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Abstract
Previous research postulates that meta-stereotypes (i.e., one’s own 
perceptions of another group’s stereotypes of the group that one 
belongs to) affect interracial interaction and causes intergroup anxiety. 
The present study aimed to examine whether meta-stereotypes affects 
anxiety experienced in interracial interaction. The sample consisted of 
120 students from the University of Witwatersrand. A computer generated 
experiment with a hypothetical internet chat room was set up. Participants 
were made to believe that they were interacting with students from 
different universities. This experiment was used to measure the domains 
of intergroup anxiety, meta-stereotypes, and attitudes. Various types of 
scales were used, including a meta-stereotype scale and an inter-group 
anxiety scale. Findings indicated that white individuals felt more anxious 
interacting with members who were not from their own racial group, while 
black participants showed no significant anxiety in their interactions.
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South Africa has been liberated from the apartheid regime for over a decade. 
However, ‘the tentacles of the apartheid past still run deep in contemporary South 
Africa’ (Finchilescu, Tredoux, Mynhardt, Pillay, & Muianga, 2007, p. 721). Even 
though apartheid has been abolished, the lack of interaction between white and black 
South Africans still seems to be prevalent, especially in relation to South African 
students. Observation in and around campuses and schools suggests that the youth’s 
preferences in terms of friendships and social groups lie with their own racial group.
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Ethics

Participants entered the study on a purely voluntary basis and no coercion in any 
form took place. Permission for this study was obtained from the Non-Medical 
Ethics Committee at the University of the Witwatersrand. The social, psychological, 
and physical welfare of participants were of top priority at all times. Participants 
were debriefed by e-mail at the end of the study. All information was regarded as 
strictly confidential. If required the participants were given the researchers’ contact 
details in the event they wished to gain copies of the final research findings.

Research Procedure

The study was undertaken in a computer laboratory and was operationalised 
in the form of a computer generated experiment. Upon entering the computer 
laboratory participants were briefed on the procedure of the experiment. Thereafter 
participants had their photographs taken (written informed consent was obtained); 
these photographs were assigned numbers randomly. The photographs were taken 
to make students believe that their photograph was being sent to the other person 
in their interaction process. This was to make the interaction seem more realistic. 
Participants then chose a computer and were instructed to begin. Instructions were 
explicitly stated on the computer screen.

First, their biographical details were requested. These details were needed so that 
the programme could direct participants to one of two tasks; either intragroup or 
intergroup interaction. This task included assigning an individual of the same gender 
to the one chosen in the biographical section (gender was not a factor in this study). 
The computer generated a photo of two participants which were of the same sex as 
the participant (See Table 1).

Table 1: Type of contact that took place during interaction

Contact
Race INTRAGROUP INTERGROUP
White Interaction Partner:

White (Same Gender)
Interaction Partner: 
Black South African
(Same Gender)

Black Interaction Partner: 
Black South African 
(Same Gender)

Interaction Partner: 
White 
(Same Gender)

The programme was constructed in such a way as to make the interaction seem as if it 
was actually taking place online at that moment in time. Participants had to enter their 
photo number as an identifying component of the process. A number of scales needed 
to be completed at this stage that included a meta-stereotypes and anxiety scale.
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indications of highest agreement with one or the other of the bipolar traits, for 
example, Unreliable, untrustworthy (1) and Reliable, trustworthy (7).

Intergroup Anxiety Scale

Stephan and Stephan’s (1985, 1989b), anxiety scale was used as a basis for this 
scale. Emotional states were assessed in relation to how the participant felt about the 
interactive chatroom. The rating system included not at all . . . and extremely . . . Ten 
traits made up the scale; these were all adapted from Stephan and Stephan (1985, 
1989b). A rating scale of 1 to 7 was again utilised.

RESULTS

Data for white and black participants were analysed separately. The exploration of 
the existence of anxiety as a result of negative meta-stereotypes formed the basis 
of the analysis. A 2-way ANOVA was used to analyse the results. There are two 
independent variables, the first being meta-stereotypes and the second; type of 
contact. The latter had two levels; inter- and intra group contact. A median split for 
meta-stereotypes was performed in order to accurately execute the 2-way ANOVA 
(see table 2 below).

Table 2: Descriptive statistics, anxiety means and standard deviations

Condition Valid N Mean Std Deviation

White(Anxiety) 0 Intra 14 24.357149 10.8882939
1 Inter 16 27.1875000 8.0267781

0 Intra 16 21.3750000 7.4732858

1 Inter 13 41.1538462 13.1583063

Black (Anxiety) 0 Intra 14 21.4285714 5.5707241
1 Inter 18 20.7222222 7.0527888

0 Intra 17 21.2941176 8.6223888

1 Inter 12 25.0833333 11.0573573

Note: (0 = intra; 1 = inter)

The 2-way ANOVA revealed that there was a significant difference in the anxiety 
experienced by white participants in interaction with other whites as opposed to that 
experienced in interaction with black participants. For example, white individuals 
felt anxious interacting with members who were not from their own racial group 
F(1, 55) = 10.66, p > 0.002. The 2-way ANOVA also revealed that there was no 
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significant anxiety experienced by black participants towards interacting with their 
white counterparts F(1,57), p < 0.29 (See table 3 and 4).

Table 3: Test of significance (Type III decomposition) white South Africans

Effect Df MS F p
MedSplit 1 441.38 4.4764 0.038908
Condition 1 1870.03 18.9655 0.000058
MedSplit*Condition 1 1050.85 10.6575 0.001889
Error 55 98.60

Table 4: Test of significance (Type III decomposition) black South Africans

Effect df MS F p
MedSplit 1 66.38 1.0000 0.321539
Condition 1 35.31 0.5320 0.468754
MedSplit*Condition 1 75.09 1.1313 0.291987
Error 57 66.38

Simple effects for white participants

The main effect for meta-stereotypes and intergroup contact was significant for 
white participants; (F1, 55) = 14.89, p> 0.000. The main effect for intergroup contact 
as a function of meta-stereotypes was also significant; (F1, 55) = 28.46, p> 0.000 
(See table 5).

Table 5: Simple effects: Meta-stereotypes/ Type of condition

ms                 f               p-value                  

Meta-stereotypes / Intra 0 66.40 0.67344 0.41541
Meta-stereotypes / Inter 1 1399.04 14.18883 0.000405
Intra 0 / Meta-stereotypes 59.81 0.606631 0.43942
Inter 1 / Meta-stereotypes 2805.87 28.45669 0.000002

The above comparisons were carried out to establish whether anxiety of white 
participants was different when interaction took place between members of the same 
race group in comparison to interacting with members of a differing group (black 
participants). From the above table, it is evident that white participants felt anxious 
when they interacted with black South African participants. The interaction of these 
findings will be illustrated below (See figure 1).

          












