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Put yourself in my wheelchair: perspective-taking can reduce prejudice towards people

with disabilities and other stigmatised groups

Abstract

This study aimed to compare perspective-taking with a hypothetical target and perspective-
taking occurring during a real interaction with an outgroup member in reducing prejudice towards
people with disabilities and other groups (e.g., immigrants, homosexual people), via increased
empathy. We adopted an experimental design with two treatment groups (Hypothetical target versus
Real target) and one control group (no intervention), one pre-test and two post-test measures.
Participants, who were 437 students aged 11-17 years (M = 14.28; SD = 1.17), were randomly
assigned to the various conditions on a classroom basis. Perspective-taking was facilitated asking
participants to travel in a wheelchair on a path that simulated a real pavement in the presence (or
not) of an individual with a motor disability. Findings showed that perspective-taking in the
presence of a real target was more effective in reducing prejudice towards people with disabilities
than perspective-taking task without encountering an outgroup member. Perspective-taking with a
hypothetical target was not sufficient to increase participants’ empathy towards people with
disabilities, which instead was enhanced when the task was performed at the presence of a real
member of that group. Positive effects produced by perspective-taking (with both a hypothetical and
a real target) were transferred to immigrants and homosexuals. These findings suggest that, when
possible, perspective-taking in the presence of the target, which can improve empathy by favouring
a two-way exchange process, is highly recommended to improve attitudes towards different

stigmatized groups, not necessarily targeted by the intervention.

Keywords: perspective-taking; disabled people; prejudice reduction; empathy; secondary transfer

effect; intergroup contact



Introduction

Physically disabled people are significant but under-studied stigmatised group. In the
European Union it is estimated that approximately 80 million people are disabled (Kaminska,
2020). In Italy, the site for the research reported here, there are over 3 million physically disabled
people (ISTAT, 2017). Even if most countries have clear policies and social norms to ensure equal
treatment of people with disabilities, the daily life of disabled people is still characterised by
numerous obstacles: for instance, in Italy only 25% of disabled people over 25 years have high
school diploma and only 11% enter the job market (ISTAT, 2017). The data on life satisfaction and
social inclusion are also disturbingly negative: the percentage of people with severe limitations who
report being satisfied with their lives is 19.6%, much lower than in the rest of the population
(44.3%). People with disabilities experience stigmatisation, discrimination and inequality; they are
the object of many violations of their rights, as a consequence of acts of violence, abuse, prejudice
and disrespect related to their disability (Kaminska, 2020).

In Western societies much importance is given to physical appearance, with strong norms
favouring physical perfection and well-functioning bodies (Barnes, 1996). People with disabilities
often appear to be unable to conform to these cultural norms and therefore are likely to be devalued
(Krah¢é & Altwasser, 2006). Indeed, some data suggest that people with disabilities are one of the
most stigmatized and marginalized minorities (Jahoda & Markova, 2004), which can lead them to
experience negative psychological distress and difficulties in social adaptation. People with
disabilities are likely to feel isolated, scared, lonely and devalued (Goodley, 2011; Jahoda &
Markova, 2004; Schmitt, Branscombe, Postmes, & Garcia, 2014). The present study aimed at
evaluating if prejudice towards people with disabilities and other secondary groups could be
successfully reduced by fostering perspective-taking in the presence of an outgroup member (a

disabled person).

Perspective-taking and prejudice reduction



Perspective-taking allows a person to understand how a situation appears to someone else. It
is a method that can be used to encourage people to imagine the suffering of a disadvantaged or
stigmatized outgroup member (e.g., Batson, Eklund, Chermok, Hoyt, & Ortiz, 2007; Galinsky &
Moskowitz, 2000). Perspective-taking can be defined as the cognitive capacity to consider the
world from another individual’s viewpoint (Galinsky, Maddux, Gilin, & White, 2008). It should be
distinguished from empathy, which is the ability to connect emotionally with another individual.
These abilities - to take others’ perspective and empathically share their affect - can be
differentiated conceptually, although they might interact in complex situations that require both
functions simultaneously (Stietz, Jauk, Krach, & Kanske, 2019). Indeed, much research has
documented increased empathic responding following perspective-taking (Batson, 2011). Besides
promoting empathic responses, perspective-taking might favour shifts in attributional thinking and
facilitate self-outgroup merging, which are cognitive rather than affective mechanisms (Todd &
Galinsky, 2014). Research has shown that perspective-taking has positive effects on a variety of
social behaviours and on attitudes towards several stigmatized groups (Berndsen, Thomas, &
Pedersen, 2018). It can increase helping behaviour (Batson et al., 2007) and it might decrease
negative stereotypes (Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000), prejudice (Dovidio et al., 2004), stigma
(Vescio, Sechrist, & Paolucci, 2003), and anger towards disadvantaged group members (Batson,
Chang, Orr, & Rowland, 2002; Berndsen & McGarty, 2012).

Despite its documented effects in reducing prejudice, some research has shown that
perspective-taking might also lead to negative intergroup consequences, enhancing hostile attitudes
towards the target group (Vorauer & Sucharyna, 2013). Indeed, the act of perspective-taking might
increase individuals’ tendency to think about themselves as objects of evaluation and to draw
inferences about how they themselves are viewed. In some cases, negative metaperceptions could
arise as a consequence of this mental process (Vorauer & Sucharyna, 2013). There is also emerging
evidence that some people simply do not comply with the perspective-taking instructions, which

results in no attitude change (e.g., Mooijman & Stern, 2016; Okimoto & Wenzel, 2011).



In a standard perspective-taking task, participants are first introduced to an individual group
member either directly (Vorauer, Martens, & Sasaki, 2009) or indirectly — for instance, by reading a
vignette (Finlay & Stephan, 2000), watching a video clip (Dovidio et al., 2004), listening to an
audio recording (Batson et al., 1997), watching a photographed person (Galinsky & Moskowitz,
2000), experiencing or observing a virtual simulation experience (Sarge, Kim, & Velez, 2020).
Relevant to the research reported here, Clore and Jeffery (1972) induced students to take the
perspective of people with disabilities by asking them to travel about their campus in a wheelchair
for an hour. In our study, perspective-taking was manipulated in a similar manner: nondisabled
participants were asked to drive a wheelchair on a path that simulated a real pavement, which
allowed them to take the perspective of the outgroup.

Both propensity and ability to take the perspective of others might depend not only on
individual characteristics, but also on contextual factors (Gehlbach, 2004). Although no research
has explicitly compared hypothetical and real perspective-taking targets, past research suggests that
individual’s propensity to take the perspective of others and their ability actually to decipher others’
thoughts and feelings might be greater when a real interaction occurs (Gehlbach, 2004). For
example, Bruneau and Saxe (2012) showed that when perspective-taking occurred during a dyadic
interaction with an outgroup member, attitudes of dominant group members towards non-dominant
groups significantly improved, even when conflict between the groups was present. Ahuja, Dhillon,
Juneja, Deepak, and Srivastava (2019) showed that participants who were asked to take the
perspective of an outgroup and had the opportunity to have contact with some outgroup members
reported more positive attitudes towards that outgroup, compared to participants who did not take
part in any intervention. People should be more accurate in their attempts to take the perspective of
real than hypothetical targets, because there will be more informational cues to guide them in taking
the perspective of real people (Gehlbach, 2004). Moreover, during a real interaction, individuals
will have the opportunity to focus on the target for a longer period of time, to learn about his or her

habits, background, and personality, which will help to draw accurate inferences about the target’s



affective or cognitive states (Gehlbach, 2004). Based on these considerations, we hypothesized that
an intervention strategy that aims to reduce prejudice by fostering perspective-taking during a real
interaction with an outgroup member would be more effective than perspective-taking occurring
with a hypothetical, but not actually present, target.

Such a prediction draws on intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954), according to which
contact with outgroup members can reduce hostility between groups and lead to the development of
more positive intergroup attitudes if it takes place under certain conditions (i.e., same status within
the contact situation; common goals and cooperation between groups; institutional support from
authorities). A meta-analysis of 515 studies confirmed that there is a small but highly significant
negative relationship between intergroup contact and prejudice (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).
Notably, direct contact proved to be effective in improving attitudes towards the specific outgroup
target in our study - namely, people with disabilities (Campbell, 2019; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006).
Some research showed that students who had the opportunity to have contact with disabled peers
reported more positive attitudes towards people with disabilities (Clunies-Ross & O’Meara, 1989;
Maras & Brown, 1996). Amsel and Fitchen (1988) found that nondisabled students, who had
previous contact with disabled people, showed more comfort, more positive opinions and less
negative thoughts towards them. Cameron, Rutland, Turner, Holman-Nicolas, and Powell (2011)
found that nondisabled children who had to imagine a positive interaction with a disabled individual
showed less prejudice towards people with disabilities compared to the control group (that had no
imagined contact). A recent study with a large sample of 17,103 participants confirmed that
intergroup contact improved attitudes towards people with disabilities (Campbell, 2019).
Armstrong, Morris, Abraham, and Tarrant (2017) found that children who reported more contact
experiences with disabled people showed less anxiety and higher empathy in interacting with them
in the future. Thus, intergroup contact seems to be relevant in promoting greater levels of empathy,
which in turn is an important predictor of prejudice reduction (Batson, Lishner, Cook, & Sawyer,

2005; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2008). Although intergroup anxiety is recognized as a relevant mediator



of the effects that contact has on intergroup attitudes, previous research did not find a significant
association between perspective taking and anxiety towards people with disabilities (Vezzali &

Giovannini, 2012).

Secondary Transfer Effect

The Secondary Transfer Effect (STE) refers to the generalization of attitudes from one
outgroup to another (Tausch et al., 2010). STE may largely depend on affective factors (Pettigrew,
2009), which are pivotal in promoting prejudice reduction (Brown & Hewstone, 2005; Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2008).

Evidence on perspective-taking and STE is currently mixed. Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) have
shown that intergroup contact can improve attitudes, not only towards the target group of the
specific contact situation, but also towards other outgroups. Nell (2017) showed that positive
intergroup contact between white and black South African students predicted improved attitudes
towards both black and coloured South Africans students (secondary outgroup), via attitude and
empathy generalisation (Lolliot, 2013). Also, Vezzali and Giovannini (2012) found that contact
with immigrants affected attitudes towards secondary outgroups, such as disabled and homosexual
people, via reduced anxiety and increased perspective-taking towards both the first and the
secondary outgroup. These research findings, although limited, suggest that, under certain
circumstances, perspective-taking might be responsible for the generalisation of attitudes from one
group to another. However, some other research showed that the effects of perspective-taking tend
to be group-specific (Todd & Galinsky, 2014). For example, Shih, Wang, Trahan Bucher, and
Stotzer (2009) found that taking the perspective of Asians improved participants attitudes and levels
of empathy towards other Asian targets, but these effects did not extend to other ethnic groups.
Vescio et al. (2003) found that taking the perspective of an African American student led
individuals to show more positive attitudes towards African Americans in general, but not towards

other stereotyped groups such as homosexuals. Analogously, Wang, Kenneth, Ku, and Galinsky
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(2014) showed that taking the perspective of a homeless man improved respondents’ willingness to
engage in contact with other homeless people, but these benefits did not generalize to other target

groups.

The present study

Previous research has shown that perspective-taking can contribute to prejudice reduction.
Nevertheless, in some cases this strategy can be unsuccessful or even counter-productive (e.g.,
Skorinko & Sinclair, 2013; Tarrant, Calitri, & Weston, 2012). Some research showed that
perspective-taking is group-specific (Shih et al., 2009; Vescio et al., 2003), which means that its
positive effects do not generalize to different outgroups, while other research indicates that
intergroup contact is useful in reducing prejudice towards secondary groups (e.g., Lolliot, 2013;
Tausch et al., 2010). To the best of our knowledge, no previous research has explicitly compared
hypothetical and real perspective-taking targets. The aim of the present study was to bridge this gap
by comparing perspective-taking with a hypothetical target and perspective-taking occurring during
a real interaction with an outgroup member in reducing prejudice towards people with disabilities.
Perspective-taking was facilitated through the participation in the Marciapiede Didattico’ (Didactic
Pavement), an intervention through which participants were asked to travel in a wheelchair on a
path that simulated a real pavement in the presence (or not) of an individual with a motor disability.
It is our contention that to take the perspective of the outgroup during a real interaction with an
outgroup member might enhance the ability of an individual to take the perspective of and
empathize with outgroup members, which would be less likely with perspective-taking with a
hypothetical target (Gehlbach, 2004). To drive a wheelchair at the presence of a person with a
motor disability who habitually does the same thing might be more impactful than doing it, just
imagining some people with disabilities driving their own wheelchair. Empathic responses should

be higher in the former than the latter condition.
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Furthermore, we predicted that perspective-taking in the presence of a real target would
facilitate prejudice reduction not only towards the target group of the specific perspective-taking
task, but also towards other outgroups (STE), via empathy. We thus tested the following
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1. Perspective-taking in the presence of a real target will be more effective than
perspective-taking with a hypothetical target in reducing prejudice towards people with disabilities.

Hypothesis 2. Perspective-taking in the presence of a real target will reduce prejudice towards
secondary groups more than perspective-taking with a hypothetical target.

Hypothesis 3. Increased empathy will mediate the effect of perspective-taking with a real
target on prejudice towards people with disabilities.

Hypothesis 4. Increased empathy will mediate the effect of perspective-taking with a real

target on prejudice towards secondary groups.

Method

Participants

Four different high schools and one middle school in Florence (Italy) agreed to participate in
the study. The participants included 437 students (264 females, 172 males) aged 11-17 years (M =
14.28; SD = 1.17). Of these, 77.1% attended high school and 22.9% middle school. Most (86.3%)
had Italian nationality, while 13.7% had a different nationality. Most of the participants (99.3%)

reside in central Italy, 0.5% in northern Italy, and 0.2% in southern Italy or on islands.

Design and procedure

A randomized controlled between-groups design was used with two treatment groups
(Hypothetical target versus Real target) and one control group (no intervention), one pre-test (To)
and two post-test measures, one after one week (T1) and the other after two weeks (T2). Participants

were randomly assigned to the various conditions on a classroom basis.
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Perspective-taking. Perspective-taking was facilitated through the participation in the
Marciapiede Didattico, an intervention designed to reduce prejudice by putting participants in the
shoes of people with disabilities'. The main activity of this intervention consisted of a direct
experience of travelling in a wheelchair on a path that simulated a real pavement, so that
participants could experience directly the difficulties that people with disabilities encounter every
day along any city street (see Clore & Jeffery, 1972). In order to recreate these difficulties, along
the entire pavement there were daily obstacles: participants should try not to bump into a road sign
and a bike parked right next to it. They had to avoid hitting the overhang of a window and some
obstacles, such as holes and irregular shapes of the pavement. At the end of the simulation the
participants were forced to get off the pavement from its highest part, due to a car parked right near
the ramp for the disabled. Before and after this experience, students took part in a group discussion
about equality/diversity, ability/disability, judgment/prejudice facilitated by a psychologist and an
educator.

In the Hypothetical target condition, the experience of the Marciapiede Didattico was
facilitated by some professionals without disabilities, while in the Real target condition, this
experience took place at the presence of a person on a wheelchair as a facilitator during the different
activities, including the discussion, through which personal details of this person could be
disclosed. In the control condition, participants did not take part in any intervention (for ethical
reasons, they were allowed to participate in the activities of the Marciapiede Didattico after the
research had finished).

All participants were asked to complete a questionnaire assessing the variables of interest at
three different times: before the intervention (pre-test, To), after one week (post-test, T1) and after
two weeks (T»). Participation in the study was voluntary and we did not provide incentives. The
participants completed measures in paper-and-pencil format. The questionnaire was anonymous, did

not ask for any personally identifiable information, and took about 30 minutes to complete. It was
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administered in class at the presence of some researchers. Informed consent was provided by all the

students and their parents before taking part in the study.

Measures

Attitudes. Attitudes towards people with disabilities were measured through eight semantic
differentials (e.g., “useless/useful”, “unpleasant/pleasant”) with answers from 1 (negative) to 7
(positive) (Matera, Stefanile, & Brown, 2011). High scores on this scale indicate positive attitudes
towards people with disabilities (o = .84).

Contact intention. A twelve-item scale was used to measure participants willingness to
engage in contact with disabled people. This scale was inspired by previous work (Tip et al., 2012).
The participants were asked to imagine having a friend with a disability and to indicate their degree
of agreement on a 7-point Likert scale (1 = not at all, 7 = very much) with some statements about
possible contacts with him/her (e.g., “Suppose you want to go to a sport event. How likely is it that
you invite Paola to come with you?” or “Suppose Paola invites you to a party at her house. How
likely is it that you go there?”’). High scores on this scale indicate more possibility to future contact
with a disabled people (o = .94).

Empathy. A four-item scale (Capozza, Trifiletti, Vezzali, & Favara, 2013) was used to
evaluate levels of empathy towards people with disabilities (e.g., “Do you feel in tune with them?”)
on a 5-point Likert scale (1 =not at all, 5 = very much). High scores on this scale indicate high
levels of empathy (o= .81).

Secondary Transfer Effect. Some feeling thermometers were used to measure attitudes
towards secondary outgroups. A feeling thermometer enables respondents to express their attitudes
towards a person, group, or issue by applying a numeric rating of their feelings to an imaginary
scale (Lavrakas, 2008). We measured attitudes towards immigrants, homosexuals, obese people,
homeless, and Roma. A rating of 0 (very cold) indicated that a respondent did not like the group at

all, while a rating of 100 (very warm) indicated that a respondent liked the group very much.
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Demographic variables (i.e., sex, nationality, age) and previous contact with people with
disabilities were also assessed. Two items inspired by Voci and Hewstone (2003) were used to
measure quantity (i.e., “How many people with disability do you know?””) and quality (i.e., “If you
know people with disability, how many of these people have a good relationship?”’) of direct contact
with people with disabilities. For both items, responses were provided on a 6-point Likert scale (1 =
none, 6 = many). The scores reported on the two items were multiplied. High scores on this scale

indicate high levels of direct contact (o = .66).

Results

Preliminary analyses

In order to be sure that the randomization procedure was effective, preliminary analyses were
performed to compare the experimental and control groups at baseline in terms of sex, nationality,
age, prior direct contact and the dependent variables. The three groups were fairly balanced for the
variables that we considered (sex, nationality, age, prior direct contact). None of the chi-square tests
or ANOV As yielded statistically significant results (all ps > .05).

Subsequently, we tested if the three groups differed with respect to the dependent variables at
pre-test (see Table 1). The ANOV As revealed that differences between groups were statistically
significant with respect to attitudes towards immigrants, F(2, 431 = 3.02, p < .05, n* = .01, and
attitudes towards obese people, F(2, 431y = 7.03, p < .01, n? = .03. The ANCOVAs allowed us to
control for these differences between groups at pre-test.

Insert Table 1 here

Prejudice towards people with disabilities

In each ANCOVA, post-test means were included as the dependent variables and pre-test
scores as covariates. ANCOVA allowed us to control for differences between groups at pre-test,
which could be due to unequal conditions on the dependent variables pre-test, despite the efforts of
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randomization (Kenny, 1979; Rausch, Maxwell, & Kelley, 2003). We used partial eta squared (n?)
to assess the intervention’s effect size; a small effect is typically around n?= .01, a medium effect is
approximately n*>= .06, and a large effect is about n°= .14 (Cohen, 1988).

The statistical assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes in ANCOVA was tested by
including an interaction term between pre-test scores and group (experimental condition) in the
statistical model. The interaction term was found to be significant for two of our variables: attitudes
towards Roma and attitudes towards homeless people, so that these variables could not be included
in our analyses.

Descriptive statistics of the measured variables at T1 and T» are displayed in Table 2 and 3
respectively.

Insert Table 2 here
Insert Table 3 here

In line with Hypothesis 1, the ANCOV As showed statistically significant differences between
the experimental and control groups’ post-test means after controlling for pre-test scores on most of
the variables we considered, with some differences between T and Tb.

With respect to attitudes towards people with disabilities assessed after one week (T1), the
effect of the experimental condition was significant, F(2, 347y = 4.29, p = .05, n*> = .02. Participants in
the Real target condition showed more favourable attitudes (M = 5.39) than participants in the
Control one (M = 5.12) (p < .05), while no significant difference emerged between the Real and
Hypothetical target (M = 5.27) conditions (p = .17). Attitudes were not significantly different in the
Hypothetical target and Control conditions (p = .10). However, when measured two weeks after the
intervention (T2), the effect of the experimental condition was no longer significant, F(2, 326) = 2.20,
p=.11.

With respect to contact intentions assessed after one week (T1), the effect of the experimental
condition was significant, F(2, 356)= 4.17, p < .05, )? = .02. Participants in the Real target condition
showed higher contact intentions (M = 5.23) than participants in the Hypothetical target (M = 4.94)

16



(p <.05) and Control conditions (M = 4.95) (p < .05). No significant difference emerged between
the Hypothetical target and the Control conditions (p = .93). Notably, the effect of the condition was
significant also after two weeks (T2), F(2,335) = 5.19, p < .01, * = .03. Participants in the Real target
condition showed higher willingness to engage in contact with people with disabilities (M = 5.30)
than participants in the Hypothetical target (M = 4.93) (p <.05) and Control conditions (M = 4.94)
(p <.05). No significant difference emerged between the Hypothetical target and the Control
condition (p = .93).

The effect of the experimental condition on empathy assessed after one week (T1) was
significant F(2,371) = 3.99, p < .05, n* = .02. Participants in the Real target condition showed more
empathy (M = 3.59) than participants in the Hypothetical target (M = 3.43) (p <.05) and Control
ones (M =3.37) (p <.05). No significant difference emerged between the Hypothetical target and
the Control condition (p = .41). When measured two weeks after the intervention (T2), the effect of
the experimental condition was no longer significant, F(2, 341y =.59, p = .56.

Secondary transfer effect

With respect to Hypothesis 2, there was a significant effect of condition after one week (T1)
for attitudes towards immigrants, F2, 374y = 5.57, p < .01, n* = .03, and homosexuals, F2, 373) = 4.33,
p <.05,1m?=.02. After two weeks (T2), these effects were still significant (immigrants, F(2, 343) =
3.10, p < .05, n? = .02, homosexuals, F2, 344y = 6.02, p < .01, )* = .03).

At both Ty and T» participants in the Real (T1 M = 79.23; T>» M = 78.76) and Hypothetical
target (T1 M = 79.55; T» M = 78.60) conditions showed more positive attitudes towards immigrants
than participants in the Control condition (M = 73.16) (T1 p <.01; T2 p <.05). No significant
difference emerged between the Real and Hypothetical target conditions (T p = .88; T2 p = .95). As
regards attitudes towards homosexuals, at T participants in the Real target condition (M = 85.77)
reported higher scores than participants in the Control condition (M = 80.12) (p <.01). Again, no
significant difference emerged between the Real and Hypothetical target (M = 83.62) conditions (p

=.24), while the difference between the Hypothetical target and the Control condition was
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marginally significant (p = .06). At T> differences among groups changed: participants in the Real
target condition reported more favourable attitudes towards homosexual people (M = 86.94) than
participants in the Hypothetical target (M = 82.53) (p <.05) and Control conditions (M = 79.39) (p
<.01). The difference between the Hypothetical target and the Control condition was not significant
(p = .13). The effect of the condition was not significant for attitudes towards obese people either at
T1, Fo,375= .35, p=.70, or at T2, F(2,345) = .15, p = .86.

Mediational hypotheses: the role of empathy

To test our mediational hypothesis, we carried out regression analyses and used bootstrapping
procedures to compute a 95% confidence interval around the indirect effect of empathy (Preacher &
Hayes, 2004). If zero falls outside this interval, mediation can be said to occur. We did not test our
mediational hypothesis with respect to those variables, assessed either at T or T2, which were not
affected by our experimental condition, namely attitudes towards obese people (at both T and T»)
and attitudes towards people with disability at T>. Given that empathy at T, was not affected by our
experimental conditions, we excluded that it could be responsible for changes observed on our
criterion variables at T> (see Baron & Kenny, 1986). Therefore, empathy assessed at T1 was
included as the mediator in all of the analyses.

First, we tested if empathy at T1 could be responsible for changes on prejudice observed at Ty,
the experimental condition was the independent variable, attitudes and contact intentions at T1 were
(respectively) the criterion variables, and empathy at T was the mediator; as we did for the
ANCOV As, pre-test scores (on both empathy and the criterion variable) were included as
covariates.

We also tested if empathy at T could mediate the effect of the experimental conditions on
prejudice assessed at T». In these analyses the experimental condition was the independent variable,
contact intentions, attitudes towards immigrants, and attitudes towards homosexual people at T
were (respectively) the criterion variables, and empathy at T was the mediator; again, pre-test

scores were included as covariates.
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We then tested our third and fourth hypotheses (Hypothesis 3 and 4), according to which
empathy could mediate the effect of perspective-taking on prejudice. Intercorrelations among
variables are presented in Table 4.

Insert Table 4 here

Results of the bootstrapping procedure revealed a 95% confidence interval ranging from -.049
to -.006 for attitudes towards people with disabilities at T1, from -.092 to -.004 for contact
intentions at Ty and from -.099 to -.008 for contact intentions at T>, which supported our prediction
with respect to these criterion variables (see Tables 5 and 6).

Insert Table 5 here
Insert Table 6 here

Nevertheless, contrary to our hypothesis, the indirect effect of the experimental condition on
attitudes towards secondary groups, such as immigrants (Ti: -.587; .234; T»: -1.026; .009) and
homosexual people (Ti: -.399; .185; T»: -.833; .003) via empathy was not significant, because for all

of these variables zero was included in the 95% confidence interval.

Discussion

This study produced empirical evidence for the impact of an intervention that facilitated
perspective-taking with a real target on prejudice towards people with disabilities. Findings
supported our hypotheses, showing that to take the perspective of an outgroup while interacting
with an outgroup member is more effective in reducing prejudice than taking the perspective of an
outgroup without actually meeting any of its members. Perspective-taking in the presence of a real
target led to higher levels of empathy and higher contact intentions towards people with disabilities
than those reported by individuals who completed the perspective-taking task without encountering
an outgroup member or those in the control condition. In line with some previous studies (e.g.,
Mooijman & Stern, 2016; Okimoto & Wenzel, 2011), perspective-taking was found to be almost

ineffective when performed with a hypothetical target; indeed, for most of the dependent variables,
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no difference was found between participants who engaged in this task and those in the control
condition. It seems that to imagine the problems and difficulties experienced by people with
disabilities is not sufficient to view them more favourably; such an experience could be
unsuccessful if it is not made more concrete through the presence of a member of the outgroup. This
presence could motivate individuals and offer them the cognitive skills they need to take the
perspective of others (Gehlbach, 2004). Informational cues provided by the presence of the target
could have guided participants in taking the perspective of people with disabilities, to focus on this
target’s habits, experiences, and internal state (Gehlbach, 2004). Our findings showed that
perspective-taking with a hypothetical target was not sufficient to increase participants’ empathy
towards people with disabilities, which instead was enhanced when the task was performed at the
presence of a real member of that group. The presence of the real target could have been especially
important also during the discussion, through which the facilitator had the opportunity to disclose
personal information about his life. Empathy was found to mediate the relationship between the
experimental condition and attitudes towards people with disabilities immediately after the
intervention, as hypothesised. Moreover, it mediated the relationship between the experimental
condition and contact intentions both one and two weeks after the intervention.

Importantly, perspective-taking proved to be effective in reducing prejudice towards
secondary groups that were not directly mentioned during the intervention. Contrary to previous
research findings, we observed that perspective-taking, with both a real and a hypothetical target,
was sufficient to produce some STEs. Positive effects obtained on attitudes towards people with
disabilities were transferred to immigrants and homosexuals (see also Vezzali & Giovannini, 2012).
Attitudes towards immigrants were more favourable in the perspective-taking conditions than in
control, and this effect proved to be stable. After one week, attitudes towards homosexuals were
more favourable in the perspective-taking conditions than in control, but after two weeks only the

effect produced by perspective-taking with a real target was found to be durable. These findings
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suggest that perspective-taking with a hypothetical target, although almost ineffective in reducing
prejudice towards the target of the intervention, did have some positive collateral effects.

We should acknowledge that the effects of perspective taking and real contact with the target
cannot be perfectly disentangled in our design. To get a better understanding of the results, future
research should add an experimental condition in which participants are put in contact with an
outgroup member without performing the perspective taking task. Unfortunately, due to the
restrictions posed by the school context in which we conducted the study, it was not possible to
include this further condition in our design. Future research could also examine the combined
effects of perspective taking with a hypothetical target and imagined contact with an outgroup
member, in order to test if an imagined encounter could be as effective as a real contact opportunity
during perspective taking.

We should also recognize that the effect produced by our perspective-taking task was small
and, in some cases, disappeared after a two-week period. Similar findings were obtained in previous
interventions aimed at reducing prejudice among students (e.g., Aronson et al., 2016). Small effect
sizes could be due to the fact that participants already held positive attitudes towards people with
disabilities, before the intervention was implemented. Although international data suggest that
people with disabilities are one of the most stigmatized and marginalized minorities, in our sample
this seemed not to be true. With respect to the stability of the effects we observed, what proved to
be steadier was the change produced in contact intentions and attitudes towards some secondary
groups. These findings are quite reassuring if we consider that intentions are supposed to be a more
direct predictor of behaviour than attitudes (Ajzen, 1991). It is quite surprising that after two weeks
the effect of the intervention on attitudes towards people with disability, which was the effective
target of the intervention, disappeared, while attitudes towards immigrants or homosexual people,
which were not targeted by the intervention, continued being more positive. This result could be
explained taking into account pre-existing attitudes. It may be that attitudes towards people with

disabilities were stronger than those towards homosexuals and immigrants. Strong attitudes are
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more persistent over time and more resistant to change (Fazio, 1989; Krosnick & Petty, 1995). It
may be that the effects of the intervention were maintained only for the groups towards which the
attitudes of the participants were less strong and, therefore, more subject to change.

From our findings it is quite clear that empathy was responsible for the positive effect of
perspective-taking with a real target on attitudes and contact intentions towards people with
disabilities, which is in line with previous research findings (Batson et al., 1997; Shih et al., 2009;
Vescio et al., 2003). Nevertheless, it is not clear which mechanisms drove positive changes after
perspective-taking on secondary groups, as the supposed mediational role of empathy was not
confirmed in this case. Other psychological processes should be identified in order to understand
why perspective-taking enhanced attitudes towards secondary outgroups. Tausch et al. (2010)
suggested that attitude generalization and ingroup reappraisal could be responsible for STE,
providing evidence for the former, but not for the latter. Collective self-esteem could be another
mechanism explaining STE (Brylka, Jasinskaja-Lahti, & M&honen, 2016). Taking the perspective
of others and having contact with an outgroup which is generally marginalized could improve
positive attitudes towards one’s ingroup and collective self-esteem, thanks to downwards social
comparison (Festinger, 1954). Furthermore, while taking the perspective of others, we might
imagine that outgroup members have a favourable view of our group, which could enhance positive
metastereotypes, with beneficial outcomes on intergroup attitudes (e.g., Matera, Stefanile, &
Brown, 2015). Future studies could explore the role of collective self-esteem and metastereotypes in
explaining the positive effects of perspective-taking on attitudes towards the outgroup, including
secondary groups.

This study has some limitations. First, participants were randomly assigned to the various
conditions on a classroom basis. Second, we did not administer a long-term follow-up questionnaire
which could allow a better understanding of the temporal stability of perspective-taking effects.
Third, ethno-cultural differences among participants, which could affect attitudes towards people

with disabilities and secondary groups (Murdick, Shore, Gartin, & Chittooran, 2004), were not
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assessed. Moreover, we used a convenience sample of students belonging to schools which allowed
students to participate in the study, so that our findings are not generalizable to the entire
population. Finally, social desirability could have affected our findings, given that students are
educate to show favourable attitudes towards certain social categories, such as people with
disabilities. Even though we did try to control such a bias by keeping separate the intervention and
the questionnaire administration, which were conducted by different figures and in different
moments, further studies could assess attitudes through indirect measures, so that social desirability
could be controlled even better.

In spite of these limitations, the present study was the first showing that perspective-taking
with a real target can be more effective that perspective-taking with a hypothetical target in
reducing prejudice towards people with disabilities. The implementation of interventions with a real
target are not without difficulties. First of all, organizational difficulties can deem them impractical.
Furthermore, contexts characterized by high levels of conflict represent an obstacle for their
implementation. When groups are highly segregated, physically or socially, or when there is little
motivation to engage in contact, the benefits of real target intervention may not be achieved (Crisp
& Turner, 2009). However, when possible, perspective-taking in the presence of the target is highly
recommended for reducing prejudice. Interactions with a real target give the opportunity to speak,
and be heard, thus increasing perception of fairness. Moreover, if present during the intervention,
outgroup members, who often feel disempowered, objectified and voiceless (Bruneau & Saxe,
2012), may benefit from exercising their voices (Halabi, 2004). Interventions involving a real target
could thus favour a two-way exchange process which might enhance perspective-taking itself.
Future research could investigate how to make the effects of perspective-taking stronger and more
lasting. Probably, these strategies should not be realised in a single session, as we did through our
Marciapiede Didattico, but they should be implemented during multiple sessions over a longer time
frame. Future studies could test if a longer intervention, with multiple interactions, could produce

more enduring effects. Moreover, similar interventions with other outgroups could be planned and
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their efficacy could be tested. For instance, individuals could be asked to experience the daily
difficulties that an immigrant might experience because of language barriers, or the problems that
obese people have to face in moving and completing common tasks. As for the intervention we
presented here, these situations could be experienced with either a real or hypothetical member of
the target group.
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Endnotes

'The format of the intervention, planned by Adra Association, was modified and reduced in order to

manipulate perspective-taking while controlling for confounding variables.
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Table 1.

Descriptive statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) at pre-test (Ty)

Experiment Attitudes Contact Empat  Attitudes  Attitudes — Attitud  Attitud  Attitud
al towards intentio hy (Ty) towards  towards es es es
condition people  ns (Ty) immigran homosexu toward toward toward
with ts (Ty) al people S s obese s Roma
disabiliti (Toy) homele  people (To)
es (Ty) s (Ty)
people
(To)

Real target 5.36 5.27 3.53 83.01 83.41 7729  80.59  71.34

(1.15) (1.43) (.91) (21.82) (28.55) (24.25) (22.30) (27.66)
Hypothetic 5.25 5.03 3.44 77.59 83.13 71.10 7148  65.68
al target (1.01) (1.34) (.93) (23.56) (25.23)  (26.39) (23.65) (27.50)
Control 5.39 5.06 3.58 76.77 83.68 73.83 7211  67.24

(1.03) (1.34) (.86) (23.00) (22.65)  (23.67) (22.05) (27.97)
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Table 2.

Descriptive statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) at post-test (T)

Experiment Attitudes Contact Empat  Attitudes  Attitudes — Attitud — Attitud  Attitud

al towards intentio hy (T;) towards  towards es es es
condition people ns (T1) immigran homosexu toward toward toward
with ts (T1) al people s s obese s Roma
disabiliti (Ty) homele  people (T1)
es (T1) SS (T1)
people
(T1)

Real target 5.40 5.30 3.59 83.23 86.10 76.67  79.76  69.26

(1.10)  (1.47)  (99) (23.67) (2572) (25.41) (20.89) (29.84)

Hypothetic  5.25 4.93 340 7774 8321 7321 7255  67.65
al target (1.03)  (1.40)  (97) (23.07)  (2491) (22.77) (21.25) (25.60)
Control 5.13 487 341 70.97 8027  68.83 7228  60.90

(1.01)  (1.34) (85  (2632) (2527) (21.35) (21.62) (27.45)
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Table 3.

Descriptive statistics (Mean and Standard Deviation) at post-test (T>)

Experiment  Attitudes Contact Empat Attitudes  Attitudes  Attitud — Attitud  Attitud

al towards intentio hy (T2) towards  towards es es es
condition people ns (T3) immigran homosexu toward toward toward

with ts (T>) al people S s obese s Roma

disabiliti (T>) homele people  (T»)
es (Ts) ss (T>)
people
(T)

Real target 5.31 5.36 3.61 83.08 87.48 77.50  78.88  70.09

(1.17)  (1.42)  (99)  (24.93)  (23.39) (25.87) (22.50) (29.78)

Hypothetic ~ 5.13 487 353 77.17 81.95  73.67 72.56  66.09
al target (1.10)  (1.50)  (92)  (23.57)  (23.68) (22.48) (22.54) (27.24)
Control 5.12 496 352  70.83 7954  69.63 7330  62.34

(1.00)  (1.32)  (.83)  (26.95)  (26.15) (23.39) (22.61) (27.08)
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Table 4.
Correlations among variables

1. 2. 3. 4. 3. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 11. 12. 13. 14. 15. 16. 17.
1. Attitude towards people with disabilities (70) -
2.Empathy (79) 49k -
3.Contact intentions (70) QTEREE S SFHAE -
4.Attitudes towards people with disabilities (77) .76*** 50%***  55%** -
5.Empathy (77) ATHEE S J3REE S S wxE S5wxx -
6.Contact intentions (77) ATHREER SRRk JREEE - SEEEE SOk -
7.Attitudes towards people with disabilities (72)  .73%** SPH#*  SpHkk Rk §3akk  S7*wk -
8.Empathy (T2) ARk Sk Sk gk SRk 57k -
9.Contact intentions (72) ASHEE S AQRER QKKK Sk SQwAE GRFIAE pQFK*  S@FE* -
10.Attitudes towards obese people (70) QEEE QTEEER S PTEREER DQEEE 2% 19%kx 9%k 3% 19%* -
11.Attitudes towards immigrants (79) Q7FEE S Q3HAE S QRAAR DoHHE D3rEE - FPwwx D4kax QoRrx pSwkk FYkk -
12.Attitudes towards homosexual people (70) 24xH% 2% 24%xx ]T7* 07 20%*F*%  16%* 1% 19k 3%k gk -
13.Attitudes towards obese people (77) 32k DSHAk (kAR F4kk DSdkEk Bk 3SRk DOk JwckEk SDkkEk JRAk J Rk -
14.Attitudes towards immigrants (77) 20k DSEAk ek 3Dk FOREE 4oRrk PRk 33k gk DPkEE JQRRR 43%kx 4Ok -
15.Attitudes towards homosexual people (77) 20FFEF D3xE - PRk pSRkk DRk FSdkk DRk D3Rk 3Rk DOdckE Rk S5REE A3xAE SqwxE -
16.Attitudes towards obese people (72) J2%wEk D kAR D3k DRAEk [ QkkEk JQkRx PRk DSwkk 3Rk Q3kE 3k ek gSEEkk FoREEk QQRxE -
17.Attitudes towards immigrants (72) Q8FEE S DoFIE A RRR S JOREE DoRHE 4oRrxk QOFk BgAkk FRAKkE [ QRkEk J3RRR JOFRK 4oFkE RTREE ARHEE 4)NE* -
18.Attitudes towards homosexual people (72) Q25%kk - D HEk . QRaAE - DBk [ SkEk JORkk D kR Q7R QTREE S DERRE L oFRk IHRR FowEk SSkkE Bqdak gDwdkk §5%kk

#5%p < 0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05

29



Table 5.

Regression analyses: experimental condition and empathy at T predicting prejudice at T;

Experimental condition Attitudes Contact Attitudes Attitudes
towards intentions towards towards
people with T (Y) immigrants  homosexual
disabilities T (Y) people T
Ti (Y) @)
Pre-test score on the criterion variable 69 ** JTQFHE JISHE L83k
To (B
Pre-test score on the mediator To (f) -01 -20%* 1.46 2.07-
Experimental condition (/) -11* - 11* -2.80%* -2.79%*
Empathy T (5 22k S 1.42 78
Indirect effect of X on Y (CI 95%) -.049;-.006  -.092;.-004  -.587;.234  -.399;.185

#4%p < 0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05
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Table 6.

Regression analyses : experimental condition and empathy at T; predicting prejudice at T>

Experimental condition Contact Attitudes Attitudes
intentions T> towards towards
(Y) immigrants T~ homosexual
¥) people T: (Y)
Pre-test score on the criterion variable To (5) 63 HE JT5HEHE TLEEES
Pre-test score on the mediator To (5) -.02 18 1.44-
Experimental condition (/) -.13* -2.50* -3.23%%*
Empathy T1 (5 A2 3.49% 2.67*
Indirect effect of X on Y (CI 95%) -.099;-.008 -.1.03;.009 -833;.003

#4%p < 0.001 **p<0.01 *p<0.05
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