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Abstract

Social norms are important predictors of youth attitudes and behaviours. There is

substantial evidence that positive and meaningful intergroup contact supported by

inclusive norms can have a range of benefits beyond prejudice reduction. The

present research explores whether perceived peer inclusion norms and perceived

norms of equality in school are associated with better quality and more frequent

intergroup contact and in turn, whether these are associated with better academic

self‐efficacy. To test these assertions, we conducted a cross‐sectional survey with

ethnic majority and ethnic minority youth aged 11–12 (n = 629, 48% female, 43%

minority ethnic) attending one of four ethnically diverse secondary schools in

England. In support of our hypotheses, we found that both perceived inclusive peer

norms and perceived school equality norms were associated with higher quantity

and quality of contact for both ethnic majority and minority group youth. An indirect

effect was observed whereby perceived peer norms of inclusion and school norms of

equality were associated with higher academic self‐efficacy through higher quality

outgroup contact for both groups. No indirect effect was observed for contact

quantity. Findings evidence the importance of perceived peer and school equality

norms as well as intergroup contact effects for outcomes that go beyond prejudice

reduction, in this case academic self‐efficacy.

1 | INTRODUCTION

There is a growing body of literature exploring the effects of perceived

supportive norms on a range of youth intergroup attitudes and behaviors.

For example, supportive peer norms have been found to be associated

with lower levels of sectarian antisocial and higher levels of outgroup

prosocial behaviors (McKeown & Taylor, 2018) as well as interest in

seeking out cross‐group friendships (Cameron et al., 2011). There is also

some evidence that perceived teacher support norms are associated with

higher levels of perceived efficacy and in turn, positive societal

engagement (McKeown & Taylor, 2022), that inclusive school norms

are associated with positive intergroup attitudes (Nesdale &

Lawson, 2011) and that a positive school diversity climate can positively

influence a range of youth intergroup attitudes and outcomes

(Schwarzenthal et al., 2018; 2020). To date, however, most studies

exploring norm effects have tended to focus either on school or peer
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norms in isolation. And whilst these studies have developed a strong

empirical base on how norms can influence youth attitudes and

behaviors, they are unable to directly test which (if any) of these norms

matter more, especially in relation to associations with intergroup contact

and wider intergroup contact outcomes. This is important because youth

are exposed to a wide range of socializing agents in their lives and if we

want to best understand how to intervene and promote better youth

outcomes through intergroup contact, we need to understand the effects

of these different socializing agents through youth perceptions. For

example, the wider school climate can influence youth attitudes and

behaviors through signaling how diversity is understood or valued. By

contrast, the effects of peers can be such that if whether we interact with

people who are different to us or not might depend on whether we think

our peers would be supportive of us doing so or instead ostracize us. In

other words, we need to explore the situational factors in educational

contexts that influence youth contact engagement as highlighted in

previous theoretical work (Turner & Cameron, 2016). The present

research, therefore, builds on previous understanding by exploring the

roles of both perceived peer inclusion and perceived school equality

norms on intergroup contact quality and quantity and the consequence

that this has for academic self‐efficacy. This is under the premise that

perceived peer inclusive norms are strong predictors of intergroup

contact interest (e.g., Tropp et al., 2014, 2016) and engagement

(McKeown & Taylor, 2018), that fostering equality within school contexts

can have important intergroup relations consequences (Civitillo

et al., 2017), and that intergroup contact can have beneficial effects that

translate beyond prejudice reduction. We take this existing research that

has explored school and peer interaction norms effects on intergroup

contact and youth societal engagement (McKeown & Taylor, 2018) a step

further, therefore, by considering school equality norms (rather than

school interaction norms) and apply this to academic self‐efficacy as

another potential outcome of intergroup contact. The potential of

intergroup contact to reach beyond the intergroup and within the

educational domain is supported by research on both the cognitive

liberalization hypothesis (Hodson et al., 2018) which argues that contact

can open the mind and increase cognitive flexibility as well as the tertiary

transfer effect of contact which argues that contact can boost cognitive

functioning (Boin et al., 2021). It is based on these lines of reasoning,

therefore, that we argue that intergroup contact, facilitated by perceived

supportive norms, has the potential to boost academic self‐efficacy.

Compared to outcomes in the intergroup relations domain, the

extent to which perceived inclusive peer norms and school equality

norms transcend to intergroup contact and in turn, youth academic self‐

efficacy is under‐researched. This is despite important theoretical work

arguing for the need to explore norms and school climate as situational

factors in understanding contact engagement within educational

settings (Turner & Cameron, 2016) as well as that demonstrating

contact effects beyond prejudice reduction (Hodson et al., 2018). Of the

research that does exist, the majority has focused on ethnic diversity

(i.e., physical co‐presence in educational settings) rather than the quality

or quantity of interactions and their effects, and the findings of this

research are not conclusive. For example, findings from the US have

indicated that racial diversity, measured as school population, in

education is associated with lower self‐esteem for Black youth and

lower academic achievement for both Black youth and White youth

(Bankston & Caldas, 1997). And, in Europe, more ethnic diversity in

school populations has been found to be associated with poorer

achievement outcomes for minority group members (Dronkers & Van

der Velden, 2013). At the same time, however, there is evidence that

intergroup contact and broader ethnic diversity in educational contexts

can have positive effects. For example, intergroup contact in schools has

been associated with challenging stereotypes (associated with cognitive

flexibility), increasing self‐efficacy, buffering self‐esteem, and increasing

creativity and problem‐solving (Crisp & Turner, 2011), whilst ethnic

diversity in schools, measured via school composition, has been found to

be associated as well as stronger pupil progress (Burgess, 2014). Given

these contrasting findings, it is vital to determine whether and how

inclusive norms can support intergroup contact (when physical co‐

presence is ensured) and in turn, academic self‐efficacy for majority and

minority group members—we test this amongst youth attending

ethnically diverse secondary schools in the United Kingdom.

1.2 | Peer inclusion and school equality norms

Social norms arguably drive much of human behavior and perhaps

unsurprisingly, there is a growing body of research exploring the role of

perceived norms to explain intergroup relations and attitudes (e.g., Eller

et al., 2007; Viki et al., 2006) as well as in intergroup contact intentions

and behaviors (e.g., McKeown & Taylor, 2018; Tropp et al., 2016)

amongst youth and adults alike. In the present research we focus

specifically on perceived peer inclusion norms and perceived school

equality norms, both highlighted as important situational factors in

understanding contact engagement for youth in situational settings

(Turner & Cameron, 2016). This is because peers are arguably one of the

biggest influences on youth attitudes and behaviors, especially when it

comes to choosing with whom to spend their time (Cameron et al., 2011;

McKeown & Taylor, 2018; Tropp et al., 2016, 2014). Yet, where youth

make their friends is driven primarily by whom they attend school with,

especially as youth transition to secondary school. As such, it stands to

reason that both perceptions of peers' views and of the wider school

normative climate will influence youth interaction choices (see Turner &

Cameron, 2016 for a brief overview).

Research on perceived peer norm effects is well established, with

evidence demonstrating that peer norms predict children's interracial

attitudes (Mahonen et al. 2011) and levels of intergroup anxiety

(De Tezanos‐Pinto et al., 2010) and further, that perceived inclusion

norms are associated with children's increased intentions and

willingness to engage in cross‐group friendship (Cameron et al., 2011;

Tropp et al., 2016, 2014) as well as youth interaction behaviors

(McKeown & Taylor, 2018). Youth, however, are also embedded

within school contexts and therefore, they might be sensitive to both

the rules of their school and the behavior of teachers regarding the

management of race relations. Indeed, evidence for the effects of

school norms on intergroup attitudes and behaviors comes from

several sources. For example, Nesdale and Lawson (2011) found that
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school norms of inclusion are associated with more positive outgroup

attitudes and further, McKeown and Taylor (2022) found that

perceptions of supportive teacher norms were associated with higher

levels of collective efficacy and in turn, support for collective action

for refugees amongst youth in Belfast. There is also substantial

evidence that a positive school diversity climate can have positive

impacts on a range of intergroup outcomes including outgroup

orientation and perceived discrimination (Schwarzenthal et al., 2018),

intercultural competence (Schwarzenthal et al., 2020), and prosocial

behaviors (Aral et al., 2022).

It stands to reason that perceived peer inclusion and school equality

norms might affect the frequency and quality of intergroup contact that

youth experience. Specifically, perceiving peer norms that support

interaction with people from other ethnic groups might facilitate youth

seeking out contact with outgroup members—or, at least, reducing the

extent to which they avoid contact (e.g., Plant & Devine, 2003). Similarly,

perceiving the school as seeing all groups as equal and valued could

arguably lead youth to view a climate that supports diversity and

interaction and in turn, facilitate interaction. There is some evidence for

this assertion—in a study of German adolescents, Schwarzenthal et al.

(2020) found that youth who perceived a school climate that promoted

contact reported higher levels of intercultural competence which, if taken

a step further, could indicate being more likely to engage in intergroup

contact. More widely, this assertion aligns with the original idea posited

by Allport (1954) that intergroup contact works best in reducing prejudice

when it occurs under a series of conditions; one of which of those being

social or institutional support; in other words, a supportive normative

climate is more likely to lead to positive and meaningful intergroup

contact, which in turn reduces prejudice. Therefore, it could be posited

that perceiving more inclusive peer and more supportive school equality

norms might be associated with having more frequent intergroup contact.

Relatedly, perceiving peers as being supportive of interaction and schools

as holding equality norms might be associated with individuals entering

contact with more positive expectations, and thereby resulting in them

experiencing more high‐quality contact (i.e., a self‐fulfilling prophecy;

Pinel, 2002). Based on these assertions, we hypothesize that perceiving

peers as being supportive of intergroup contact and perceiving the school

as holding norms of equality will be associated with both higher reported

frequency and quality of intergroup contact amongst youth in diverse

school contexts. We also hypothesize that this contact will, in turn,

influence youth educational functioning in the form of academic self‐

efficacy. In other words, we propose that intergroup contact will mediate

the relationship between norms and academic self‐efficacy.

1.3 | Intergroup contact and academic self‐efficacy

At the most basic level, the contact hypothesis (Allport, 1954) claims

that bringing groups in conflict together under favorable circum-

stances will reduce prejudice and improve intergroup relations.

Educational institutions represent a natural setting in which to

explore the promotion and effects of intergroup contact as, for many

young people, it may be the first place where they meet someone

from a different ethnic group. The social effects of educational

diversity and intergroup contact, such as reduced prejudice, are well‐

documented (e.g., Bekerman & Horenczyk, 2004; Hughes, 2013;

Husnu & Crisp, 2010; Maoz, 2002; Stathi et al., 2014), but the effects

on educational outcomes are contested. Some argue that ethnic

diversity in educational settings, typically measured through school

composition, promotes learning outcomes (Denson & Chang, 2009)

and pro‐social behaviors (Spivak et al., 2015); others argue that

ethnic diversity in schools can impede the achievement of such

outcomes or is less effective for minority group members (Dronkers

& Van der Velden, 2013). To fully understand these differing effects,

we argue that it is important to move beyond measures of ethnic

composition and instead, focus on the quality and quantity of

interactions taking place. In other words, intergroup contact

experiences. Evidence in support of this argument can be found in

the work of Gurin et al. (2002) who found that informal interactions

(taking place outside the classroom) were particularly associated with

a positive relationship between diversity and learning outcomes,

compared to diversity within the classroom and structural diversity, in

order words physical co‐presence. They argued that diverse peers

can learn from each other, and that diversity enables individuals to

take on the perspective of others. Moreover, it enables stereotypes

to be challenged (Crisp & Turner, 2011) and can reduce stereotype

threat, which can in turn promote better academic performance

(Aronson et al., 2001).

The effects of ethnic diversity and intergroup contact can,

however, vary depending on group status. For example, Bankston

and Caldas (2002) argue that diversity in education may not always

be desirable for minority group members and Gurin et al. (2002)

found a negative relationship between classroom diversity and self‐

assessed academic skills for Black students in the US context. These

findings align with research which shows that intergroup contact

experiences and outcomes differ for minority and majority group

members (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). Further evidence for differential

effects of intergroup contact on academic outcomes comes from

Bagci et al. (2017) in their study of UK youth, where it was found

that, among ethnic minority South Asian children (vs. their majority

White peers), there was an indirect effect whereby higher cross‐

group friendship quality was associated with higher affirmation and,

in turn, better academic outcomes. We argue, therefore, that to

understand how and when contact is associated with academic self‐

efficacy, acknowledging the experiences of different ethnic groups

within the school context is vital.

1.4 | Academic self‐efficacy

In the present research, we focus on academic self‐efficacy as our key

outcome variable to provide an important test of the potential effects of

intergroup contact beyond prejudice in educational contexts, in our case

supported through inclusive peer norms and school equality norms.

Broadly, self‐efficacy is an individual's belief that they will be successful at

achieving a goal, and such beliefs predict aspirations, motivations, and
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performance (Bandura, 1977, 1993). Academic self‐efficacy, then, more

specifically can be understood as the extent to which individuals can

perform in academic tasks (Ferla et al., 2009).Whilst there is theorizing on

the potential of intergroup contact beyond prejudice reduction, both in

terms of the cognitive liberalization hypothesis (Hodson et al., 2018) and

the tertiary transfer effect of contact (Boin et al., 2021), few studies have

explicitly tested the role of intergroup contact, as supported by inclusive

peer and school equality norms, on academic self‐efficay as a form of

educational functioning.

We argue that it stands to reason that academic self‐efficacy

may vary depending on the nature of intra‐ and intergroup contact

interactions within the school context, especially given that

previous research has stressed the situational nature of self‐

efficacy (Linnenbrink & Pintrich, 2002). Consistent with this claim,

there is some evidence that ethnic and racial diversity can increase

self‐efficacy (Crisp & Turner, 2011), an effect that may be explicable

at least partially by increased intergroup contact amidst such

diversity. It should be noted here, however, that Bagci et al. (2017)

did not find a relationship between cross‐group friendship quality

and academic outcomes (which included self‐efficacy as a measure

alongside grades) and so, this alongside the contrasting research on

the effects of diversity on education means that we do need to be

open to the idea that the relationship between norms, contact, and

academic self‐efficacy across majority and minority groups may be

complex. And as such, it is difficult to hypothesize expected effects

within this domain separately for each of these groups. We do,

however, posit that given that academic self‐efficacy predicts

educational outcomes (Elias & Loomis, 2002), and that individuals

tend toward those tasks that they believe they will be successful in

(Bandura, 1977), higher quantity and quality of intergroup contact

might predict better academic self‐efficacy. This is in line with the

cognitive liberalization hypothesis which claims that intergroup

contact can promote positive educational phenomena such as

creativity, problem solving, and cognitive flexibility (Hodson

et al., 2018), which in our view are likely to be linked to academic

self‐efficacy (although we do not test this hypothesis in our

research).

1.5 | The present research

Building on the reviewed literature, the aim of the present research is

to understand the potential effects of perceived inclusive peer norms

and school equality norms on intergroup contact quality and quantity

and in turn, academic self‐efficacy. In other words, the mediational

role that intergroup contact might play in the norms—academic self‐

efficacy relationship. Crucially, we seek to test how these relation-

ships may differ depending on ethnic group status (majority vs.

minority) although we do not make specific hypotheses about the

direction of these effects due to contradicting findings and as such,

our research is exploratory in this regard. We conduct the research

among youth attending secondary education in the United Kingdom,

a setting of growing ethnic diversity where approximately 19% of the

resident population identify as ethnic minorities—an increase from

9% in 2001, and 6% in 1991 (Office for National Statistics ONS, 2015)—

and where 27% of pupils in state funded secondary schools in England

and Wales are of minority ethnic origin (Department for Education

[DfE], 2015). The UK is a particularly interesting context to examine

academic self‐efficacy given educational disparities in the United

Kingdom. For example, there are racial differences in educational

progress and summative attainment during secondary education

(Department for Education [DfE], 2017). And whilst we do not explore

educational outcomes in our research, it stands to reason that such

differential experiences in secondary school might lead to different

experiences in higher (vs. secondary) education; whereas a relatively

high proportion of ethnic minority people enroll in university courses,

Black and minority ethnic (vs. White British) students are less likely

to attain a first or upper‐second class degree—even controlling for

entry qualifications—and Black (vs. White, Chinese, Mixed, and Asian)

students are less likely to complete their studies (Higher Education

Funding Council for England [HEFCE], 2017). We argue, therefore, that

it is important to explore how norms and intergroup might be associated

with academic self‐effiacy and broader measures of educational

functioning due to these potential knock‐on consequences.

Based on the reviewed literature, it was hypothesized that:

1. Perceived inclusive peer norms and school equality norms will be

associated with higher frequency and better‐quality intergroup

contact.

2. Higher frequency and better‐quality intergroup contact will be

associated with better academic self‐efficacy.

3. Perceived inclusive peer norms and school equality norms will be

associated with stronger academic self‐efficacy through higher

frequency and better‐quality intergroup contact.

We also test whether findings will differ for majority and

minority group members but as noted above due to contradictory

evidence to date as to what the direction of these effects might be.

We do not specify directional hypotheses.

2 | METHODS

2.1 | Participants and recruitment

The present research forms part of a larger study on intergroup

relations and educational functioning amongst youth attending

ethnically diverse secondary schools in England. Participants were

Year 7 (aged 11−12 years) students in the first year of secondary

education in a cosmopolitan city in England. We focused on this age

group because this is the first year that young people attend

secondary education and as such, they have just experienced a

transition to a new school environment with new opportunities for

intergroup contact. As we were interested in exploring intergroup

contact, we purposefully recruited schools that had students enrolled

from a range of ethnic minority as well as ethnic majority students.

4 | MCKEOWN ET AL.
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We contacted all secondary schools in the region with at least 30% of

ethnic minority students enrolled at the stage of grant application

writing. Following expressions of interest from three schools,

meetings were held to discuss the wider project, and all three agreed

to take part. A further school was recruited following securing of the

grant funding.

A total of 629 youth took part in the first survey wave of the

project across the four participating schools; 356 participants

identified themselves as White (majority group, 181 female, 171

male, 3 preferred not to say, 1 missing data) while 273 (minority

group) indicated to be either Asian (N = 110, 48 female, 58 male, 4

preferred not to say) or Black (N = 163, 71 female, 88 male, 4

preferred not to say). An a priori power analysis showed that 242

represented the minimum required sample size allowing a power of

0.80 to detect a small to medium effect size (f2 = 0.05) for running a

multiple regression model with four predictors.

2.2 | Measures

In addition to completing a series of demographic measures, including

date of birth, gender, and ethnic ingroup, youth participants completed

the following measures (as well as a wider list of measures as part of

the broader project) in paper and pencil format.

2.2.1 | Peer inclusion norms

Perceived positive peer norms about having contact with the

outgroup was measured with four items (“Friends from my racial

group want to be friends with young people from other racial

groups”; “Friends from my racial group would be happy if I became

friends with young people from other races”; “Friends from my racial

group encourage me to make friends with young people from other

races”; “Friends from my racial group like it when I “hang out” or

spend time with young people from other races”) taken from Tropp

et al. (2014). Responses ranged from 1 (Not at all) to 5 (Very much).

Reliability was excellent for both subgroups (αmajority = .79;

αminority = .87).

2.2.2 | School equality norms

Participants rated their perceptions about their school's favorable

attitudes toward group equality using four items (“The school rules

say that all racial groups should be treated fairly”; “The school rules

do not favor one racial group over another” reversed coded; “The

school rules ensure that decisions that affect pupils of all racial

groups are based on facts, not personal opinions”; “The school rules

are equally fair to all racial groups”). Responses were provided on a

7‐step scale where 1 corresponded to Strongly disagree and 7 to

Strongly agree. Reliability was acceptable for both subgroups

(αmajority = .70; αminority = .75).

2.2.3 | Quantity of contact

Three items measured quantity of contact in different contexts (i.e.,

at school, in the neighborhood, across all social situations) adapted

fromTam et al. (2009). Because the questionnaire was distributed in a

paper and pencil version, all participants responded about items

toward three ethnic groups: White, Black, and Asian. For the present

paper the outgroup target was determined based on participants'

racial ingroup: for Whites the outgroup was represented by Blacks

and Asians; for the minority, Whites was the outgroup. Responses

ranged from 1 (None) to 7 (A lot). Reliability was acceptable for both

subgroups (αmajority = .82; αminority = .74).

2.2.4 | Quality of contact

Perceptions of contact quality with majority/minority group members

was assessed with three bipolar items (unpleasant/pleasant; com-

pete/work together; casual/meaningful) from Tam et al. (2009).

Similarly with quantity of contact, all participants responded about

items toward the three ethnic groups and the outgroup target as

calculated according to the participant's ethnic group identity. On a

7‐step scale, 1 represented the negative pole and 7 the positive pole.

Reliability was acceptable for both subgroups (αmajority = .68;

αminority= .57).

2.2.5 | Academic self‐efficacy

We measured academic self‐efficacy with six items adapted from

Roeser et al. (1996) and the Patterns of Adaptive Learning Survey

(Midgley et al., 1995) (“I'm certain I can perfect the skills taught in

school this year”; “I can do even the hardest school work if I try; “If I

have enough time, I can do a good job on all of my school work”; I can

do almost all the work in school if I don't give up”; “even if the work is

hard in school, I can learn it”; “I'm certain I can figure out how to do

the most difficult school work”). Responses were provided on a

7‐step scale were 1 corresponded to Not at all true of me and 7 to

Very true of me”. Reliability was acceptable for both subgroups

(αmajority = .87; αminority = .87).

2.3 | Procedure

Before data collection, ethical approval was obtained from Anonymous

University. Once ethical approval was secured, interested schools were

recontacted and a copy of the research proposal as well as project

information sheet and consent form were shared. Upon confirmation of

agreement to take part in the research, all parents were sent an

information sheet and opt‐out consent form for their child. Teachers

were then informed of any parental opt‐outs before data collection.

Data were collected during normal schooling hours from 32 classes,

eight in each the four recruited secondary schools, by trained
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researchers in June and July 2017. Participants, who took part within

their classrooms, each received a paper and pen questionnaire pack

containing information on the purposes of the research and their ethical

rights. Before participation, a member of the research team also verbally

reiterated participants' right to withdraw from the study without penalty

and that individuals could choose not to respond to any item for any

reason. Participants were asked to provide written opt‐in consent if they

wished to take part in the project. Following this, participants were

asked to complete the survey by providing demographic information,

and a completed a series of measures, explained above. The survey took

approximately 30minutes to complete.

3 | RESULTS

Composite scores for each measure were created by averaging the

relative items. Descriptive statistics and correlations can be found in

Tables 1 and 2. As can be seen fromTable 1, ethnic majority group youth

reported higher perceived peer inclusion norms compared to the ethnic

minority youth; conversely, no differences emerged for school equality

norms, namely majority group youth indicated the same level of perceived

school equality norms compared to ethnic minority youth. Regarding

contact, not surprisingly, ethnic minority youth reported having more

outgroup contact than the majority group, but no difference emerged for

quality of contact, indicating that both ingroups have equally positive

interactions. Finally, it emerged that ethnic minority youth reported

higher levels of academic self‐efficacy compared to ethnic majority group

youth although both groups scored highly.

3.1 | Moderated mediation analysis

To test our hypotheses, and to explore potential group (i.e., majority vs.

minority) differences, a multiple regression moderated mediation model

was tested using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Model = 8;

Hayes, 2013); bootstrapping procedures (5000 resamples) were used

for assessing the significance of the indirect effects. In the model, peer

inclusion norms and school equality norms were included as exogenous

variables; quality and quantity of contact with the outgroup were the

mediators, predicted by both predictors, in parallel, while academic self‐

efficacy was the criterion variable, predicted by both mediators and by

independent variables; finally, ethnic group members as majority/

minority (and relative interactions with the exogenous variables) was

included as moderator, tested in the relation between the independent

variables with the mediators, and in the direct association between the

independent variables and the dependent variable. In support of

hypothesis 1, results showed that both peer inclusion and school

equality norms were positively related to both intergroup contact

quality and quantity. In support of hypothesis 2, intergroup quality was

positively associated with enhanced academic self‐efficacy, but no

relationship was found between intergroup contact quantity and

academic self‐efficacy. In addition, ethnic group membership status

moderated the relations between peer norms and contact quality;

however, simple slopes analysis showed that both coefficients (i.e., for

majority and minority) turned out being positive and significant; no other

paths were moderated (see Table 3 and Figure 1).

Bootstrapping analysis provided support for hypothesis 3,

confirming the significance of the peer inclusion norms → quality

of contact → academic self‐efficacy path for both majority, mean

effect = 0.0692 (SE = 0.02), 95% CI: [0.0356−0.1152], and minority

group participants, mean effect = 0.1069 (SE = 0.03), 95% CI:

[0.0570−0.1721]; further, also the path for school equality norms

→ quality of contact → academic self‐efficacy path turned out being

significant,mean effect=0.0225 (SE=0.01), 95% CI: [0.0049−0.0523]. No

other significant indirect path emerged, specifically, considering the path

from peer norms to academic self‐efficacy, via quantity of contact, for

majority, mean effect=−0.0197 (SE=0.02), 95% CI: [−0.0535 to 0.0051],

and minority group, mean effect=−0.0280 (SE=0.02), 95% CI: [−0.0702

to 0.1168]; nor for the paths from school equality norms to academic self‐

efficacy, mediated by contact quantity, mean effect=−0.0097 (SE=0.01),

95% CI: [−0.0300 to 0.0018].1

TABLE 1 Means (standard deviations) of the constructs.

Variables
Majority
(N = 356)

Minority
(N = 273) t(627) Cohen's d

Peer inclusion

norms

3.84 (0.97) 3.58 (1.16) 2.93** 0.24

School
equality

norms

6.18 (1.02) 6.06 (1.09) 1.39 0.11

Quantity of
contact

3.59 (1.52) 4.63 (1.78) 7.70*** 0.63

Quality of
contact

4.75 (1.05) 4.64 (1.50) 1.02 0.09

Academic self‐
efficacy

5.32 (1.20) 5.58 (1.23) 2.78** 0.21

Note: All measures had a 7‐step scale but ingroup inclusion norms (5‐step).

**p < .01; ***p < .001.

TABLE 2 Zero‐order correlations between variables for majority
(N = 356) and minority group (N = 273).

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1 Peer inclusion norms ‐ .22*** .42*** .44*** .33***

2 School equality norms .23*** ‐ .19** .14* .30***

3 Quantity of contact .31*** .23*** ‐ .53*** .24***

4 Quality of contact .37*** .23*** .36*** ‐ .35***

5 Academic self‐efficacy .25*** .28*** .06 .23*** ‐

Note: Correlations for majority group are reported below the diagonal;

correlations for minority group, below the diagonal; ingroup inclusion
norms had a 5‐step response scale, while responses for the other
measures were provided on a 7‐step scale.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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4 | DISCUSSION

The present research aimed to explore the effects of perceived

inclusive peer norms and perceived school equality norms on

intergroup contact quality and quantity and, in turn, academic self‐

efficacy amongst ethnic majority and ethnic minority youth attending

ethnically diverse secondary schools in England. Our analyses

revelead partial support for our hypotheses. First, we found that

both perceived peer norms of inclusion and school norms of equality

were associated with both higher quantity and quality of contact for

both ethnic majority and minority group youth, supporting Hypothe-

sis 1. In partial support of our second hypothesis, we found that

contact quality (but not quantity) was associated with higher levels of

academic self‐efficacy amongst both ethnic majority and minority

TABLE 3 Results of the moderated mediation regression analyses (N = 629). Unstandardized (standard errors in parentheses) regression
coefficients are reported.

Predictors

Dependent variables

Contact quantity Contact quality Academic self‐efficacy

Peer inclusion norms (a1) 0.43 (0.09)*** 0.36 (0.07)*** 0.19 (0.07)**

School equality norms (a2) 0.25 (0.08)** 0.16 (0.06)** 0.26 (0.06)***

Ethnic group identity
(0 =majority, 1 =minority)

(b) 0.99 (0.78) −0.08 (0.58) 0.25 (0.57)

Interaction (a1 × b) 0.18 (0.12) 0.19 (0.09)* 0.03 (0.09)

Interaction (a2 × b) −0.07 (0.12) −0.10 (0.09) 0.01 (0.09)

Quantity of contact ‐ ‐ −0.05 (0.03)

Quality of contact ‐ ‐ 0.19 (0.04)***

R2 0.23 0.18 0.18

f2 0.30 0.22 0.22

F 37.45*** 27.30*** 19.02***

df (5623) (5623) (7621)

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

F IGURE 1 Moderated mediation analysis of the relation norms and academic self‐efficacy via the indirect effect of contact quantity and
quality (N = 629). Unstandardized coefficients are reported (standard errors in parentheses). Solid lines represent significant coefficients while
dotted lines indicate nonsignificant associations. **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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group youth. Further, in partial support of hypothesis 3, an indirect

effect was observed whereby both perceived inclusive peer norms

and school equality norms were associated with higher academic self‐

efficacy through higher quality outgroup contact—for both ethnic

minority and ethnic majority group youth but no mediation effect,

however, was observed for the relationship between either peer

inclusion norms or school equality norms, contact quality and

academic self‐efficacy. We discuss these findings in relation to the

broader research literature.

Our finding that perceived norms of inclusion are associated with

both quantity and quality of intergroup contact for both ethnic

majority and ethnic minority group participants offers further

empirical support for the important role that peer norms can play

in understanding intergroup contact engagement and experiences.

This includes research which has demonstrated that perceived

inclusive peer norms are strong predictors of intergroup contact

interest (e.g., Tropp et al., 2016, 2014) and engagement (McKeown &

Taylor, 2018) and that they are important situational factors in

understanding contact engagement (Turner & Cameron, 2016).

Importantly, we also provide evidence for the potential positive role

that perceived school equality norms can play in understanding youth

intergroup contact engagement and experiences. Specifically, we find

that perceived school equality norms are associated with both

quantity and quality of intergroup contact for both ethnic majority

and ethnic minority group participants. This finding extends emerging

literature that demonstrates how a positive school diversity climate

can influence intercultural competence (Schwarzenthal et al., 2020)

by directly measuring the relationship between perceptions of school

equality norms with contact quantity and contact quality. It also

opens up avenues to further explore the relationship between school

equality norms and intergroup contact engagement experimentally or

longitudinally to better determine causal processes.

Our findings also show that intergroup contact quality, but not

quality, was found to be associated with more positive academic self‐

efficacy for both ethnic majority and minority youth. This makes

three important contributions to the research literature. First, it

demonstrates that good quality intergroup contact can have positive

effects beyond prejudice reduction within the educational domain—

offering further support for the need to promote better quality

contact amongst ethnic groups in educational settings in line with the

cognitive liberalization hypothesis (Hodson et al., 2018). Second, it

provides evidence that good quality contact can have positive

efficacy effects for both majority and minority group members; this

contrasts with some previous research on achievement and efficacy

(e.g., Bankston & Caldas, 1997; Dronkers & Van der Velden, 2013)

but it may be that we observed these findings because we explored

intergroup contact rather than ethnic diversity alone which relates to

our third contribution—that we observe intergroup contact quality as

being most important in terms of being associated with academic

self‐efficacy, not intergroup contact quantity. This finding further

bolsters our argument that it is important to move beyond measures

of simple ethnic co‐presence to truly understand the effects of

diversity on youth outcomes. In other words, it could be the nature of

the interaction, rather than the opportunity for interaction or the

number of interactions, that influences youth outcomes within the

educational context. We note here, however, that this finding does

not fully align with research by Bagci et al. (2017), which found that

contact was not associated with academic outcomes for majority and

minority group youth. It would be interesting to further explore these

relations in terms of different forms of educational functioning as

well as considering the potential effects of negative intergroup

contact.

Our finding that both perceived peer inclusion norms and school

equality norms were associated with higher scores in academic self‐

efficacy through intergroup contact quality for both majority and

minority group members demonstrates the importance of norms at

different levels of the social ecology for potentially promoting youth

contact and in turn, their efficacy within the educational domain.

Whilst substantial research has examined the effects of different

norms on youth intergroup related outcomes (Cameron et al., 2011;

McKeown & Taylor, 2018; Schwarzenthal et al., 2018, 2020) and

some the effects of ethnic diversity or intergroup contact on youth

educational outcomes (Bagci et al., 2017; Dronkers & Van der

Velden, 2013) to our knowledge few studies have explored the

potential links that there may between norms, contact, and youth

education related outcomes such as academic self‐efficacy. And yet,

we demonstrate here that such links may be important. If we know,

for example, that intergroup contact can have cognitive liberalization

(Hodson et al., 2018) and tertiary transfer effects (Boin et al., 2021)

with implications for youth academic self‐efficacy and potentially

their educational performance then it would stand to reason that it

would be important to develop ways to promote positive and

meaningful intergroup contact within educational settings. And whilst

it may be difficult to change perceived peer norms of interaction, it

may be possible to change perceived school climate norms—for

example by promoting diversity ideologies within the school

environment. Our findings also offer some support for the idea that

it is the broader school climate rather than the extent to which

teachers themselves support interactions taking place that is

influential on youth intergroup contact, aligning with previous

research by McKeown and Taylor (2018) who found that perceived

peer interaction norms but not perceived school interaction norms

were associated with intergroup contact and in turn, youth positive

intergroup behaviors. Future research, therefore, should aim to

explore the potential comparative effects of school norms of

interaction and school norms of equality on contact and in turn,

outcomes that include prejudice reduction and beyond as we do not

directly test this assertion in the present research.

4.1 | Limitations and future directions

Whilst our findings make a contribution to current understanding, it is

important to acknowledge the limitations of our research. First, our

research is based on a cross‐sectional survey which means that we

cannot make causal claims about our findings. Future research should

8 | MCKEOWN ET AL.
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aim to address this by conducting longitudinal research to examine

the relationships between norms, contact and academic self‐efficacy

over time or by experimentally examining how priming norms of

inclusion or equality impacts upon intergroup contact behaviors and

in turn, education related outcomes. Such approaches might also help

to inform the different ways in which the school context can

influence intergroup contact as well as further knock‐on effects

although experimental approaches in this domain would need careful

ethical consideration to prevent potential negative effects. Second,

our research is based on exploring ethnic majority and ethnic minority

group perspectives which is important when so much research has

considered majority group perspectives only, but this still neglects

the complexity of group relations between majority and minority

groups as well as between minority groups. Future research should

aim to move beyond the two‐group paradigm to consider a wider

range of groups, including inter‐minority contact, which unfortunately

due to our small sample size we were unable to do in this research. It

could be, for example, that different ethnic minority groups benefit

from intergroup contact to a varied extent, and in different ways.

Third, we chose to focus on a specific form of educational functioning

in terms of academic self‐efficacy. It may be that to truly understand

tertiary or potential cognitive liberalization effects of intergroup

contact we need to consider a wider range of educational functioning

variables—for example creativity and problem solving—thereby pro-

moting deeper understanding into which factors contact quantity and

quality might be associated with and how this might vary across ethnic

groups. It would also be useful to consider the additive effects on

outcomes such as performance.

5 | CONCLUSION

In summary, the present research offers an important exploration of the

effects of both perceived peer inclusion and school equality norms and

intergroup contact on academic self‐efficacy amongst both majority and

minority group relations, moving beyond explorations of the prejudice

reduction effects of contact and of explorations of mere physical co‐

presence effects on measures of educational functioning. Our main

finding is that perceived peer inclusion norms and school equality norms

were associated with better academic self‐efficacy through intergroup

contact quality for both majority and minority group members; this

provides important further evidence for the role of perceived norms at

different levels of the socio‐ecology on youth‐reported intergroup

contact quality, as well as the powerful effects of intergroup contact on

academic self‐efficacy, for both majority and majority group youth. These

findings have implications for both research and for practice. They offer

up research opportunities to further explore the effects of norms and

intergroup contact on educational outcomes, whilst also opening ideas on

how researchers and practitioners might seek to boost academic self‐

efficacy in schools amongst youth, for example, by promoting supportive

peer norms, building a positive school diversity climate, and by boosting

the quality of intergroup contact within and outside of the school

settings.
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