
Chib & Shi

17

Intercultural Communication Studies XXVII: 2 (2018)

Structured Imaginings: Social Media as a Tool to 
Reduce Intergroup Prejudice

Arul Chib

Nanyang Technological University, Singapore

Jingyuan Shi

Hong Kong Baptist University, Hong Kong S.A.R., China

Abstract: Based on intergroup contact theory, we conducted a social media campaign 
to improve the relationship between Chinese sojourners and Singaporeans. We found 
that perceived discrimination fully mediated the effects of face-to-face contact as 
well as imagined contact on intergroup prejudice. An investigation of joint effects 
showed that, for the campaign audience, online contact campaign, instead of face-
to-face contact, significantly reduced their perceived discrimination, which in turn 
reduced intergroup prejudice. We discuss explanations for the impact of social media 
on intergroup relationships and implications of targeted social media campaigns in the 
context of a growing crisis in global immigration.
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1.  Introduction

The cultural adaptation and integration of migrants in recipient host countries have mainly 
focused on migrants’ acculturation strategies (Berry, 1997) and the cross-cultural model (Kim, 
1978). We focus this research paper on the rising prejudice amongst migrants, an attitude 
usually studied amongst the host population. Specifically, we examine People’s Republic 
of China (PRC) sojourners in Singapore. Church (1982) defines sojourners as international 
migrants who are “relatively short-term visitors to new cultures where permanent settlement is 
not their purpose” (p 540), usually for the purpose of education and employment (International 
Association for Migration, 2015). These sojourners nonetheless influence the sociocultural 
fabric of host countries (Ratha, Mohapatra, & Scheja, 2011), and intercultural discord becomes 
a concern. Isolated incidents involving Chinese mainlanders, including a financial investor 
involved in a fatal Ferrari accident and a student referring to Singaporeans as ‘dogs’, has led to 
rising anti-Chinese sentiment (Jacobs, 2012). There is wider discontentment associated with the 
increased competition for jobs, economic resources, and infrastructure (Eng & Mathew, 2016).

Singapore is often regarded as a country with a predominantly Chinese culture (Tsang, 
2001), with ethnic Chinese comprising three quarters of the population (Department of 
Statistics Singapore, 2017). Singaporean culture is nonetheless different from Chinese 
culture in essential aspects of daily life. English proficiency and Western education have 
been legitimized and rewarded (Chong, 2005), and multiculturalism adopted as an organizing 
concept for governance (Huat, 2003). These unique elements of Singaporean culture coupled 
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with apparent similarities with Chinese culture has caused PRC sojourners to experience 
confusion and frustration, leading to a challenging adjustment process to their host society 
(Tsang, 2001). Beyond usual sources of migration stress, such as homesickness, loneliness, 
and economic challenges (Chib, Wilkin, & Mei Hua, 2013), these outgroups engage in reactive 
ethnicity, or reverse stereotyping of locals (Jiang, et al., 2016). Such challenges faced during 
the cultural adaptation period influences their interactions, relationships, and perceptions of the 
host society. PRC students and academics have reported feeling isolated, while simultaneously 
being perceived as arrogant by Singaporeans (Fang, 2012). 

Communication has however been a significant factor in promoting intercultural dialogue 
and for improving intergroup relationships. The positive influence of mass media on attitude 
and bias towards the out-group have been well documented (e.g., Schiappa, Greeg, & Hewes, 
2005; Weisbuch, Pauker, & Ambady, 2009). Information and communication technologies 
(ICTs) are another effective means to ameliorate intergroup relationships (Hoter, Shonfeld, & 
Ganayem, 2009). An emergent area of research is the effect of online and social media on inter-
group relations (Schuter, 2012). Given this context, we investigate the role of Weibo, a Chinese 
social networking application.

We conducted two studies. In the first, we use intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954) 
to resolve the role of perceived discrimination as a mediator of the relationship between face-
to-face contact and prejudice. In the second study, we use imagined intergroup contact theory 
(Crisp & Turner, 2009) to replicate the investigation of perceived discrimination as a mediator, 
as proposed by contact theory, under the condition that face-to-face contact and social media 
contact occur simultaneously. 

Several popular international social networking sites, such as Facebook and Twitter, have 
been blocked in China. Consequently, a number of Chinese social networking sites have been 
launched and flourished, such as Youku (youku.com), and the Renren Network (renren.com) 
(Shi & Chen, 2014). Weibo, considered China’s equivalent of Twitter, has become one of the 
most popular social networking sites, also witnessing widespread adoption in the overseas 
Chinese diaspora globally. Weibo had around 212 million monthly active users and 93 million 
average daily active users in June 2015 (CIW Team, 2015). It is reasonable to assume that 
Weibo could be a plausible platform for Mandarin-speaking Singaporeans to interact online 
with PRC sojourners. Thus, we designed, implemented, and evaluated a social media campaign 
on Weibo to reduce PRC sojourners’ intergroup prejudice toward Singaporeans.

2.  Literature Review

Intergroup contact theory (Allport, 1954) has a long history, proposing that under the right 
conditions, social contact can improve relations between different groups, including the 
reduction of prejudice. First applied to racial and ethnic groups, the theory was later extended to 
various group interactions. While reviews for the theory found general support (Harrington & 
Miller, 1992) for the influence on prejudice reduction, later investigations revealed inconsistent 
conclusions about intergroup relations (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000), and generalizability of 
individual effects to the group level (Forbes, 1997). In an effort to resolve this inconsistency in 
the literature, Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) meta-analyzed 713 independent samples from 515 
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studies finding general support for Allport’s (1954) theory	 .
However, additional analyses found that the contact prejudice relationship was weaker for 

minority groups than for majority groups (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005), while acknowledging 
the smaller sample pool available for minority status groups. Scholars (Kanas, Scheepers, 
& Sterken, 2015; MacInnis & Page-Gould, 2015) reiterate that the perspectives of minority 
groups have been under-represented in the contact literature. In response to a call for future 
research to identify more involved mediators and moderators, perceived discrimination has 
been suggested as a possible factor in intergroup contact theory (Tropp & Pettigrew, 2005). 
This study contributes to the literature by firstly focusing on migrants as a minority group, and 
secondly, investigating perceived discrimination by the minority group as a possible mediator 
between contact and intergroup prejudice. 

2.1.  Study 1: Face to Face Contact

Discrimination pertains to “intentional acts that draw unfair or injurious distinctions, that are 
based solely on ethnic or racial basis” (Jackson, Kendrick, & Daria, 1998, p.110), although 
this concept has since been extended to other variables such as gender, age, etc. In daily life, 
however, these unfair acts may sometimes be expressed in subtle and elusive attitudes or 
behaviors (Noh, Besier, Kaspar, Hou, & Rummens, 1999), rather than in a blatant form. As a 
result, “perceived discrimination”, referring to one’s subjective perception of unfair treatments 
(Jackson et al., 1998), has been widely employed in research about immigrants (Jasinskaja-
Lahti, Liebkind, Jaakkola, & Reuter, 2006).    

Generally, discrimination produces undesirable outcomes, being significantly negatively 
associated with individuals’ physical (e.g., Ryan, Gee, & Laflamme, 2006) and mental 
health (e.g., Essed, 1991; Noh et al., 1999). Besides these negative impacts on individuals’ 
themselves, perceived discrimination is likely to significantly negatively affect racial minority 
groups’ attitudes toward the majority group (Alexander, Brewer, & Livingston, 2005). 
Perceived discrimination moderated the positive effect of contact on intergroup relations for 
racial minority’s attitudes toward the majority, not vice versa (Tropp, 2007). This study claims 
to extend prior work in predicting perceived discrimination as a moderator, yet the literature 
associated with the claim is scant. Subsequent studies on inter-racial contact focus on perceived 
discrimination, dropping prejudice entirely as a dependent variable (e.g., Dixon et al., 2010; 
Tropp, Hawi, Van Laar & Levin, 2012). 

The first study reverts to prejudice as a variable of interest in measuring the impact of 
contact. We agree with Pettigrew (1998) that the processes by which contact affects behavior 
change need greater specification, further arguing for the role of perceived discrimination as a 
mediator of the relationship between contact and prejudice. Given the inconclusive theoretical 
and empirical evidence so far, we believe that perceived discrimination may mediate the effect 
of face-to-face contact on PRC sojourners’ intergroup prejudice toward Singaporeans (See 
Figure 1), finding articulation in the Hypothesis 1 (H1): 

H1: Perceived discrimination will mediate the relationship between face-to-face 
contact and intergroup prejudice.
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Figure 1. Perceived Discrimination Mediates the Effect of Face-to-Face Contact on 
Intergroup Prejudice (for H1 in Study 1 and H3 in Study 2).

2.2.  Study 2: Online Contact via Social Media

The design and evaluation of mass media interventions in improving intergroup relationships 
have relied extensively on the foundation of extended intergroup contact theory. The original 
intergroup contact theory has been qualified on the basis of opportunities for direct contact 
(Crisp, Stathi, Turner, & Husnu, 2008), with extension of the theory finding that indirect 
contact may improve intergroup relationship as well (Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & 
Ropp, 1997). The extended contact hypothesis proposes that learning that someone from the 
in-group has positive interactions with out-group members also results in positive attitudes and 
less prejudice towards the out-group. 

Based on extended contact theory, Crisp and Turner (2009) went a step further and 
proposed imagined intergroup contact theory as “the mental simulation of social interaction 
with a member or members of an out-group category” (p. 234). This set of scholars (Crisp et 
al., 2008) argued that simulation of contact (without the need for direct contact) would lead to 
positive evaluations of out-groups, in turn resulting in successful interactions with out-group 
members. The positive impacts have been documented in experimental designs, with imagined 
contact leading to greater positive perceptions toward other ethnic or national groups and a 
reduction in intergroup bias (Husnu & Crisp, 2010; Stathi & Crisp, 2008). 

There is growing body of work that indicates prejudice reduction might occur because 
of online contact (Hasler & Amichai-Hamburger, 2013). Kim and Wojcieszak (2017) study 
online comment postings to find that direct online contact with an outgroup member improved 
attitudes towards undocumented immigrants. With the advent of social media, however, gaps in 
communication scholarship exist about their impact on acculturation processes for immigrants 
(Croucher, Sommier, & Rahmani, 2015). Intercultural scholars (Mollov & Schwartz, 2010) 
have advanced a preliminary framework for intercultural dialog, yet only focus on email. Others 
investigate international students’ social media use for adaptation purposes (Lee, Kim, Lee, 
& Kim, 2012; Sandel, 2014), finding greater online communication with co-ethnic networks 
in home and host countries – isolation of the effect of intercultural dialog is required. We 
believe that, given their widespread diffusion, the effect of online contact via social media on 
intercultural prejudice reduction is worth exploring. 

In this study, we focus on sojourners, in the case of Singapore, who are typically young adult 
migrants, beyond the student samples represented in much of the research. We are interested 
in studying the effects of social media on populations such as young adults, for whom social 
media have become an essential part of daily life (boyd & Ellison, 2007). 83% of young adult 
Internet users use social networking websites, while comprising the largest group of users of 
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Facebook and Twitter (Duggan & Brenner, 2013). 
There is a growing body of evidence about the influence of social media use, with a 

recent meta-review finding a positive impact on social capital, civic engagement, and political 
participation (Skoric, Zhu, Goh, & Pang, 2015). However, the role of social media on prejudice 
within the context of immigration remains a research gap. PRC sojourners are active users of 
social media forums; the question is whether such communication activities influence attitudes 
of intergroup prejudice. To test the hypotheses, we conducted a social media campaign on 
Weibo, the most popular Chinese social networking site. Since PRC sojourners felt isolated 
from the host society (Fang, 2012; Tsang, 2001), this campaign provided them mediated 
opportunities to engage in imagined contact with Singaporeans. We therefore expect social 
media contact to produce similar mediation effects for this population of young adult PRC 
sojourners (See Figure 2). Therefore, we state the Hypothesis 2 (H2) as follows:

H2: Perceived discrimination will mediate the relationship between imagined contact 
via social media and intergroup prejudice.

However, the advent of social media has not been entirely at the expense of direct 
contact. Therefore, with direct contact behavior continuing, as argued previously, perceived 
discrimination would mediate the effect of face-to-face contact on PRC sojourners’ intergroup 
prejudice toward Singaporeans. In the second study, we replicate the first hypothesis, as stated 
in the following second hypothesis: 

H3: Perceived discrimination will mediate the relationship between direct contact and 
intergroup prejudice.

Figure 2. Perceived Discrimination Mediates the Effect of Face-to-Face Contact on 
Intergroup Prejudice (for H2 in Study 2: Social Media Campaign Audience).

It is reasonable to expect that PRC sojourners living in Singapore who have mediated 
contact via social media with locals should also have some face-to-face contact in their 
daily life. For these highly-networked sojourners, we argue that contact would likely occur 
simultaneously in face to face (direct) and social media (mediated) situations. Thus we aimed to 
test the joint effects of these two, direct and mediated, conditions. We thus speculate about the 
relationship between imagined contact as a result of simultaneous social media and face-to-face 
contact. We are further curious about the effects of mixed contact on perceived discrimination 
and intergroup prejudice (see the hypothetical model in Figure 3). Thus, our research questions 
(RQs) are proposed as follows:
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RQ1: Which of direct contact and imagined contact via social media more strongly 
affects prejudice via perceived discrimination?
RQ2: What is the relationship between direct contact and imagined contact via social 
media?

Figure 3. The Hypothetical Model of Combined Effects of Imagined Contact and Face-to-Face 
Contact on Their Intergroup Prejudice for the Weibo Campaign Audience (for Study 2).

3.  Method

3.1.  The Weibo Campaign

The 5 week-long Weibo campaign was designed to allow formation of online friendships 
(Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006) and ultimately to create a virtual community. The campaign team, 
four native Singaporean undergraduate students, created a Weibo account “Singapore Jokes”, 
which was launched to resemble real-world setting. Prior to launch, the campaign team visited 
several tertiary private institutions and universities in Singapore to advertise to the target 
audience. Media coverage and word-of-mouth also helped attract 1,274 people campaign 
followers. All content posted by the campaign Weibo account was in Mandarin. The posted 
content focused on Singaporean culture, including Singaporean customs, food, shopping, and 
lifestyle hangouts. The intent was to provide direct online contact to sojourners via social media 
to interact with Singaporeans.

The research paper is based on two studies. The first study, focused on direct contact, was 
conducted amongst respondents who were not exposed to the Weibo social media campaign. 
The campaign in Study 2 was conducted amongst respondents exposed to the Weibo social 
media campaign. Study 2 was evaluated by assessing the model fits of the hypothesized model 
of the campaign follower group, especially the effects of interactions with the Weibo account 
on intergroup prejudice. 

3.2.  Data Collection

We recruited participants for Study 1 and Study 2 at the same time period via snowball 
sampling. For Study 1, we recruited respondents by requesting PRC sojourners via E-mail 
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to forward an online questionnaire link to their PRC social network in Singapore. For Study 
2, Weibo campaign followers were sent a hyperlink invitation for research participation. The 
Weibo campaign was conducted in a naturalistic setting with participation open to the public, 
as defined by Weibo account holders. Participants for Study 1 exposed due to contamination to 
our Weibo campaign were removed from the data analysis. Participants indicated their consent 
prior to filling an online questionnaire. Respondents received 5 Singaporean dollars (~4 US$) 
as an incentive. Identities were kept anonymous throughout the data gathering and analysis.

3.2.1.  Respondents

Study 1. This group includes PRC sojourners in Singapore who were not exposed to the 
Weibo campaign in the test period. This group (n = 182) included 66 males (36.3%) and 80 
females (44.0%), while 36 did not report their gender. The largest age group was 21-25 years 
old (n = 99, 54.4%). Besides, forty-one participants in this group were 16-20 years old (22.5%), 
five persons were 26-30 years old (2.7%), and only one person was older than 30 (0.5%). 
Thirty-six respondents did not report their age. 

Study 2. This respondent group includes PRC sojourners in Singapore who followed the 
Weibo campaign during the test period. This group (n = 149) had 65 males (43.6%) and 67 
females (45%), while 17 persons did not report their gender. The largest age group here also 
was 21-25 years old (n = 84, 56.4%). For the other age groups, thirty-five persons were 16-20 
years old (23.5%), eight persons were 26-30 years old (5.4%), and five persons were older than 
30 (3.4%). Seventeen persons did not report their age. 

Chi-square tests revealed a lack of statistical differences between the direct contact (study 
1) and the mediated contact group (study 2) in terms of gender (χ2 = 0.31, df = 1, p = .58) or 
age (χ2 = 8.67, df = 4, p = .07). All the participants resided in Singapore while participating in 
the study and had stayed in Singapore for more than one year. Further questions on Singapore 
citizenship and permanent resident status were included as exclusion criteria to ensure all 
respondents were sojourners with short term immigration status.

3.3.  Measures

All study variables were continuous and used a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree and 
5 = strongly agree).

Face-to-Face Contact. Six items, adapted from Islam and Hewston (1993), measured 
face-to-face contact with Singaporeans. For example, I have face-to-face interactions with 
Singaporeans very often (more than twice a week) and I make an effort to interact with 
Singaporeans. Cronbach’s alpha was .81 for Study 1 sample and .88 for Study 2 sample. 

Perceived Discrimination. The four item scale was adapted from Berry (2006, 2010) and 
Noh et al. (1999). Item examples: I think that Singaporeans have behaved in an unfair or negative 
way towards me because of my Chinese background, I do not feel accepted by Singaporeans, I 
feel Singaporeans have something against me, and I feel accepted by Singaporeans in Singapore 
(inverted). Cronbach’s alpha was .78 for Study 1 sample and .84 for Study 2 sample.

Intergroup Prejudice toward Singaporeans. Five items were used to measure this 
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variable, which were adapted from Pettigrew, Wagner, and Christ (2010). For example, 
Singaporeans only look after their own interests and Singaporeans are arrogant. Cronbach’s 
alpha was .87 for Study 1 sample and .89 for Study 2 sample.

Imagined Contact. This four-item measure, adapted from Gibson and Classen (2010), 
applied only to Study 2 respondents. The example items included I could imagine being 
friends with Singaporeans, I could imagine taking on a job in Singapore, I could imagine 
being in a gathering made up mainly of Singaporeans, and I could imagine myself marrying a 
Singaporean. The Cronbach’s alpha was .80.

Weibo Campaign Intensity. This scale contained five items adapted from Steinfield, 
Ellison, and Lampe (2008)’s Facebook intensity scale, and was only applied to Study 2 
respondents. Example items included The Singapore Jokes Weibo account is a part of my 
everyday activity, I would be sorry if the Singapore Jokes Weibo account shuts down, and I 
feel I am part of the Singapore Jokes Weibo community. This variable had a Cronbach’s alpha 
of .81.

3.4   Analytical Measures

The mediation effect in both study 1 and 2 was tested using bootstrapping method. The overall 
model fit for the proposed mixed model in study 2 was evaluated utilizing the chi-square value 
in structural equation modeling. While chi-square is a popular fit statistic, it has a number of 
severe limitations in its use (Hooper, Coughlan, & Mullen, 2008). Because chi-square value 
is sensitive to sample size (Bentler & Bonnet, 1980; Kenny & McCoach, 2003), relative chi-
square (χ2/df) has been recommended to minimize the impact of sample size on the model 
(Wheaton, Muthen, Alwin, & Summers, 1997). We therefore employed Tabachnik and Fidell 
(2007)’s acceptable threshold of relative chi-square value, which is equal to or smaller than two. 
In terms of other model fit indices, we used Wen, Hau and Marsh (2004)’s model evaluation 
criteria, which are “better and more appropriate” (p. 194) than Hu and Bentler (1999)’s criteria. 
According to Wen et al. (2004), TLI ≥ 0.9, CFI ≥ 0.9, and RMSEA ≤ 0.08 are cutoff criteria for 
goodness of fit indices. 

3.5  Measurement Models 

Confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were performed using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-
2011) to assess the measurement models for mixed model group in study 2. The CFA results 
revealed an acceptable fit: χ2(n = 149) = 367.28, df = 239, p < .001, χ2/df = 1.54, RMSEA = 
0.060, CFI = 0.923, and TLI = 0.911. All factor loadings in this measurement model were 
significant and ranged from 0.48 to 0.97. 

4.  Evaluation Results

4.1.  Study 1: Face to Face Contact – Perceived Discrimination – Intergroup Prejudice 
	

We tested the mediation effect by bootstrapping the indirect effects of face-to-face contact 
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(FFC) on intergroup prejudice (IP) through perceived discrimination (PD), using the SPSS 
indirect macro by Preacher and Hayes (2008). The bootstrap estimates were based on 5,000 
bootstrap samples. The results showed that FFC was a significant predictor of PD, b = -0.49, 
SE = .072, p < .001, and that PD was a significant predictor of IP, b = 0.53, SE = .073, p < 
.001. These results support the mediational hypothesis (see Figure 4). FFC was no longer a 
significant predictor of IP after controlling for the mediator, PD, b = -0.15, SE = .078, p = 
.06, consistent with full mediation. The predictors accounted for approximately 33.3% of the 
variance in IP (R2 = .333). As shown in Table 1, all the 95% CIs for this mediating effect are 
below zero, suggesting that the indirect effect is significantly different from zero. Specifically, 
increasing FFC would be related to lower levels of PD, which in turn would be related to lower 
levels of IP. The data was consistent with H1. 

Figure 4. Testing the Mediation Effect of Face-to-Face Contact on Intergroup 
Prejudice through Perceived Discrimination  (for Study 1).

4.2.  Study 2: Imagined Contact – Perceived Discrimination – Intergroup Prejudice 	

We tested the mediation effect by bootstrapping the indirect effects of imagined contact (IC) 
on intergroup prejudice (IP) through perceived discrimination (PD), using the SPSS indirect 
macro by Preacher and Hayes (2008). The bootstrap estimates were based on 5,000 bootstrap 
samples. The results showed that IC was a significant predictor of PD, b = -0.35, SE = .075, 
p < .001, and that PD was a significant predictor of IP, b = 0.68, SE = .080, p < .001. These 
results support the mediational hypothesis. IC was no longer a significant predictor of IP after 
controlling for the mediator, PD, b = -0.14, SE = .078, p = .08, consistent with full mediation. 
The predictors accounted for approximately 40.6% of the variance in IP (R2 = .406). As 
shown in Table 1, all the 95% CIs for this mediating effect are below zero, suggesting that 
the indirect effect is significantly different from zero. Specifically, increasing IC would be 
related to lower levels of PD, which in turn would be related to lower levels of IP. The data 
was consistent with H2.
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Table 1. Mediation Effects of Perceived Discrimination on Intergroup Prejudice.

Indirect Effect
Bootstrapping
Percentile 95% CI BC 95% CI BCa 95% CI

Estimate S.E. Lower Upper Lower Upper Lower Upper
Study 1
Face to Face Contact -.262 .069 -.410 -.143 -.421 -.149 -.421 -.149
Study 2
Face to Face Contact -.128 .076 -.307 -.012 -.309 -.012 -.230 -.006
Imagined Contact -.237 .075 -.392 -.100 -.406 -.110 -.403 -.109
Note: BC, bias corrected; BCa, bias corrected and accelerated; 5,000 bootstrap samples. 

4.3  Study 2: Face to Face Contact – Perceived Discrimination – Intergroup Prejudice 	

We tested the mediation effect using bootstrapping. Specifically, we bootstrapped the 
indirect effects of face-to-face contact (FFC) on intergroup prejudice (IP) through perceived 
discrimination (PD), using the SPSS indirect macro by Preacher and Hayes (2008). The 
bootstrap estimates were based on 5,000 bootstrap samples. The results showed that FFC was a 
significant predictor of PD, b = -0.18, SE = .076, p = .02, and that PD was a significant predictor 
of IP, b = 0.72, SE = .076, p < .001. These results support the mediational hypothesis. FFC was 
no longer a significant predictor of IP after controlling for the mediator, PD, b = -0.06, SE = 
.072, p = .42, consistent with full mediation. And, the predictors accounted for approximately 
39.5% of the variance in IP (R2 = .395). As shown in Table 1, all the 95% CIs for this mediating 
effect are below zero, suggesting that the indirect effect is significantly different from zero. 
Specifically, increasing FFC would be related to lower levels of PD, which in turn would be 
related to lower levels of IP. The data was consistent with H3.

4.4.  Study 2: The Combined Model of Direct and Mediated Effects

Structural equation modeling, using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2011), was employed 
to test the model for the participants in the social media campaign. The statistical results 
demonstrated that the hypothesized model is acceptable (χ2 (n = 149) = 368.55, df = 244, p < 
.001, χ2/df = 1.51, RMSEA = 0.059, CFI = 0.925, and TLI = 0.915. The path from face-to-face 
contact to perceived discrimination was not significant. The rest of the paths in the model were 
significant (see Figure 5). 

The results indicated that the social media campaign positively affected PRC sojourners’ 
imagined contact with Singaporeans. The socially-mediated imagined contact reduced 
intergroup prejudice through the mediation of perceived discrimination. In terms of face-to-
face contact, the results showed that, for the campaign audience, their face-to-face contact had 
no significant impact on their perceived discrimination. Thus, compared to the face-to-fact 
contact, the imagined contact yielded a stronger effect on the campaign audience’ prejudice via 
their perceived discrimination (RQ1). Meanwhile, the socially-mediated imagined contact was 
positively associated with face-to-face contact (RQ2).
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Figure 5. The SEM Results of the Hypothetical Model of Combined Effects of Online 
Contact and Face-to-Face Contact on Intergroup Prejudice (for Study 2).

5.  Discussion

This research effort investigated the role of Weibo in facilitating imagined contact and reducing 
sojourners’ intergroup prejudice toward Singaporeans. The information gained from the study 
is valuable for policymakers as well as intercultural scholars interested in social media. From 
a theoretical perspective, perceived discrimination was demonstrated as the mediator for both 
intergroup contact theory, imagined contact theory, and recent literature on online contact. 
Imagined contact via social media makes sojourners to perceive less discrimination from 
the host society, which in turn significantly reduces their intergroup prejudice towards host 
nationals. Previous studies found that the out-group under hostile conditions would perceive 
threat and become more conscious of their distinctiveness (Rumbaut, 2008; Schwartz, Unger, 
Zamboanga, & Szapocznik, 2010). We find that imagined contact via social media may 
supplement face-to-face contact to ameliorate this hostile environment.  

Previous research found that although imagined contact positively impacted intergroup 
relationships, it still was not as effective as actual contact (e.g., Paolini, Hewstone, & Cairns, 
2007; Turner, Hewstone, Voci, Paolini, & Christ, 2007). In contrast, we found that imagined 
contact mediated by social media supplemented sojourner’s face-to-face encounters to 
significantly affect their perceived discrimination and intergroup prejudice. We argue that 
exploring face-to-face only versus imagined contact only is not representative of reality. It is 
likely that people will simultaneously experience face-to-face and social media inter-cultural 
contact. When PRC sojourners had opportunities to engage in both actual and (structured) 
imagined contact with Singaporeans, the latter was more effective in improving intergroup 
relationships. 

One possible explanation for this phenomenon is because the campaign audience constituted 
young people who pay a lot of attention to social media, immersing themselves in networked 
environments (Chen & Yang, 2015; Park, Kee, & Valenzuela, 2009). This population segment 
might consider virtual interactions as important as actual offline contact, or even overweight 
social media interactions over face-to-face contact. Another explanation might be the role of 
computer-mediated contact in the current research. Previous research on imagined contact 
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often directly asked participants to imagine interactions with out-group members (e.g., Husnu 
& Crisp, 2010; Stathi & Crisp, 2008). In this study, however, the participants’ imagined contact 
with out-group members was stimulated through ICTs. In other words, the PRC sojourners 
engaged in computer-mediated contact with out-group members (i.e., Singaporeans), providing 
them adequate clues, scenarios, or knowledge by design rather than leaving it up to their 
imaginations.  

Theoretical reasons for why social media use might improve intergroup relationships include 
two critical communication variables, self-disclosure (Pettigrew, 1998) and communication 
accommodation (Walther, 1996). Because social cues are reduced in the context of computer-
mediated communication, individuals may have hyper-personal interactions involving a 
high level of self-disclosure, thereby building positive or intimate relationships more easily 
(Joinson, 2001; Walther, 1996) than in face-to-face discussions. In terms of communication 
accommodation, individuals have more time to optimize their self-presentation and adjust 
their communication style to suit others in computer-mediated communication (Walther 
1996; 2007). It seems that individuals may have a higher level of both self-disclosure and 
communication accommodation when they interact with out-group members online than 
in face-to-face interactions. That is probably why, for the followers of the campaign Weibo 
account, the imagined contact stimulated by social media interactions was more effective than 
face-to-face contact in reducing PRC sojourners’ intergroup prejudice toward Singaporeans. 
We note, however, following Tropp (2007), that the effect may be stronger for the minority 
out-group than the majority in-group.

In the context of intercultural research, similar research found that computer mediated 
contact increases mutual understanding and improves intergroup relationship. For example, 
Arab and Jewish students in volatile situations in Israel who attended an Internet-based course 
reported interest in learning about out-groups’ cultures and religions (Hoter et al., 2009). In 
conflict-ridden Ireland, online systems to link schools across political borders helped build 
friendships with out-group students (Austin et al., 2003), with teachers more willing to increase 
mutual understanding between groups (Austin & Anderson, 2008).

A second argument concerning the nature of interaction over social media suggests that 
defined objectives for, and control over, the interaction are important criteria. A previous 
related study investigated the effects of general mediated (phone and online contact) on PRC 
sojourners stereotyping towards Singaporeans, but the effect was not significant (Jiang et al., 
2016). There might be two reasons for the different results between such general mediated 
contact and the controlled environment in our campaign. First, the social media contact was 
more interactive than other mediated contact, thus creating more vivid environments for 
intergroup communication. The resultant reduction in intergroup prejudice may not have been 
entirely due to the social media contact per se, but simultaneously influenced by the structured 
nature of the social media campaign conducted. 

Scholars, such as Amichai-Hamburger (2008) advocate that structured and supervised 
intergroup online contact was more successful in improving intergroup relationships. Pettigrew 
and Tropp’s (2006, p. 766) meta-analysis also found that the participants who “experienced 
carefully structured contact situations” reached a remarkably higher mean effect size in 
reducing prejudice than others. The Weibo campaign in our research provided a social media 
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platform where two groups could have supervised interactions on a specific topic. Given the 
vibrancy and diversity of social media use, we call for further investigations into the differences 
in effects caused by targeted structured social media environments versus organic and agentic 
interactions on social media by groups.

From a policy perspective, both direct and indirect contact help PRC sojourners develop a 
positive relationship with Singaporeans. Besides relying on direct face-to-face communication, 
employing social media campaigns might be a more efficient way to reach young sojourners. 
Moreover, the positive effects of imagined contact do not limit to racial groups only (Turner, 
Crisp, & Lambert, 2007), therefore, social media campaigns might be a powerful tool in reducing 
intergroup prejudice between other social groups as well. In the absence of a comparative 
research design, we caution against overly controlled environments, as these might gain little 
traction in the dynamic world of social media. This recommendation may be applied to other 
countries experiencing a rapid influx of sojourners, certainly those with Chinese immigrants. 

We caution against indiscriminate application beyond the specific circumstances of the study. 
The focus on PRC sojourners in majority-Chinese Singapore offers a complex investigation 
into racial and ethnic boundaries that are sometimes blurred, seen in other societies as well 
(for example, see Thornton, Taylor, and Chatters’, 2012, investigation of African American 
and Black Caribbean perception of other groups). Ramasubramanian and Oliver (2007) offer 
model minority stereotypes and modern racist beliefs to explain the differential prejudicial 
effects found towards African-Americans and Asian-Indians post exposure to news stories. 
Whether the study results pertaining to PRC sojourners translate to other immigrant groups in 
Singapore, for example, low-income blue-collar South Asians, is debatable and a matter for 
further investigation.

It is in the interests of caution that we therefore acknowledge limitations regarding sampling 
and generalizability in this study. First, cross-sectional data lead us to be cautious about making 
strong causal inferences. We are confident, however, that the mixed-effects model indicates 
the effectiveness of the social media campaign over direct contact to some extent. Second, 
we acknowledge that there could be a self-selection bias in the sample. Since the Ministry of 
Manpower and Immigration and Checkpoints Authority in Singapore does not disaggregate 
data on the basis of ethnicities of sojourners, it was hard to design a rigorous sampling frame. 
Third, due to the need to replicate the simultaneous face to face and social media setting, the 
Weibo campaign was designed as a quasi-experiment. The naturalistic setting meant that we 
could not control extraneous factors, such as mass media or journalistic content, from reaching 
our respondents. Fourth, the participants in this study were young and well-educated PRC 
sojourners in Singapore, constituting just a single segment of sojourners, themselves a segment 
of immigrants. Therefore, we recommend further examination for other types of sojourner, for 
example migrant workers, as well as long-term immigrants.

6.  Conclusion

By examining the role of social media in reducing intergroup prejudice, this study adds to the 
considerable body of knowledge on improving intergroup relationship between sojourners and 
host nationals. The uniqueness of the study is that we examined the effects of face-to-face 
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contact versus the effects of face-to-face plus social media contact on intergroup prejudice. 
The results from this study indicate that a structured and supervised social media campaign 
could be a powerful tool in reducing young sojourners’ perceived discrimination and intergroup 
prejudice towards the host society. We believe that such solutions that aim at improved 
communication and integration are far more sustainable in the globalized world of today than 
prevalent protectionist attitudes.
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Figure 1. Weibo Social Media Platform
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Figure 2. Singlish Phrases about Eating and Leaving Work
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Appendix 2

Online Survey Questionnaire (Mandarin)

1.	 您有在新浪微博關注【新加坡笑話】帳戶嗎？

[   ] 是	
[   ] 否 

如果您的答案是“是”，請回答以下的題目。
如果您的答案是“否”，謝謝您的時間！

2.	 您現在是否住在新加坡？

[   ] 是	
[   ] 否 

如果您的答案是“是”，請回答以下的題目。
如果您的答案是“否”，謝謝您的時間！

以下的問題是關于你前五周在微博上的活動。請選擇最适合的答案。

3.	 【新加坡笑話】微博上的內容是否有引起您的注意？請估計。

[   ]	 无
[   ]  一次 
[   ]	 不多  (2-5)
[   ]  一些 (6-10)
[   ]	 很多 (多過10)

4.	 您是否有轉發【新加坡笑話】的微博？ 請估計次數。

[   ]	 无
[   ]  一次 
[   ]	 不多  (2-5)
[   ]  一些 (6-10)
[   ]	 很多 (多過10)

5.	 您是否評論過【新加坡笑話】的微博？ 請估計次數。

[   ]	 无
[   ]  一次 
[   ]	 不多  (2-5)
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[   ]  一些 (6-10)
[   ]	 很多 (多過10)

6.	 你是否有用手机游覽微博帳戶【新加坡笑話】的內容？

[   ] 是	
[   ] 否
請選擇最适合的答案。

非常不同意 不同意 中立 同意 非常同意

7.  【新加坡笑話】已融入我日常生活的一部分。
8.   我會驕傲的告訴別人我關注【新加坡笑話】的微博。
9.   如果我一陣子沒關注【新加坡笑話】，我會感到很生疏。
10. 我感覺我是【新加坡笑話】群組的一份子。
11. 【新加坡笑話】提供的內容很有趣。
12. 【新加坡笑話】內容提供我在新加坡日常生活里對我有帮助的貼士。
13. 若【新加坡笑話】帳戶不再更新內容，我會感到失望可惜。
14. 我去新加坡人常去的公共場所飲食。
15. 我去新加坡人常去的地方逛街。
16. 我与新加坡人的互動非常愉悅。
17. 我不主動与新加坡人互動。
18. 新加坡人曾經為我提供過帮助。（例：為我開着電梯門，把遺失的東西還給我，等）
19. 在与新加坡人互動時，我視他們与我平等。
20. 我會有意地与新加坡人互動。
21. 我与新加坡人的互動沒有意義。
22. 我認為新加坡人因為我是中国人而對我作出不公平的對待。
23. 我認為新加坡人不接受我。
24. 我認為新加坡人對我存有偏见。
25. 我曾經因為中国人的身份而被人取笑／侮辱。
26. 我認為新加坡人接受我。
27. 我曾經因為中国人的身份而受到威脅／攻擊。
28. 我并沒有因為是外国人而受到不公平的對待。
29. 新加坡人對于近年涌進新加坡的中国移民感到不愉快。
30. 新加坡人在中国移民的環境里覺得不安全。
31. 雖然有大量的中国移民在新加坡，新加坡人還是能擁有穩當的工作。
32. 新加坡人在中国移民帶來的經濟增長中獲益。
33. 新加坡人的薪水不會因為中国移民的存在而受影响。
34. 我可以想像自己身在一个大多數是新加坡人的聚會。
35. 我可以想像与新加坡人做朋友.
36. 有新加坡人在的地方，我覺得舒服。
37. 我能想像自己長住在新加坡。
38. 我能想像在新加坡工作。
39. 我能想像自己与新加坡人結婚。
40. 新加坡人只顧及自己的利益。
41. 新加坡人盲目地追求金錢。
42. 新加坡人很高傲。
43. 新加坡人的文化習俗很奇怪。
44. 新加坡人很无趣。
45. 我覺得新加坡人的語言和口音很奇怪。
46. 新加坡人工作不努力。
47. 新加坡人沒有能力拿到高學歷（比如，博士學位）。
48. 我常常与新加坡人面對面互動。（每星期多過3次）
49. 我常常与新加坡人在网上互動。（ 每星期多過3次）
50. 我常常通過手机（例：電話，短訊）与新加坡人互動。（ 每星期多過3次）
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个人信息

您的年齡： 
您的性別？男	 女

您的教育程度？
	 [  ]	 沒上過學学
	 [  ]	 小學未完成
	 [  ]	 小學
	 [  ]	 中學/高中未完成
	 [  ]	 中學/高中
	 [  ]	 職高/大專未完成
	 [  ]	 職高/大專
	 [  ]	 大學本科未完成
	 [  ]	 大學本科
	 [  ]	 研究生
	 [  ]	 不知道

		

Online Survey Questionnaire (English)

The following are some questions regarding your activity on Weibo during the last five weeks.

1. Did you follow the Weibo account “Singapore Jokes (新加坡笑話)”?

	 [   ]	 Yes	
	 [   ]	 No 

If “yes,” please answering the following questions.
If “no,” you are not eligible to take part in this study. Thank you very much for your time.

2. Do you presently reside in Singapore? 

	 [   ]	 Yes	
	 [   ]	 No 

If “yes,” please answering the following questions.
If no, you are not eligible to take part in this study. Thank you very much for your time.

3. In the last five weeks, how many times did you pay attention to or read content from the 
Weibo account “Singapore Jokes (新加坡笑話)”? Please estimate.

	 [   ]    	 None	
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	 [   ]	 One
	 [   ]	 A few (2-5)	
	 [   ]	 Some (6-10)
	 [   ]	 Many (More than 10)
	
4. How many times did you retweet the content from the Weibo account “Singapore Jokes (新
加坡笑話)”? Please estimate.

	 [   ]     	 None	
	 [   ]	 One
	 [   ]	 A few (2-5)	
	 [   ]	 Some (6-10)
	 [   ]	 Many (More than 10)	

5. How many times did you comment on the tweets of the Weibo account “Singapore Jokes
(新加坡笑話)”? Please estimate.

	 [   ]     	 None	
	 [   ]	 One
	 [   ]	 A few (2-5)	
	 [   ]	 Some (6-10)
	 [   ]	 Many (More than 10)

6. Did you visit the Weibo account “Singapore Jokes (新加坡笑話)” using your mobile phone?

	 [   ]    	 Yes	
	 [   ]	 No

For the following sets of questions, please indicate the answers that apply best to you.

Five point scale Strongly 
disagree

Somewhat 
disagree

Neutral Somewhat 
agree

Strongly 
agree

7. The “Singapore Jokes” Weibo account is part of my everyday activity.
8. I am proud to tell people I am following the “Singapore Jokes” Weibo account.
9. I feel out of touch when I have not logged on to the “Singapore Jokes” account for a while.
10. I feel I am part of the “Singapore Jokes” Weibo community.
11. The content on the “Singapore Jokes” Weibo account was interesting.
12. The content of the “Singapore Jokes” Weibo account provided me with useful tips for my daily 
life in Singapore.
13. I would be sorry if the “Singapore Jokes” Weibo account shuts down.
14. I eat in the public places where Singaporeans eat
15. I shop at the public places where Singaporeans shop



42

Chib & ShiIntercultural Communication Studies XXVII: 2 (2018)

16. In general, my interactions with Singaporeans have been very pleasant
17. I do not take the initiative to interact with Singaporeans
18. Singaporeans have helped me on a personal level  
(E.g. held the lift open for me, return something that I dropped, etc.) 
19. I see Singaporeans as equals in my interaction with them
20. I make an effort to interact with Singaporeans
21. My interactions with Singaporeans are not meaningful
22. I think that Singaporeans have behaved in an unfair or negative way towards me because of my 
Chinese background
23. I don’t feel accepted by Singaporeans
24. I feel Singaporeans have something against me
25. I have been teased or insulted because of my Chinese background
26. I feel accepted by Singaporeans in Singapore
27. I have been threatened or attacked because of my Chinese background
28. I have never been treated unfairly because I am a foreigner
29. Singaporeans are pleased about the influx of Chinese immigrants in Singapore
30. Singaporeans feel unsafe around Chinese immigrants
31. Singaporeans have secure jobs despite the influx of Chinese immigrants
32. Singaporeans benefit from the increased economic activity brought about by Chinese immigrants
33. The salaries of Singaporeans will not be affected by presence of Chinese immigrants
34. I could imagine being in a gathering made up mainly of Singaporeans

35. I could imagine being friends with Singaporeans
36. I feel comfortable around Singaporeans
37. I could imagine staying in Singapore for the long term
38. I could imagine taking on a job in Singapore
39. I could imagine myself marrying a Singaporean
40. Singaporeans only look after their own interests
41. Singaporeans are obsessed with money
42. Singaporeans are arrogant
43. I find Singaporean customs and cultures very strange
44. Singaporeans are a bunch of boring people
45. The way Singaporeans speak is strange to me
46. Singaporeans are not hardworking
47. Singaporeans are not intellectually able to achieve major educational qualifications (eg. PhD)
48. I often interact with Singaporeans face-to-face (more than 3 times a week).
49. I often interact with Singaporeans online (more than 3 times a week).
50. I often interact with Singaporeans via phone (e.g., calls, instant messages) (more than 3 times a 
week).
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Demographics

How old are you this year? _______ years

What is your gender?

	 [  ]	 Male
	 [  ]	 Female

What is your highest level of education?

	 [  ]	 No schooling
	 [  ]	 Some grade/primary school
	 [  ]	 Completed grade/primary school
	 [  ]	 Some high/secondary school
	 [  ]	 Completed high/secondary school
	 [  ]	 Some technical, community college
	 [  ]	 Completed technical, community college
	 [  ]	 Some university
	 [  ]	 Completed university
	 [  ]	 Post-graduate degree
	 [  ]	 Don’t know

		


