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In an attempt to extend the existing approaches to diversity management, and present a
theoretically based intervention strategy that offers ways to reduce prejudice at the workplace,
this article reviews the Personalization Model (Brewer & Miller, 1984; Ensari & Miller, 2002;
Miller, 2002) and its components (self–other comparison, self-disclosure, and empathy). We
argue that, when applied in an organizational context, personalization can improve intergroup
relations in organizations, and thereby increase effectiveness and productivity. The present
article also discusses how personalization effects can be extended to the out-group as a whole,
and proposes alternative ways to implement it in organizations. We further present ideas for
future research that can potentially explore the beneficial effects of intergroup personalized
contact at the workplace.
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IS THERE still racial, ethnic, age, and gender
discrimination in the US labor market? Reports
show that African Americans are twice as likely
to be unemployed and earn nearly 25% less
when they are employed (Council of Economic
Advisers, 1998). There is evidence that women
and minorities often enter the organization at
lower levels and hold lower level positions in
organizations than do white males (Ragins,
1995). Gender discrimination contributed to
the lack of career advancement in academic
medicine (Carr, Szalacha, Barnett, Caswell, &
Inio, 2003), and in top management and exec-
utive positions (Powell, 1999). Prejudice and
discrimination against minority people are part
of the daily life in many organizations (e.g. the

police force and health care), and negatively
influence minority workers’ performance, per-
formance evaluation, and motivation (De Vries
& Pettigrew, 1998; Heilman, Martell, & Simon,
1988; Morrison & Von Glinow, 1990). Older
workers are underrepresented in today’s work
force, partially due to employment practices
that tend to favor the recruitment and retention
of younger workers rather than older workers
(Taylor & Walker, 1997). A large percentage of
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the employees that were interviewed agreed
that stereotypes and prejudice exist in their
departments (Cox & Finley, 1995). Finally,
research showed that experiences of discrimi-
nation at work have been associated with more
negative relations with coworkers and supervi-
sors, as well as with lower levels of job satis-
faction and organizational commitment
(Murrell, Olson, & Hanson-Frieze, 1995).

Clearly, discrimination in the US labor
market is evident, and it negatively impacts
work life, creates work situations that disadvan-
tage minorities, and poses major challenges for
the future of organizations whose employees
are becoming much more diverse. Although
leaders and managers are aware of these
negative consequences for their employees and
organizations, they yet remain silent in most
cases, and do not know what to do to correct
such issues. In other cases, to proactively tackle
discrimination, organizations engage in diver-
sity management programs that are ineffective,
being short-lived and brief in duration (Pon-
terotto, 1991), and often having the potential
to produce negative outcomes (Riccucci, 1997;
Rynes & Rosen, 1995). Management and
organizational psychology literature indicates
that current diversity management initiatives
and programs lack scientific rigor, empirical
grounding, and theoretical scrutiny (Nkomo &
Cox, 1996). There is a clear lack of a theoreti-
cal-based, scientific intervention strategy that
offers ways to reduce prejudice and discrimi-
nation in organizational settings. The present
paper attempts to fill this gap by introducing
the Personalization Model into diversity man-
agement and proposing possible ways to apply
and implement this model in the workplace.
Next, we describe the Personalization Model
and its practical benefits, followed by ideas
about how to utilize it in work settings. We
conclude with directions for future research.

The Personalization Model

There are several social psychological models
and interventions aimed at reducing inter-
group conflict (see Ensari, 2002 for a review;
Hewstone, 2000). Most of these models were

derived from the contact hypothesis (Allport,
1954), which argued that positive and coopera-
tive contact between members of previously
hostile groups reduces prejudice. Allport
(1954) believed that, as part of the develop-
ment of personality, an individual must be able
to relate him or herself warmly to others in both
intimate and non-intimate contacts to achieve a
fundamental acceptance of self and others.
One of the main components of self-objectifica-
tion is humor, which implies not only the ability
to maintain positive relations with oneself and
others, but also the ability to see incongruities
connected to them (Allport, 1954). According
to Allport (1954), beneficial intergroup contact
must meet certain conditions. These include:
(a) the establishment of cooperative and goal-
oriented contact under circumstances wherein
there is equal status between members of the
two groups; and (b) the creation of situations
that allow for a personalized interaction and
the provision of support by relevant social
groups and authorities. Besides these con-
ditions, there are many different aspects of
contact that determine its consequences on atti-
tudes (Allport, 1954). For example, the quanti-
tative aspects of contact include frequency and
duration; the role aspects of contact include
both competitive and cooperative activity, as
well as superordinate-subordinate role
relations; and the social aspects include the
presence or absence of a history of conflict and
whether or not the contact is based on volun-
tary involvement (Allport, 1954). Some of these
aspects directly influence the degree to which
the positive attitudes that may evolve from
contact will be extended toward the whole out-
group. That is, as the contact involves more out-
group members of equal status over a variety of
cooperative situations, and as the social atmos-
phere surrounding the contact becomes more
supportive, individuals in contact situations will
more easily extend their positive attitudes and
perceptions to the whole out-group category.
When applied in an organizational setting,
intergroup contact is expected to reduce the
stress and performance pressures that typically
are experienced more keenly by minority
employees (Blau, 1977; Kanter, 1977), and
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provide channels for conflict resolution,
thereby avoiding the accumulation of griev-
ances, and the development of grudges
(Newcomb, 1947).

Based on the contact hypothesis, the
Personalization Model (previously called the
Decategorization Model, Brewer & Miller, 1984,
1988) suggests that contact between group
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members should be more personalized, thus
allowing the development of perceptions which
reflect the unique characteristics of out-group
members and at the same time, generate
feelings of familiarity between the members of
the groups. There are several conceptually dis-
tinguishable components of personalized inter-
action. Specifically, these are: self–other
comparison, self-disclosure, and perspective
taking, including the sympathy or empathy that
ensues from it. The following sections discuss
these components.

Self–other comparison
Social comparison is ubiquitous, automatic,
and intrinsic to social interaction. Self–other
comparison allows out-group members who are
in contact to note aspects of self and other that
are similar or dissimilar (see Figure 1) (Brewer
& Miller, 1984; Miller, 2002). That is, during
personalized interaction, information about an
out-group member is compared to self. One
notes dimensions on which another is similar or
dissimilar to self, but in addition, one differen-
tiates those who generally are more similar to
self from those generally different. This latter
process causes perceptions of group variability
to be increased. During the process of
self–other comparison, group members might
become motivated to self-disclose personal
information, as well as to step into each other’s
perspective to consider how things might look
from the other side and thereby experience
empathetic understanding (Batson et al., 1997;
Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Miller, 2002). We
discuss these latter processes next.

Self-disclosure 
Self-disclosure is another component of person-
alized interaction. It refers to the sharing of
personal, intimate information with others—
information that they would not normally know
or discover (Miller, 2002). Self-disclosure
involves risk and creates vulnerability on the
part of the person sharing the information. It
thereby promotes trust, which in turn reduces
the anxiety and discomfort implicit in inter-
group encounters (Miller, 2002; Stephan &
Stephan, 1985). Self-disclosure also promotes

familiarity and permits better processing of
individual information (Rothbart & John,
1985). Moreover, intimate information that is
shared with someone else is valued more
because it is more rarely discussed and thus less
available than non-intimate information (Petty
& Mirels, 1981; Taylor, DeSoto, & Lieb, 1979).
Consequently, because self-disclosure to an out-
group member implies interpersonal attraction
and liking, it reduces the negative bias that
characterizes attitudes toward the out-group
(e.g. Bettencourt, Brewer, Croak, & Miller,
1992; Brewer & Miller, 1984, 1988; Ensari &
Miller, 2002; Worchel, 1986).

Friendship is an important aspect of self-
disclosure (Cook, 1984; Pettigrew, 1971; Wilder,
1984). When intimate information is received
and shared, it is perceived as more rewarding
and valuable (Lynn, 1978; Petty & Mirels,
1981), and implies being trusted by the dis-
closer (Altman & Haythorn, 1965; Fitzgerald,
1963). Such personal relationships create
friendships, which lead to positive attitudes
toward the out-group encounter, and eventually
generalize to the group as a whole (Pettigrew,
1997). Students who had more out-group
friends during their college years exhibited less
out-group bias and intergroup anxiety at the
end of college (Levin, van Laar, & Sidanius,
2003). Further supporting the importance of
friendship, Ensari and Miller (2002) showed
that self-disclosure by an out-group member
induces not only feelings of shared intimacy
and trust, but also perceptions of friendliness.
As a result, the combination of these subjective
effects of intimacy, trust, and friendship
mediated reduced prejudice toward new
members of the out-group category.

In addition to direct contact with an out-
group member, indirect forms of contact can
also have beneficial effects on intergroup atti-
tudes. One type of indirect contact is a friend-
ship between a fellow in-group member and an
out-group member. In support of the import-
ance of indirect friendship, the extended
contact hypothesis argued that, ‘mere knowledge
that an in-group member (other than self) has a close
relationship with an out-group member can lead to
more positive intergroup attitudes’ (Wright, Aron,

Group Processes & Intergroup Relations 9(4)

592



McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997, p. 74).
Wright et al. (1997) argued that observing an
in-group/out-group friendship should not
evoke negative emotions such as anxiety, which
ordinarily is associated with direct intergroup
contact (Stephan & Stephan, 1989). Thus, even
though direct intergroup contact can be dimin-
ished due to intergroup anxiety and negative
stereotypes, the extended contact hypothesis
proposes a means by which widespread reduc-
tions in prejudice could occur without everyone
having to have such direct out-group friend-
ships (Wright et al., 1997).

Empathy and perspective taking
Empathy has been defined in a number of
different ways. Some definitions emphasize an
ability to cognitively understand another’s
internal state (e.g. Borke, 1971; Hogan, 1969;
Underwood & Moore, 1982). This emphasis has
been termed perspective taking. Also frequent,
however, is a definition that emphasizes affect,
such as experiencing an emotion similar to that
felt by another person (e.g. Eisenberg & Miller,
1987; Feshbach & Roe, 1968; Stotland, 1969)
or, somewhat more broadly, as having an affec-
tive response that is congruent with another’s
welfare or emotional state (e.g. Batson et al.,
1988; Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972). In this latter
view, empathy is synonymous with sympathy
(Worchel, 1986).

Although the distinction between definitions
that emphasize the cognitive versus the affec-
tive component of empathy may be important
for some research arenas, what matters for our
purposes herein is that in all definitions
empathy is a vicarious reaction that occurs from
witnessing another person’s condition or
emotional state. As such, its likelihood of occur-
rence is augmented after perceiving that
another person has been harmed. In inter-
group settings, a common characteristic is the
dominance of one group over the other (in
terms of power, status, access to desired
resources, etc.). Implicit in the noting of such
differences is the perception of relative harm or
injustice. The awareness of such disparity sets
the stage for perspective taking, which is why
many remedial efforts at prejudice reduction

include consciousness-raising elements. When
the out-group member belongs to the more dis-
advantaged category, the opportunity for
sympathy can become particularly salient. Thus,
although empathic (sympathetic) anger and
indignation is a common response after witness-
ing harm befall another in-group member
(Davis, 1994), similar sympathetic reactions can
be elicited by personalized contact with out-
group members.

Another key effect is that empathy increases
helping behavior toward others. Substantial
research in the helping literature demonstrates
robust connections between empathy and
helping (e.g. Aronfreed, 1970; Batson, 1991;
Carlson & Miller, 1987; Dovidio, Allen, &
Schroeder, 1990; Eisenberg & Miller, 1987;
Staub, 1978.) Such empathic responding is
intensified when one has a close connection
with, or identifies with, the person who has
experienced the negative harm (Cialdini,
Brown, Lewis, Luce & Neuberg, 1997) The
likelihood of such feelings of identification or
connection can be increased by self–other
comparison and by self-disclosure—two ante-
cedent components of personalization that
function to increase empathy (see Figure 1).

Conclusion
The Personalization Model has been supported
in a series of experimental studies (e.g. Betten-
court et al., 1992; Cook, 1978; Ensari & Miller,
2001, 2002, 2005; Harrington, 1988; Marcus-
Newhall, Miller, Holtz, & Brewer, 1993; Miller,
Brewer, & Edwards, 1985; Wilder, 1978). Other
support is seen in recent field studies of conflict
in Northern Ireland (Brown & Hewstone,
2005). Taken together, these studies show that
personalized contact can disconfirm the
negative stereotype of members of out-groups,
diminished in-group/out-group distinctions,
increased perceived variability among out-
group members, and thereby, reduce inter-
group conflict. In contrast, depersonalized
interaction, such as that which is more charac-
teristic of many computer-mediated communi-
cation systems, promotes intergroup
differentiation and attitude polarization
(Postmes, Spears, & Lea, 2002). When applied
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in an organizational context, personalized
contact is expected to enhance employee effec-
tiveness and interpersonal communication
among employees, reduce litigation, and create
a climate of fairness and equity. It should also
provide channels for conflict resolution, and
increase productivity on complex tasks, organiz-
ational effectiveness, and profit.

Extension of the positive effects of
personalization to the out-group as a
whole

The Personalization Model suggests that preju-
dice reduction should start by establishing
positive interpersonal relationships between
group members, while at the same time main-
taining the salience of category identity cues if
they are not manifestly salient.1 Of course, in
many important instances, such salience rou-
tinely is manifestly high, as it is, for instance,
with respect to gender differences, many
racial/ethnic differences, age cohort differ-
ences, nationally distinct language groups, etc.
A problem with the process of interpersonal
contact is that when it occurs between indi-
viduals whose category identities are not identi-
fiable, there is no reason to hope that
significant improvements in that interpersonal
relationship will lead to more extensive positive
intergroup relations. Even when it occurs
between individuals whose category identities
are manifestly salient, as evidenced for instance
by the dress code differences that characteristi-
cally distinguish management from blue collar
workers, however, Haslam (2001) has argued
that a perception of employees as individuals
violates the social reality that conflict manage-
ment strategies are designed to address. Specifi-
cally, he stated that: ‘in the case of conflict between
union and management, to suggest that negotiators
treat each other as if they were individuals . . . denies
the real clash of group-based interests that make nego-
tiation necessary in the first place’ (Haslam, 2001,
p. 188). Moreover, research on the interper-
sonal/intergroup discontinuity effect shows
that bargainers who function as representatives
of their respective groups behave even more
competitively and antagonistically than either

the groups themselves or than individual
members of the respective groups (Insko &
Schopler, 1998).

Nevertheless, in order for the positive effects
of a personalized contact with an out-group
member to be extended to the out-group as a
whole, category identities do need to remain
salient in the contact setting, and group
members must be seen as representatives of
their categories. This argument is in line with
Dovidio & Gaertner’s (1999) dual-identity model
of conflict resolution, which asserts: (a) the
salience of individual identity is necessary to
ensure that the contact creates positive atti-
tudes toward the out-group members, but at the
same time; (b) the salience of group identity is
necessary in order to associate these out-group
members with their category and thereby allow
the newly developed positive attitudes toward
them to be extended to the group as a whole.
Recently, Ensari and Miller (2001, 2005)
provided evidence supporting the idea that the
beneficial effects of personalized contact do
become extended to other members of the out-
group category. They proposed that the inter-
active effects of personalization and category
salience or typicality lead to a greater reduction
in prejudice than personalization or salience
(or typicality) alone. In a series of experiments
wherein a typical or atypical out-group confed-
erate self-disclosed either personal, or instead,
impersonal information to the participant, they
have confirmed the benefits of this approach.
In these experiments, wherein the category
identity of participants was not manifestly
obvious from their physical appearance,
category salience was experimentally induced
to be salient by having the participants wear
nametags displaying their group membership
throughout the experiment. The results consist-
ently showed that reduced prejudice toward
new out-group members was greater when
personalization co-occurred with high typicality
or high salience of group membership, by com-
parison with conditions that examined their
independent effects (Ensari & Miller, 2001,
2005).
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Conceptual differences between
personalization and decategorization
Decategorization, or decategorized responding,
refers to perceptions in which the salience of
category distinctions is low (see Figure 2).
There are at least four distinct means of
inducing decategorization of an out-group.

First, one can provide information indicating
the additional group categories to which out-
group members belong. On some of such
category dimensions, the out-group person may
hold in-group memberships that are shared
with the perceiver. Thus, such additional infor-
mation makes the target of evaluation appear
more complex, which can diminish the effects
of the original categorization (Crisp, Hewstone,

& Rubin, 2001). Research within the crossed
categorization paradigm addresses this
approach (e.g. Crisp, Ensari, Hewstone, &
Miller, 2003; Crisp & Hewstone, in press; Miller,
Kenworthy, Canales, & Stenstrom, in press;
Miller, Urban, & Vanman, 1998; Urban &
Miller, 1998).

When this first mode of decategorization
occurs at the group, as opposed to the individ-
ual, level, subgrouping may occur—a process of
‘organizing information into multiple clusters of
individuals who are similar to one another in some
way and different from other group members’
(Maurer, Park, & Rothbart, 1995, p. 813). When
perceivers recognize distinctions between
members of a certain category, they start
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creating subgroups within a larger superordi-
nate category. Subgrouping can eventually
increase the complexity of intergroup percep-
tions (i.e. perceived group variability), which is
associated with reduced prejudice (Richards &
Hewstone, 2001).

A second approach is to make a superordi-
nate category salient. Gaertner and Dovidio
(2000) have developed a very substantial body
of research that supports the efficacy of this
approach. The out-group is recategorized into
a broader in-group that includes the perceiver’s
category. Especially in times of external threat,
the various subgroups that comprise a pluralis-
tic society or a structurally differentiated
business firm might put aside sources of realis-
tic group conflict within the society or firm and
rally to jointly support their superordinate
identity, whether it be as Americans or as
members of the XYZ company. To the degree
that they do, the initial category distinction is
eroded.

A third mode of inducing decategorization
involves the presentation of additional counter-
stereotypical information about a particular
out-group as a whole (Miller, 2002). Such infor-
mation might aim to refute existing negative
stereotypes by providing new information that
dispels the substantive basis for them, or
instead, promote a more positive image of the
group by suggesting that it possess positive
attributes not ordinarily associated with the
category. Thus, decades ago the Anti-
Defamation League, an organization that
sought to diffuse and reduce anti-Semitism,
included in its remedial propaganda evidence
that there was not a disproportionate number
of Jews among bankers in the US, thereby
hoping to dispel the stereotype that Jews
exerted inordinate control of the banking
industry. Taking the other tack, African
American advocacy groups have promoted
awareness of the Tusgegee Airmen, a squadron
of African American pilots who served in the
US Air Force during World War II. In response
to such information, the perceiver might
develop a more differentiated perception of
such minority groups, but also, when the
valence of that additional information is

positive, it might in principle create a less
negative perception of that out-group. In
practice, however, this latter mode of inducing
decategorization has not been shown to be
effective in reducing bias towards out-group
members (Locksley, Borgida, Brekke, &
Hepburn, 1980; Stratton, Canales, Armas, &
Miller, 2006).

Personalization is distinct from these top-
down modes of decategorization (Brewer &
Miller, 1984). Personalization is a bottom-up
process in which the information encoded
about an out-group member during a social
interaction is not dominated by the relevant
social category, but rather, by the unique
attributes of that individual. Impression forma-
tion begins mainly with recognizing and
decoding the out-group category member, and
proceeds linearly from the individual attributes
to higher levels of comprehension. That is, per-
sonalization involves the piecemeal acquisition
and integration of information that begins ‘at
the most concrete level and stops at the lowest level of
abstraction required by the prevailing processing objec-
tives’ (Brewer, 1988, p. 6). Thus, the person will
perceive the attributes of the out-group
member, whether through self-disclosure by the
target of perception or by information provided
by a third party, and then process the new infor-
mation by engaging in self–other comparison.
Such processing may in turn elicit empathy.
Consequently, personalization is expected to
produce stronger and more impactful motiva-
tional and cognitive effects than decategoriza-
tion and individuation per se, and thereby lead
to less prejudicial judgments (Miller, 2002).

As argued, personalized interaction can not
only reduce bias against the out-group member
involved in the interaction (Berg & Wright-
Buckley, 1988; Fiske & Neuberg, 1990), but
also, its benefits can extend to other members
of the out-group, particularly when the out-
group member with whom such interaction has
occurred is perceived as representative (i.e. is
typical) of his/her social category (Brown &
Hewstone, 2005; Ensari & Miller, 2001, 2005;
Hewstone & Brown, 1986; Hewstone & Lord,
1998).

Finally, unlike the three top-down modes of
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decategorization discussed above, there is one
mode of decategorization that is more akin to
personalization in that it is a bottom-up process
that does individuate a particular out-group
member. In this mode of decategorization, an
out-group member is differentiated from the
prototype of the out-group. By providing infor-
mation which shows that individual out-group
members do not simplistically conform to their
group stereotype, a more complex perception
of that out-group is thereby induced. Presum-
ably, such heightened complexity of perceptions
of the out-group undercuts category-based
responding. Nevertheless, Brewer’s (1988) dis-
cussion sees this mode of decategorization as
also being more top-down than bottom-up,
primarily because category attributes are such a
salient feature of the processing task. In
Brewer’s analysis, categorization of the individ-
ual occurs by noting a connection between the
individual’s characteristics and the prototype of
that category that is held in memory. This
prototype is accessed from long-term memory
after having been triggered by a stimulus in the
environment (Mischel, 1979). When there is a
good fit between the target individual’s charac-
teristics and one’s own abstract ideas about
what category members are like, that individual
is then categorized into the relevant category
and seen as typical. On the other hand, when
the individual fits the prototype poorly, s/he is
characterized as atypical, and differentiated
from other category members.

As applied to members of an out-group, the
result of such thought is that, to the degree
that each individual is perceived as having
attributes other than those that perfectly
match the prototype, it induces one to begin to
perceive those out-group members as unique
individuals. Even though it is true that as a
stimulus-person is categorized into the relevant
category the activated category prototype
causes observers to selectively attend to,
encode, and retrieve schema-consistent infor-
mation (Kenney, Blascovich, & Shaver, 1994),
nevertheless, differences between the individ-
ual and the prototype are noticed. To the
degree that such individuation occurs, a de-
categorized perception has been induced and

one has assessed each person on his/her own
merits, not according to stereotypes. And as
each out-group individual is assessed, differ-
ences among them will become apparent,
thereby decategorizing that out-group.

A problem with this mode of decategoriza-
tion, however, is that the more the target indi-
viduals are shown to differ from the out-group
prototype on stereotype-defining dimensions,
the greater the likelihood that those individuals
will be subtyped as not truly belonging to the
out-group. Consequently, there will be no basis
for any positive perceptions based on the indi-
viduating information concerning the decate-
gorized individual to be extended to other
out-group members or to the out-group
category as a whole.

The application of the Personalization
Model in organizations

Unless proactive attempts are made to bring
about contact, many people in organizations
avoid it, are segregated by the organizational
structure, or have no opportunity for contact.

The absence of contact is likely to reduce the like-
lihood of future contact, strengthen the assump-
tion that the two groups have different (even
irreconcilable) beliefs, maintain intergroup anxiety,
and reinforce the boundary between groups.
(Hewstone & Greenland, 2000, p. 140) 

Although the importance of applying the Per-
sonalization Model in organizations is evident,
the question that remains for managers and
employers is how to successfully implement it.
Below, we consider alternative strategies for
implementation of the Personalization Model
at the workplace.

Education
One way to impart knowledge about and
acquaintance with out-groups is direct teaching
(Allport, 1954). Some past studies suggest that
learning about an out-group improves attitudes
and stereotypes (e.g. Gardiner, 1972). Knowl-
edge of differences and similarities between the
groups has a direct impact on prejudicial
attitudes (Stephan & Stephan, 1985). In fact,

Ensari & Miller prejudice and personalization

597



Allport and Kramer (1946) found that 71% of
400 college students who received information
consisting of ‘scientific facts about race’ were
less prejudiced than before. At the same time,
however, proponents of realistic group conflict
theory (e.g. LeVine & Campbell, 1972) note
that conflict, and ensuing bias and prejudice, is
more likely among adjacent groups because
they are in competition for the same scarce
resources. At the same time, such adjacency
and competition allows them to respectively
develop rich, well-developed characterizations
of one another. Consequently, groups often
most strongly hate those whom they know most
about (e.g. Israelis and Palestinians; the sub-
groups of the former state of Yugoslavia; the
Rwandan conflict between Tutsi and Hutu; the
oppressors and oppressed of Dacour; Greek
and Turkish Cypriots, etc.). Moreover, as noted
earlier, the presentation of positive information
about a social category often fails to effectively
reduce bias and prejudice (Locksley et al.,
1980; Stratton et al., 2006).

This suggests to us that programs designed to
present educational information per se about
out-groups, often emphasizing their unique
and distinctive customs and cultural attributes,
will function to increase the salience of group
differences. In turn, such salient distinctions
can be pointed at to justify the prejudice that
ensues from the realistic intergroup conflict
that often exists within distinct units of an
organization, such as, for instance that between
production and sales. Instead, we suggest
seminars, workshops, and lectures that educate
employees about: (a) the social psychological
bases of ethnocentrism and prejudice; and (b)
the sociological and psychological reasons why
different customs have developed in various
ethnic groups to serve the same fundamental
human needs. These educational programs can
incorporate a personalization element by using
the members of the respective groups to initiate
such discussion by drawing on material from
their own lives to emphasize the shared similar-
ities that underlie their respective differences—
thereby eliciting the benefits of self-disclosure
and empathy.

The method and format of an education

program depends on the audience, on time
restrictions, and on particular circumstances
affecting how it will be applied. In lecture
format, the content is primarily informational
and didactic, with factual outcomes and real-life
examples (Arrendondo, 1995). An interactive
format includes simulations, role playing,
guided imagery, written activities, and other
experiential exercises. In line with these argu-
ments, however, educational methods involving
more direct and personal experiences with
other groups and group members, such as
engaging in social trips or role-playing, pro-
viding an opportunity to learn about their lives,
and increasing sympathy, are likely to have a
more lasting effect (Allport, 1954; Smith,
1943).

Finally, it is important to reiterate that stand-
alone educational programs that are imple-
mented without other concurrent strategies will
have a low impact in changing employee atti-
tudes. Attitude change is a long-term process
that cannot be achieved through brief edu-
cation programs. Instead, it should be viewed as
one ongoing initiative within a larger plan for
organizational change.

Creating and developing personalized contact
at the workplace
At the core of any attempt to create a personal-
ized interaction among group members is to
provide personal, individuating information
about the out-group members. This infor-
mation can directly be shared by the out-group
employee (such as in a social setting), or
instead, be introduced by a third party (such as
a colleague). When employees learn something
about each others’ personal lives, they will have
a chance not only to discover the similarities
between them and self, but also to develop an
understanding of the differences. New infor-
mation about an out-group employee, when
presented at the individual, as opposed to the
category level, will enable them to better respect
the customs and traditions of other groups, and
to differentiate myths from realities. When per-
sonalized interaction develops among the
group members, it should reveal stereotype-
disconfirming, as well as stereotype-confirming,
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information to allow employees to break down
the monolithic perception of out-group
members. It should be noted that stereotype-
disconfirming information alters stereotypes
and reduces prejudice only if out-group
behavior is associated with its category (as we
discussed above), occurs often, and occurs in
many situations (Rothbart & John, 1985).

As mentioned, cross-group friendship is also
very powerful in reducing prejudice (Cook,
1978; Pettigrew, 1998; Wright et al., 1997).
Research found that organizations with a high
number of external friendship links among
organizational subunits are more effective in
responding to crises than most organizations
(Krackhardt & Stern, 1988). However, the effec-
tive structure does not occur naturally, but must
be designed consciously and carefully. There-
fore, the managers and leaders of organizations
should provide employees with the opportunity
to become friends, not enemies or competitors,
and to develop close interactions that make the
aspects of personalization (self–other compari-
son and self-disclosure) possible. When there
are severely limited choices to engage in inter-
personal contact at work, such as in homoge-
neous work groups, little opportunity is
available to employees for creating or
becoming involved in personalized interaction
or developing friendships. When such oppor-
tunities are available to group members, on the
other hand, they not only create a forum for
interpersonal conversations during which the
out-group employees can bring out individual-
izing information about themselves, but also,
they facilitate exchange of work information
and conflict resolution. Exclusion of an out-
group member from such opportunities is likely
not only to undercut his/her commitment and
motivation, but also his/her performance.

Importantly, as indicated, simple contact
alone is not sufficient to reduce discrimination
(Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew & Tropp, 2000) and
can sometimes be a catalyst for escalating
conflict (Hewstone & Greenland, 2000). Thus,
frequent personalized intergroup contact does
not guarantee that relationships will always be
positive and friendly. Generally, negative inter-
actions have greater impact on attitudes,

cognition, and behavior, and create more
severe reactions than do positive or neutral
events (see Labianca & Brass, 1997; Taylor, 1991
for a review). It is often difficult to avoid
negative interactions between the group
members within an organization (e.g. disliking
each other, or intention to disrupt other’s
outcomes), because of the required workflow
interactions or hierarchical supervisory
relationships (Labianca, Brass, & Gray, 1998).
Eventually, such episodes have the potential to
reverse the beneficial effects of positive inter-
personal contact, creating a more hostile work
environment (Labianca et al., 1998).

One important barrier to obtaining optimal
intergroup conditions in the workplace is the
emotional expression that occurs during per-
sonalized contact. Anxiety, fear, and irritation
often accompany intergroup contact, and can
create negative reactions (Dijker, 1987;
Gudykunst, 1993; Stephan & Stephan, 1985,
1989). Thus, communication in heterogeneous
groups is more formal, less frequent, and less
effective than in homogeneous groups (Cox,
1993). In order to reduce these negative
emotions, positive contact should continue
over time, and occur over different situations
and out-group members. Repeated exposure to
an out-group and its members leads to liking
(Zajonc, 1968), and thus makes intergroup
encounters comfortable and ‘right’ (Pettigrew,
1998). When employees experience positive
interpersonal relationships with different out-
group members in varied settings over a period
of time, they will eventually change their atti-
tudes toward them.

One way to develop personalized contact is to
create cooperative interaction among the
diverse employees at the workplace. This coop-
erative task should require collaborative efforts
and interdependence in its execution, and
provide a common goal to achieve (such as a
reward for group success) (Cook, 1984). Cross-
functional teams can serve that purpose by
bringing different work units to work on a
common task together. For instance, when col-
laborating on a team with newcomers,
employees with long tenure may provide infor-
mation about the past organizational changes,
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crisis or merger, or avenues of access to upper
levels of management, increasing upward com-
munication in the organization ( Jackson &
Joshi, 2004). Another way to create personal-
ized contact at the workplace is to arrange
meetings that are attended by employees from
different work groups. These meetings create
opportunities to understand differences and
similarities between their work roles and how
these roles contribute to the organizational
mission, and increase cross-functional com-
munication (Cox, 1993; Ensari, 2001).

Finally, both educational programs and strat-
egies for implementing the personalization
model require expertise for implementation. A
facilitator or an instructor, from inside or
outside the organization, should not only be an
expert in issues concerning prejudice, but also
be knowledgeable about organizational culture,
affirmative action, and diversity management,
and be able to use interdisciplinary approaches
that bring social psychological models into the
organization.

Organizational support
One of the important barriers that organiz-
ations should cope with is institutionalized dis-
crimination (Allport, 1954; Pettigrew, 1986).
Institutional norms structure the form and
effects of contact situations (Kinloch, 1981; Pet-
tigrew, 1998). Therefore explicit organizational
sanction and interventions at the organization
level are required in order for norms that
support intergroup acceptance to be effectively
developed, and the beneficial outcomes of
personalized contact to prevail. Of course, it is
crucial that top management provides its full
support with a budget plan that allocates funds
for the application of new initiatives. As indi-
cated, however, this needs to be preceded by an
analysis of the dysfunctional organizational
structures that work to maintain and/or
augment intergroup discord.

One way to signal organizational change is to
recruit more minority employees not only at
the low level positions, but also in the higher
echelons as well (Allport, 1954). The new
employees will eventually integrate into the
organizational culture, and be tolerated and

respected as soon as their merits as individuals
become apparent (Allport, 1954). It is the man-
agement’s responsibility to ensure that the new
employees can retain their distinctive identities
in a climate of tolerance, rather than to be
forced to assimilate into the existing culture
(Berry, 1984; Hewstone & Brown, 1986).

Directions for future research
The literature on the effects of personalization
at the workplace is very limited. No prior study
has specifically examined the Personalization
Model in an organizational setting. Laboratory
studies have tested the contact hypothesis using
work groups (Cook, 1969, 1971) and have
examined the role of friendship among
organizational subunits in crisis situations
(Krackhardt & Stern, 1988). A few field studies
have examined the relationship between inter-
personal relations and conflict in organizations
(e.g. Labianca et al., 1998; Nelson, 1989). Very
little empirical work, however, has examined
intergroup personalized contact at the level of
the entire organization. Most of these past
experiments used students who simulate
organizations, and types of management games
and activities. This gap in the literature clearly
limits our understanding of the practical
applications of the Personalization Model in
organizations.

Future research should aim to fill in this gap
by conducting laboratory experiments on the
effects of personalization on prejudice with real
and artificial work groups, and follow up with
field and longitudinal studies conducted in
organizations. Such a laboratory experiment
can follow, for example, Cook’s (1969, 1971)
experimental paradigm, which used a coopera-
tive task (a type of a management game) that
required interdependence and a common goal
with out-group team members. The key feature
of such an experiment is to impose a personal-
ization manipulation, such as self–other com-
parison, self-disclosure, and/or empathy after
having implemented a cooperative task.
Obvious extensions of such research not only
include examination of different types (self–
other comparison versus self-disclosure), but
also different levels (e.g. from knowing names to
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sharing intimate information) of personalized
contact, as well as the role of frequency of
personalization (quantitative) and the quality
of personalization on intergroup bias in
organizations.

A separate concern is that the focus of
previous social psychological experiments on
personalization and contact has exclusively
addressed the reduction of intergroup bias,
ignoring the effectiveness of the teamwork
(Brewer, 1995). Therefore, it is also important
to examine how bias and team effectiveness cor-
relate in such experiments.

Another idea for laboratory research is to
examine the effects of personalization in com-
bination with those of crossed categorizations.
As Brewer (1995) argued, categorical distinc-
tions involve organizational role distinctions
(e.g. marketing and human resources depart-
ments) as well as demographic differences
among work group members (e.g. race and
gender). When functional divisions converge
(e.g. marketing managers work with human
resource staff), the in-group/out-group distinc-
tions between these respective workgroups, as
well as the social category distinctions within
each, can create problematic implications for
their respective effectiveness (e.g. conflict,
distrust, anxiety, etc.) (Brewer, 1995). In the
laboratory, when circumstances do not arouse
anxiety about competent task performance,
such crossing of role functions with social
category distinctions can reduce bias (Marcus-
Newhall et al., 1993). When personalized inter-
action is combined with the crossing of
categories, can it reduce bias even in the face of
anxiety about task competence? Little research
addresses such issues.

Another consideration for future research is
the valence of the information disclosed during
personalized contact. Although positive infor-
mation is more common in day-to-day inter-
actions than negative information (Altman &
Taylor, 1973), past research produced conflict-
ing results with respect to the effects of negative
and positive disclosure in interpersonal
relations. Some argued that positive disclosure
elicits higher levels of intimacy than negative
disclosure (Taylor & Belgrave, 1986). Consist-

ently, it was found that negative disclosure leads
to less liking than positive disclosure, and that
negative disclosers are viewed as less competent
and more threatening than positive disclosers
(Dalto, Ajzen, & Kaplan, 1979; Lazarus &
Averill, 1972). Past research suggested that
perceivers may often come to dislike individuals
who characterize themselves using their
negative experiences and attributes (Lazowski
& Andersen, 1990). On the other hand, some
studies found that negative self-disclosure
increased liking ( Jones & Archer, 1976), and
was perceived as more intimate than positive
disclosure (Howell & Conway, 1990). Because
the communication of negative information
about the self is less common than the report-
ing of ego-enhancing events in day-to-day inter-
actions, it may seem more relevant and
informative to listeners (Altman & Taylor,
1973). One possible problem with these studies,
however, is that it was not clear if the discloser
was liked more because high intimate disclosers
elicit greater reciprocity than low intimate dis-
closers (Taylor & Belgrave, 1986), or because
the information revealed was negative. That is,
it is likely that the effect of valence was con-
founded with the level of intimacy in these past
studies. Therefore, future studies that address
the issue of valence and intimacy level will
extend our understanding of the effects of
these variables on intergroup bias.

Examination of possible mediating and mod-
erating factors of personalization is also import-
ant for future research. Reduced prejudice
toward new members of the out-group category
is mediated by perceptions of the out-group
member as typical, as friendly, and as disclosing
information that is personal and unique
(Ensari & Miller, 2002). Typicality was also
found to be a moderator such that personaliza-
tion was more beneficial under conditions of
high typicality (Ensari & Miller, 2002). That is,
when an out-group member disclosed intimate
information about herself, attitudes toward
other out-group members became more favor-
able when that out-group member was pre-
sented as a typical one. Making internal ability
attributions for the out-group member’s success
is another significant mediator (Ensari & Miller,
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2005). Additionally, past research suggested
that group identification can play an important
role as a mediator and as a moderator. Whereas
identification with a minority group mediated
the effects of perceived discrimination on self-
esteem (Schmitt, Spears, & Branscombe, 2003),
it can also serve as a moderator in different
contexts (e.g. Postmes, Spears, & Lee, 2005;
Postmes, Spears, Sakhel, & de Groot, 2001). In
sum, future research should focus on other
potential mediators, and moderators (such as
status relationship and group size) and explore
the circumstances under which the Personaliza-
tion Model can most be effective in reducing
prejudice in organizations.

As previously indicated, educational interven-
tions and programs aimed at reducing preju-
dice can increase knowledge, understanding,
and awareness through provision of general
and specific (personalized) information. Evalu-
ating their effectiveness is another direction for
future research. Although the design and
implementation of such empirical evaluation is
difficult (Rossi & Freeman, 1993), it is import-
ant to determine the long-term impact of such
interventions on knowledge, and stereotypes,
attitudes, and behavioral change.

Conclusion
This article specifically focused on the Personal-
ization Model and its benefits in reducing
prejudice in organizations. Throughout our dis-
cussion, however, we have discussed several
other approaches and interventions that
proposed ways to reduce prejudice, such as
Mutual Intergroup Differentiation (Hewstone
& Brown, 1986), Stereotype-Disconfirming
Information (Rothbart & John, 1985), Cross-
categorization (Deschamps & Doise, 1978),
and Common In-group Identity (Gaertner &
Dovidio, 1993). This array of models suggests
that there are many possibilities of creating a
more peaceful work environment. Although
each of these models offers a different approach
to intergroup conflict reduction, organizations
must realize that prejudice and discrimination
are more likely to be reduced by a gradual and
integrative involvement of each one of these
interventions, and a multilevel approach.

If we accept that there are different types of
change to achieve, and that different interventions
may realize different types of change, then our
future interventions will need to be more complex
to be more successful. (Hewstone, 2000, p. 397)

Finally, even after the Personalization Model
is applied and the prejudice is reduced at the
workplace, improvements in attitudes toward
the out-group members might be limited across
situations and individuals, inhibiting general-
ization across situations, from the out-group
individual to the out-group, and from the
immediate out-group to other out-groups
(Pettigrew, 1998). To achieve generalization,
repeated optimal personalized contact should
occur among the typical group members, and
when the category information is salient in the
environment (Ensari & Miller, 2002; Rothbart
& John, 1985; Van Oudenhoven, Groenewoud,
& Hewstone, 1996). When the potential for
extensive and repeated contact in a variety of
social contexts is available in organizations,
employees are more likely to generalize their
positive attitudes to others.

Note
1. The personalization model (Brewer & Miller,

1984) was initially presented in a book
concerned with school desegregation. At the
time, research on school desegregation was
almost entirely constrained to the study of
Black/White relations, wherein the relevant
category memberships are invariably highly
salient as a result of the uniquely distinctive
physical appearance cues of each respective
group. Because the model was presented in this
context (i.e. as one of an array of chapters
concerning Black/White relations) category
salience was never explicitly stated to be a
necessary component of the model. Instead, we
merely assumed that it would be necessarily high.
Our implicit recognition of the importance of
category salience, however, was evidenced in the
operationalizations we employed when
experimental tests of the model were based on
the construction of arbitrary groups. Routinely,
members of each artificial group (e.g. dot
overestimators and dot underestimators) were
made to wear distinctively colored sweatshirts
with the respective names of each group across
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the front (e.g. Bettencourt et al., 1992;
Harrington, 1988; Marcus-Newhall et al., 1993;
Miller et al., 1985) thereby mimicking the high
salience of category distinctiveness that typically
exists in Black/White confrontations. Thus,
category salience was assumed to be a
component of the model despite the absence of
an explicit statement to that effect.
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