience thus:16 ‘‘It’s actually once we travel outside Cyprus and see how different we are from other cultures . even though sometimes we
don’t want to accept it, we are very very similar to Turkish Cypriots.’’ Below, we build from
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this inductive evidence to design an experiment to test the impact of empathy and a common
identity via extended contact.

Experimental design
We conducted a survey of 518 Greek Cypriot adults in July 2015. The survey was administered by the University of Cyprus Centre for Field Studies using stratified random sampling
and was nationally representative with respect to gender, education, age and region of residence.17 It was conducted in Greek by telephone (both land line and mobile phones), with
an average length of 12 minutes. Survey questions covered basic demographic information,
views about Turkish Cypriots, and views about the Cyprus Problem. The experiment was
embedded into the survey following initial questions about demographics and moderating
variables. The experimental design is as follows. All respondents were informed about a
hypothetical scenario in which young people from the Greek and Turkish Cypriot communities came together.18 This basic information constituted the control condition:
Control: Recently a program was held in the buffer zone in Nicosia to promote interaction between
young Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots. After the program, the participants mostly had positive things to say.

One-third of respondents were read the control condition and nothing else. Those randomly assigned to one of the two treatments were then read the following:
Treatment 1 (Empathy): For example, many Greek Cypriots said that interacting with Turkish
Cypriots made them realize that Turkish Cypriots have suffered greatly as a result of the Cyprus
problem.
Treatment 2 (Cultural Similarity): For example, many Greek Cypriots said that interacting with
Turkish Cypriots made them realize that Greek and Turkish Cypriots have similar cultures and
values.

We designed the vignettes to mirror how extended contact is experienced in the real
world. When an individual tells fellow co-ethnics about her contact experience, she is likely
to describe the feelings and reactions that the encounter produced; she may express how it
changed her perspective, or how it fostered new beliefs about cultural similarities.
We emphasize that, because all of our respondents receive the basic description of the
intergroup contact program, our experiment is not designed to assess the effect of extended
contact relative to a control condition of no information. The general impact of extended
contact has been the subject of substantial prior research which we do not seek to re-evaluate
here. Rather, the goal of our experimental design was to assess reaction to the pathways—
empathy and shared identity—through which extended contact may work relative to the
control condition which does not describe the specific effects of the program. Our treatments
may therefore be considered by design weak, in the sense that any baseline negative (or positive) reaction to intergroup contact would already be elicited by our control condition, which
features a generic positive description of contact. An essential advantage of this research
design is that it should eliminate experimenter demand effects. That is, social desirability
bias—if present—should manifest itself even in the control group: if individuals perceive that
we desire positive reactions to intergroup contact, and seek to answer accordingly, this type
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of bias would be present across both treatment and control groups. The effect of our treatments represents an additional reaction (positive or negative) to learning about the specific
influence that the contact program had on its participants.
We also note that, by design, both of our treatments cue social identity, by referencing
what ‘‘many Greek Cypriots’’ said about their contact experiences. This is consistent with
prior findings that extended contact works by activating social identity and altering beliefs
about ingroup norms (Cameron et al., 2011; Dovidio et al., 2011; Turner et al., 2008). Thus,
social pressure may contribute to the effect of our treatments (collectively) relative to the
control, but would not explain any difference between the two treatments.
In total, 186 respondents were assigned to the control group, 178 to Treatment 1 (empathy) and 150 to Treatment 2 (cultural similarity). A power analysis confirms that this sample
size is appropriate for detecting even small treatment effect sizes at a power level of 0.8 (see
Appendix 1 in the Supplementary Material). Table A1 (Appendix 2) shows that the randomization process was sound. There were no statistically significant differences in gender, age,
political orientation or income across the treatment and control groups. For this reason, control variables are not needed in our models in order to assess the effect of the treatments. We
nevertheless include controls for age, gender, rural residence, education and income in our
models, in order to show their relationship with the outcome variables.19

Outcome variables and moderators
We employ two primary outcome measures. (1) Immediately following the experiment, we
asked respondents to rate on a five-point scale whether they agree or disagree with the statement: ‘‘More social interaction between Greek and Turkish Cypriots is a good thing.’’ This
question is intended to elicit the subject’s immediate response to the experiment by directly
asking their views on the desirability of greater contact between the two communities. (2)
Next, later in the survey, we asked the respondents whether they believed that ‘‘most Turkish
Cypriots can be trusted.’’20 For both variables, higher values indicate stronger agreement
with the statement. Taken together, these outcome variables measure attitudes that are
important for building public support for a political solution to the ‘‘Cyprus problem,’’ and
for promoting reconciliation. Numerous studies have documented a decline in social and
intergroup trust as a consequence of civil war (De Luca and Verpoorten, 2015; Ingelaere and
Verpoorten, 2020; Kijewski and Freitag, 2018), although ingroup trust is less affected and
may even increase in response to violence (Bauer et al., 2016; Gilligan et al., 2014). If trust
among groups can be strengthened, this may contribute to solving the credible commitment
problems that so often plague negotiations after civil conflict.
Pooling across the experimental conditions, we find that baseline support for social interaction between the two communities (our first dependent variable) is an average of 3.8, on a
scale from 1 to 5. The average for the view that Turkish Cypriots can be trusted is 3. Thus,
responses for trust skew more negative than support for social interaction.
To test Hypotheses 2 and 3, we employ three survey questions as moderating variables,21
and we investigate whether they condition the effect of our treatments. Our goal in selecting
these moderators is to explore the insight that extended contact may have a greater effect
among individuals for whom in-group identity is highly salient (Hypothesis 2), and among
those with little experience of direct contact (Hypothesis 3). We note that these factors
should, on the whole, capture individuals that are less favorably predisposed toward the
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outgroup, and we focus on behavioral or demographic indicators that do not reflect selfreported attitudes toward Turkish Cypriots.
Informed by contextual knowledge of Cyprus, we capture the salience of ingroup (ethnic Greek) identity with a self-reported measure of religiosity. We create a dummy variable for respondents who report that religion is ‘‘very important’’ to them, approximately
50% of the sample.22 Research on the relationship between religion and prejudice has
shown that strong religious identification is generally associated with intolerance toward
out-groups (Altemeyer, 2009; Batson, 2013; Hall et al., 2010; Kanas et al., 2017; Whitley,
2009)23 and resistance to compromise in ethno-political conflicts (Canetti et al., 2019).
Religion is a salient feature of the Cyprus conflict, and there is close association between
religion and nationalism among Greek Cypriots. ‘‘Hellenism and Orthodoxy are interlinked and form part of [Greek Cypriot] national identity’’ (Hadjipavlou, 2007: 357). In
addition, the Church of Cyprus—a wealthy and politically powerful institution—has
played a prominent and largely obstructive role in the conflict, with its historical advocacy
of enosis—unification with Greece (Hadjipavlou, 2007) and more recent anti-federalist
attitude. As expected, in our survey, religiosity is associated with more negative feelings
towards the ‘‘other’’. Among those with high religiosity, 28% support the idea that
Turkish Cypriots can be trusted, compared with 44% among the less religious.
Second, to capture a lack of contact with Turkish Cypriots, we create a dummy variable
for respondents who report never having crossed to the north (approximately 35% of our
sample). This is a key behavioral indicator of resistance to intergroup contact. Many Greek
Cypriots refuse to visit the north for political reasons such as not wanting to legitimize the
government in the north or to pay money to local merchants there (Dikomitis, 2005). Our
survey confirms that Greek Cypriot respondents that have never crossed to the north are less
likely to find Turkish Cypriots trustworthy (25% compared with 42% among those that have
crossed).
Third, we analyze age as a moderating variable. Young generations in Cyprus have grown up
on a divided island, with no direct experience of living with Turkish Cypriots. We use a dummy
variable for respondents aged 18–34 years. Expectedly for the Cyprus context (although perhaps
unexpectedly in general), surveys consistently find that older Greek Cypriots hold more positive
views toward Turkish Cypriots than the young.24 This is largely due to the idea among older
Greek Cypriots of peaceful inter-ethnic coexistence prior to the 1974 conflict. The education system may also be deepening the ethnic divide among young people. On both sides of the island,
the youth has been exposed to a heavily nationalist curricula (Hadjipavlou, 2007). In our discussion groups, for example, some young participants criticized the ‘‘Greek-centered idea of history’’
that they have been exposed to in schools and how the Turkish Cypriots are portrayed as enemies. This result also mirrors those of Hodson et al.’s (1994) study of former Yugoslavia, where
they find that younger respondents are less tolerant of other ethnic groups.

Findings
Because our dependent variables take the form of five-point ordinal scales, we use ordered
probit models. Recall that higher values indicate stronger support for social interaction and
stronger intercommunal trust. Our base model simply includes a dummy variable for each
treatment (with the control group as the omitted category), as well as the control variables.25
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Subsequent models include interaction terms between the treatments and our moderating
variables, in the following form:
Yi ¼ a þ b1 Culture Treatmenti
þ b2 Empathy Treatmenti
þ b3 Moderatori
þ b2 Empathy Moderatori
þ bx Controlsi þ ei
The coefficients on the interaction terms are central to testing our hypotheses, because these
tell us whether the treatment exhibits a different effect across the moderator groups.
In Tables 1 and 2 (Model 1), we find that neither the empathy nor culture treatment has
a direct, unmediated effect on attitudes, relative to the control condition. Recall, as discussed, that our treatments may not engender a large difference on average, since the control
group already receives generic information about a positive encounter between ingroup and
outgroup members. Results for the controls also consistently show that young respondents
(aged 18–34 years) and women are less supportive of interaction with Turkish Cypriots and
are less likely to view Turkish Cypriots as trustworthy (the variable for ‘‘male’’ gender is
positive and statistically significant in both tables). This is consistent with longstanding findings in survey research about the attitudes of women and young people in Cyprus,26 as discussed further below. The more negative attitudes among women have been linked to their
stronger fear of renewed conflict and identity erosion.27
We now explore whether our treatments have heterogeneous effects depending on the salience of ingroup identity (Hypothesis 2) and the level of prior intergroup contact
(Hypothesis 3). Models 2–4 in Tables 1 and 2 show the results. Recall that the baseline
(omitted) category in these models is the control group. Thus, the coefficient for each treatment is relative to the control. The key test of our Hypotheses 2 and 3 is represented by (1)
the interaction terms, which indicate whether the treatment exhibited an effect that was significantly different across the moderator groups. We also test (2) the significance of the
treatments within groups, by testing the sum of the constituent and interaction terms, i.e. we
test whether the culture treatment was significant within the high-religiosity group. We
adjust all tests for multiple comparisons using the Bonferroni method.
We do find evidence of heterogeneous effects which indicate that our treatments have a
positive effect in subgroups that are initially more negatively disposed towards Turkish
Cypriots. Most notably, the effect of cueing cultural similarity differs depending on religiosity, and this difference is significant at p = 0.001 and 0.036 respectively (Bonferroni adjusted
tests of the interaction terms, Tables 1 and 2).28 Examining within groups, although the culture treatment has a negative effect on non-religious respondents (a result about which we
did not have an a priori expectation), it has a positive effect on both dependent variables
among the very religious (Model 2, Tables 1 and 2).29 Recall that this is a substantial number of people: nearly 50% of our sample report that religion is ‘‘very important’’ to them. In
sum, among the religious, respondents who received the culture treatment were more likely
to support social interaction with Turkish Cypriots and to express trust in the other community, compared with those in the control group. Figure 1a and c illustrates these findings,
graphing predicted probabilities of support for interaction and trust across treatment groups
among the very religious. In Figure 1a, for example, there is an increase of 0.09 (or 9% of
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Table 1. Effect of treatments on support for intergroup social interaction.
Models
Independent variable

I

II

III

IV

Treatment: culture

20.076
(0.128)
20.135
(0.120)

20.473***
(0.180)
20.265
(0.175)
20.469***
(0.176)
0.812***
(0.259)
0.236
(0.244)

20.115
(0.159)
20.259*
(0.151)

20.109
(0.154)
20.013
(0.148)

Treatment: empathy
Religiosity
Culture 3 Religiosity
Empathy 3 Religiosity

20.678***
(0.187)
0.180
(0.272)
0.436*
(0.259)

Never crossed
Culture 3 Never crossed
Empathy 3 Never crossed
Culture 3 Age (18–34 years)
Empathy 3 Age (18–34 years)
Age (18–34 years)
Male
Rural
Education
Income
Location (Non-Nicosia)
N

20.352***
(0.109)
0.415***
(0.102)
20.029
(0.114)
0.167
(0.116)
0.003
(0.046)
0.030
(0.105)
454

20.395***
(0.111)
0.386***
(0.105)
20.033
(0.115)
0.102
(0.120)
0.010
(0.047)
0.032
(0.107)
453

20.360***
(0.111)
0.404***
(0.104)
20.036
(0.115)
0.187
(0.118)
0.008
(0.046)
0.095
(0.107)
454

0.112
(0.275)
20.362
(0.256)
20.251
(0.181)
0.435***
(0.103)
20.026
(0.114)
0.168
(0.116)
0.001
(0.046)
0.019
(0.105)
454

Standard errors in parentheses: *** p \ 0.01; **p \ 0.05; *p \ 0.1.

respondents) in the probability of agreeing with the statement that ‘‘more social interaction
between Greek and Turkish Cypriots is a good thing.’’ In fact, this effect is driven primarily
by a large increase of 13% in those that strongly agree. (We collapse the five-point response
scale to three categories in Figure 1 for ease of interpretation.) Figure 1c shows that the culture treatment is associated with a 7% decline in those disagreeing with the statement ‘‘most
Turkish Cypriots can be trusted’’ and a 6% increase in those agreeing.
Results for the empathy treatment are more mixed. One the one hand, it does exert a significantly different effect depending on whether the respondent has crossed to the north
(interaction term, Model 3, Table 1).30 Among those that have never crossed (which, recall,
are less favorably disposed toward contact to begin with), the empathy treatment is positively
associated with increased support for intergroup social interaction. Figure 1c illustrates this
effect. Compared with the control group, the empathy group exhibits 12% higher support
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Table 2. Effect of treatments on intergroup trust.
Models
Independent variable

I

II

III

IV

Treatment: culture

20.030
(0.125)
20.039
(0.118)

20.385**
(0.174)
20.298*
(0.168)
20.778***
(0.174)
0.711***
(0.254)
0.518**
(0.240)

20.067
(0.153)
20.062
(0.147)

20.044
(0.149)
0.117
(0.143)

Treatment: empathy
Religiosity
Culture 3 Religiosity
Empathy 3 Religiosity

20.495***
(0.184)
0.149
(0.271)
0.148
(0.256)

Never crossed
Culture 3 Never crossed
Empathy 3 Never crossed
Culture 3 Age (18–34 years)
Empathy 3 Age (18–34 years)
Age (18–34 years)
Male
Rural
Education
Income
Location (Non-Nicosia)
N

20.217**
(0.109)
0.437***
(0.102)
0.071
(0.113)
0.172
(0.115)
20.029
(0.045)
20.117
(0.104)
450

20.266**
(0.111)
0.384***
(0.104)
0.043
(0.113)
0.046
(0.119)
20.031
(0.046)
20.114
(0.105)
449

20.206*
(0.110)
0.430***
(0.102)
0.065
(0.113)
0.187
(0.115)
20.026
(0.046)
20.071
(0.105)
450

0.058
(0.274)
20.501**
(0.256)
20.052
(0.179)
0.464***
(0.102)
0.072
(0.113)
0.178
(0.114)
20.033
(0.045)
20.131
(0.103)
450

Standard errors in parentheses: ***p \ 0.01; **p \ 0.05; *p \ 0.1.

for intergroup social interaction. On the other hand, the empathy treatment exhibits a negative impact on trust among the young (Table 2 Model 4). This is the only evidence of ‘‘backlash’’ that we find. As mentioned above, the young generation of Greek Cypriots has no
experience of interethnic co-habitation, and they have been subject to nationalist school curricula. The findings from our discussion groups (where the participants were between ages 18
and 30 years) provide suggestive evidence that direct, more meaningful contact with outgroup members, in a non-threatening setting, can help reduce the biases of Greek Cypriot
youth (see also Yucel and Psaltis, 2020 for similar findings).
On the whole, these results support prior research which finds that extended contact
works best on those for whom ingroup identity is salient (Dovidio et al., 2011), who attach
high importance to social norms (as our highly religious subsample does) (Sharp et al.,
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Figure 1. Marginal effects of treatments for different subgroups. Disagree indicates ‘‘disagreeing’’ or
‘‘strongly disagreeing’’, Neutral indicates ‘‘neither disagreeing nor agreeing’’, and Agree indicates’’agreeing’’ or
‘‘strongly agreeing’’ with the following statements:‘‘Do you feel that more social interaction between Greek
and Turkish Cypriots is a good thing?’’ (Interaction) ‘‘Would you say that most Turkish Cypriots can be
trusted’’ (Trust). (a) Dependent variable: Support for interaction (high religiosity). (b) Dependent variable:
Support for interaction (never crossed). (c) Dependent variable: Trust (high religiosity).
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2011), and who have less experience with direct contact (Cameron et al., 2011; Dhont and
Van Hiel, 2011; Eller et al., 2011). These are groups which we might otherwise expect to be
resistant to changing their views. This is encouraging from a peacebuilding perspective and is
in contrast with findings from some studies of direct contact (e.g. Nadler and Liviatan, 2006;
Yogev et al., 1991), which suggest that contact is more effective among those more positively
predisposed toward the outgroups.31 Compared with direct contact, then, extended contact
may be particularly well-suited to post-conflict contexts as a less threatening first step toward
mollifying attitudes toward the ethnic ‘‘other.’’
Our findings are also consistent with classic dissonance theory (Festinger, 1954). It is
argued that ‘‘group identification and intensity of religious beliefs will strengthen in the face
of a perceived epistemic or existential threat’’ (Powell and Clarke, 2013: 20). Our culture
treatment, which downplays the differences and stresses the commonalities between the two
communities, may be promoting intergroup tolerance by alleviating these threat perceptions.
Hodson (2011) reports similar results in his study of the threat-reducing effects of intergroup
contact on intolerant and ‘‘cognitively rigid’’ individuals.

Alternative explanations and robustness checks
It is important to consider whether past exposure to violence may influence ideas about intergroup contact and about Turkish Cypriots generally. Several studies find that the trauma of
political violence is passed down through generations and has a long-term effect on political attitudes (Canetti et al., 2013; Hong and Kang, 2017; Lupu and Peisakhin, 2017). In the Cyprus context, status as a ‘‘refugee’’—meaning that one’s family was forcibly displaced during the 1974
conflict—remains a highly politically salient identity. To investigate this, we create an indicator
for refugee status using a question on our survey which asked respondents whether they or their
parents were ‘‘born in areas currently under control of the other community.’’ We find that this
variable has no significant association with either of our dependent variables, nor is it a significant moderator of our treatments.32 In the Cyprus context, the relationship between refugee status and political attitudes is complex. Refugee families were directly affected by the conflict and,
as a group, remain most attached to the notion that any political solution must restore their
property rights in North Cyprus; yet, such families also tend to have a history of living in proximity to Turkish Cypriots prior to 1974, and a powerful narrative among these communities attributes the conflict to outside forces rather than to inherent incompatibilities between Greek and
Turkish Cypriots. One recent study finds that Greek Cypriot refugees are more ready to support
compromises in a political solution than are other Greek Cypriots (Psaltis et al., 2020). In short,
past (familial) exposure to violence in Cyprus does not have a clear unidirectional effect on attitudes toward Turkish Cypriots.
We next undertake a check to investigate whether the effects of our treatments are moderated by alternative measures of prior exposure to Turkish Cypriots. Within Cyprus, one’s
region and area of residence influence both how easy it is to cross to the north and likely
exposure to Turkish Cypriots. It may be that respondents in regions more distant from the
crossing points exhibit different reactions to our treatments: for these individuals the status
of having never crossed to the north is less a matter of choice than a matter of inconvenience. We re-run our models using an indicator for Nicosia urban dwellers as a moderator
(Appendix B3). We find, however, that it has no significant effects. We run analogous tests
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using an indicator for (a) those outside the Nicosia region and for (b) rural vs. urban residents, but results are not significant.

Conclusion
In intractable ethnic conflicts, intergroup trust increases the public’s willingness to support
the difficult compromises that are necessary for successful and durable peace deals (Kijewski
and Rapp, 2019). Yet reducing prejudice can be a confoundingly difficult task in deeply
divided societies. For this reason, forms of indirect intergroup contact, including extended
contact, are of growing interest to scholars and practitioners. These interventions can be surprisingly straightforward to implement. Simply asking people to imagine positive contact
with outgroups can reduce anxiety and encourage direct contact (Miles and Crisp, 2014).
Extended contact—informing people of the positive contact experiences of others—can
reshape views about ingroup norms of tolerance (Dovidio et al., 2011; Turner et al., 2008): if
I believe that fellow ingroup members have positive views toward the outgroup, I am more
likely to adopt those views myself.
Yet much work remains to understand what kind of information makes for the most
effective extended contact interventions, particularly in a conflict setting where negative
views of the other can be highly entrenched. For example, does it help to hear that one’s
neighbor now empathizes with the plight of the outgroup? Or does this create a backlash as
one is confronted with dissonant views? Here, we have shed new light on these questions by
examining the pathways through which extended contact works, as well as whether different
information treatments are more effective among certain segments of the population.
While we do not find a significant effect of our treatments on average, we do find that
they have effects among very religious individuals and among those with less experience of
direct contact—both groups which exhibit lower initial levels of trust and tolerance toward
the outgroup in Cyprus. Our clearest result, in fact, is that learning about a sense of shared
cultural identity with Turkish Cypriots had an impact on the attitudes of highly religious
Greek Cypriots, which is correlated in the Cyprus context with the salience of ethnic (Greek)
identity and with less support for political concessions to the other side. We also find, perhaps surprisingly, that the empathy treatment—learning that contact induced an understanding of the suffering of the other community—had an effect among those Greek Cypriots who
have chosen to never cross into the Turkish Cypriot area.
Our analysis therefore provides reason for cautious optimism about the efficacy of
extended intergroup contact as a tool of peacebuilding in ethnic conflicts, and it provides
specific findings as to which interventions may work best—and which to avoid—among particular groups. At minimum, we suggest that extended contact holds promise for softening
attitudes among the more intransigent parts of the population. Given the relative simplicity
and low risk of this type of intervention—which does not require any movement of people
across borders or indeed any face-to-face contact at all—our results certainly lend support
for its use in conflict settings, perhaps even in preparation for more elaborate attempts to
promote direct contact among populations.
That our experiment was conducted in a longstanding conflict that has bedeviled many
attempts to find a solution is also encouraging in terms of the generalizability of our findings
to other cases. Beyond Cyprus, the clearest implications of this study are for other intractable conflicts characterized by the physical separation of ethnic groups. Post-Soviet conflicts
are, like Cyprus, also marked by secessionist claims and heavy involvement of external
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powers, including Abhkazia and South Ossetia in Georgia, Transnistria in Moldova, and
the Nagorno–Karabakh dispute between Azerbaijan and Armenia. In other cases, like
Bosnia–Herzegovina and Rwanda, divided societies face the challenge of trying to build a
national identity in the wake of genocidal violence, with clear parallels to the interplay
between ethnic and pan-national (Cypriot) identity in Cyprus. We also find parallels to the
Israeli–Palestinian conflict, where scholars have long seen a role for intergroup empathy in
generating societal support for a political solution (see for example Bashir and Goldberg,
2014; Nadler and Liviatan, 2006). Ultimately, durable solutions in these cases will require
agreement among political elites and the crucial support of outside powers, but building
public support for compromise remains an essential underlying step.
Acknowledgements
We thank David Cunningham, Yael Zeira, Sam Whitt, Edward Morgan-Jones and participants at the
University of Pittsburgh Global Politics Seminar and the Annual Meeting of the Peace Science Society
(2019) for helpful comments on earlier drafts. For excellent research assistance, we thank Andria Nicolaou,
and for research support, we thank the European Studies Center at the University of Pittsburgh.

Funding
The authors disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, and/or
publication of this article: The author acknowledges the financial support from The European Studies
Center at the University of Pittsburgh.

ORCID iDs
Daniela Donno
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-5074-1814
Omer Zarpli
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2783-8255

Notes
1. Kijewski and Rapp’s (2019) study of Sri Lanka finds that support for political reconciliation
between Tamils and Sinhalese is lower among individuals with higher ethnic prejudice. In north
Macedonia Dyrstad et al. (2011) find that even years after the hot conflict ended, ‘‘ethnicity
trumps all other individual and contextual factors’’ in explaining support for reconciliation.
2. For a review, see Pettigrew (1998: 69). Some studies of peace workshops in Cyprus (Fisher (1994),
Israel–Palestine (Maoz, 2011), and Sri Lanka (Malhotra and Liyanage, 2005) provide useful
insights, but are not designed with causal inference in mind. More recent work that leverages natural, field, or lab-in-the-field experiments in ethnically divided societies provides new evidence
about the positive effects of intergroup contact (Cleven, 2020; Karim, 2020; Mironova and Whitt,
2014, 2016; Ramiah et al., 2014; Samii, 2013; Weiss, 2019).
3. Research in other settings suffers from a similar limitation, for example, in Northern Ireland
(Hewstone et al., 2006) and Israel (Maoz, 2011).
4. Other forms of indirect contact include imagined contact and vicarious contact (see Dovidio et al.,
2011).
5. Many studies of extended contact focus on knowledge of cross-group friendships, but the processes
activated by indirect contact should not necessarily be limited to friendship (Zhou et al., 2019).
6. In a study of education groups in Nigeria Scacco and Warren (2018) find that those in ethnically
homogenous groups discriminate more than those in mixed groups, suggesting the negative effects
of ‘‘in-group bonding’’. De Kadt and Sands (2021) relatedly find that more ethnically isolated
Whites in South Africa vote against Black political parties in greater numbers.
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7. Inter-group anxiety is the worry that interactions will be negative or will have negative outcomes.
Stephan and Stephan (1992) pioneered the theory that contact reduces prejudice via its effect on
intergroup anxiety.
8. A lack of empathy has been shown to be associated with prejudice and aggression (Stephan and
Finlay, 1999: 731).
9. Cohen and Insko (2008: 91) report results from laboratory experiments which find that outgroup
empathy induces cooperative intergroup behavior.
10. Although existing studies do not generate consistent findings on this point. In a survey experiment conducted on Israeli Jews, Nadler and Liviatan (2006) find that expressions of empathy by
a Palestinian leader had a divergent effect: individuals with higher levels of initial trust in the outgroup responded favorably to the empathy treatment, whereas those with low trust responded
negatively. Seemingly in contrast, Cohen and Insko (2008: 91) report on an experiment which
finds that an outgroup empathy treatment had its strongest positive effect on those with low dispositional empathy.
11. Nevertheless, evidence from the Round 9 of European Social Survey released in 2019 shows that
65% of Greek Cypriots are either in favour of a bizonal, bicommunal federation or could ‘‘tolerate it if necessary’’.
12. The discussion groups brought individuals from the two sides of the island together in a neutral
space: the Home for Cooperation, a meeting space in the UN-administered buffer zone in central
Nicosia. Subjects, aged 18–30 years were recruited from both the Greek Cypriot and Turkish
Cypriot communities, and were randomly assigned to either an ethnically mixed or a homogenous
group. Subjects were guided by a moderator to work together to (a) identify the most important
challenges facing young people in Cyprus today and (b) discuss opposing views about the importance of finding a ‘‘solution’’ to the Cyprus problem. Further details on results of the study will
be featured in a separate paper.
13. Subject 5, Track 3.
14. Subject 1, Track 1.
15. Subject 6, Track 5.
16. Track 5.
17. Strata were defined by region and urban–rural. Men and women were equally represented within
each strata, and the overall sample was nationally representative with respect to age and education. See Appendix Table A2 for details.
18. The experiment contains no deception, as it provides only general information about the real contact sessions that had been held that year.
19. See Appendix 1 for a detailed description of how the control variables are coded. Appendix B1
and B2 report the results of models with no control variables.
20. In survey research from Northern Ireland and Cyprus, McKeown and Psaltis (2017) and
Kenworthy et al. (2016) similarly focus on future contact intentions and outgroup trust as key
outcomes of interest.
21. These questions appeared on the survey before the experiment.
22. Respondents indicated how important religion is for them on a scale from 1 (unimportant) to 5
(very important).
23. Although some studies highlight that the negative impact of religion may be mediated by specific
beliefs. See Burch-Brown and Baker (2016).
24. Yet, interestingly, for Turkish Cypriots the opposite is true: older Turkish Cypriots are more
opposed to a solution than the younger (Psaltis et al., 2019).
25. Appendices B1 and B2 present models without controls and all results for the treatments and
moderators are substantively the same
26. The ‘‘Score’’ project provides public access to a number of surveys (https://www.scoreforpeace.org/en/cyprus/2015-General).
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27. See the ‘‘Cyprus 2015’’ policy brief on gender participation in peace talks: https://www.scoreforpeace.org/files/publication/pub_file/PB_Cyprus13_GenderPolicyBrief_20190107.pdf. We investigated whether our treatments are moderated by gender, but did not find any significant results.
We conclude that Greek Cypriot women hold more negative views toward Turkish Cypriots on
average, but that the empathy and cultural treatments do not exert a different effect on women.
28. This result also holds when we use a feeling thermometer as the dependent variable. Results available by request.
29. We confirmed that this effect is marginally significant at p = 0.1 and p = 0.14, testing the sum of
the constituent and interaction terms for the culture treatment.
30. The interaction term is significant at p = 0.09 using the Bonferroni adjustment for multiple
comparisons.
31. We also run models using self-reported views toward Turkish Cypriots as a moderator, but we
find that neither the empathy nor the culture treatment has an effect on respondents who hold
more favorable initial views of Turkish Cypriots. Results not shown.
32. Results available on request.
33. All calculations are performed using EGAP’s power calculator: https://egap.shinyapps.io/
Power_Calculator/.

Supplemental material
All data, replication materials, and instructions regarding analytical materials upon which published
claims rely are available online through the SAGE CMPS website: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/
suppl/10.1177/07388942211012623
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