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We measured how willing people are to accept contact with people from other ethnic or 

national groups over a long time period. For this we used a standardized scale developed 

by Bogardus: the social distance scale.
14

 The statements of the scale refer to how much 

members of other groups are accepted or rejected as marriage partner, neighbours, 

friends, colleagues, and so forth. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Our measurements regarded social distance between ethnic groups in The Netherlands, 

the United States, France, six former Soviet Union Republics, Russia and ten autonomous 

republics in the Russian Federation. Each time and again, it appeared that people have 

specific shared preferences for relating to people from other ethnic or national groups. 

Even more importantly, these preferences were unrelated to prejudice, because everybody 

had the same preferences either in accepting or rejecting the others. This is literally 

discrimination, which is interesting because it shows that discrimination is not related to 

prejudice because unprejudiced persons had the same preferences as prejudiced persons. 

The implication of it is that the reduction of prejudice will not reduce discrimination.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3 
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Here are our first results of the social distance measures in The Netherlands in 1984 

(Figure 3).
15

 The length of the red arrow reflects the percentage of Dutch that reject 

contact with the other groups. Two percent wants no contact with British people in The 

Netherlands, 3 percent none with Jews, ten percent none with Spanish people, thirteen 

none with South Moluccans, nineteen none with Moroccans and thirty-two no contact 

with Turks. The two Muslim groups are the most rejected. We see the same among 

adolescents in France in 1993: a declining preference for contact from Italians trough to 

Algerians (figure 4). In this case Muslims are completely rejected. Berry and Kalin in 

Canada, Hraba in the USA, and Swedish scholars in Sweden have found similar 

hierarchies.
16

 We repeated our measures in The Netherlands in 1999 in a national 

sample.
17

 The rank order is still similar to the one of 1984: Spanish people and 

Surinamese are rejected least, while Turks, Moroccans and asylum seekers are rejected 

most (Figure 5). About sixty percent of the Dutch would not accept a Moroccan, Turk, or 

asylum seeker as a marriage partner. 
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Let us now turn to the former Soviet Union. Our first measure took place in Moscow in 

1991 when the union republics became independent.
18

 We start with the preferences of 
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the Russians. Russians accept Ukrainians the most and then Jews. Kazakhs, Armenians 

and Azeri are increasingly more rejected. Again Muslims groups are rejected most 

strongly. It is as if the Russians look down upon an inclined plane, see the circle, which is 

an apt metaphor for the situation in Russia that moment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6 

 

 

 

 

 

Look now at the distances other groups want to maintain from each other. We represent 

the results in the same plane. You observe that the arrows downward are longer than and 

leave the lower part of the circle (Figure 7).  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 7 
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The preference order of the Ukrainians is the same as that of the Russians, but they, 

themselves below the Russians, enlarge the distance from Kazakhs and Armenians at the 

bottom of the hierarchy. Jews do the same towards Muslims, and Kazakhs towards 

Armenians. In other words, the lower placed groups stretch the differences in preference 

of the Russians significantly further out, forming a wider circle (dotted).   

 

Thus far we followed the arrows from the top down; we will now follow them bottom up. 

This shows us two things. Firstly, there is no solidarity between the lower placed groups 

in spite of their common rejection by the higher placed groups. In contrast, they rather 

want to avoid each other. Secondly, all the groups in the lower end of the hierarchy 

accept and want to be accepted by the groups on top of the hierarchy. The arrows from 

below upwards are all significantly shorter than those from above downwards; holes are 

appearing in the picture (Figure 8). Those holes reflect the desire of all lower placed 

groups to belong, that is to be accepted by the dominant group, or, more specifically, to 

be more accepted than they are.
19

 This desire to belong is reflected in the blue circles. 

 

 

 

Figure 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This was the rejection hierarchy in The Netherlands in 1994: least Spanish people, 

followed by Surinamese, then, more rejected, Moroccans and Turks. But these groups 

themselves have a completely different view. The group at the lowest end, the Turks, 

maintains distance from Moroccans, Surinamese and Spaniards, but wants to be as close 

 Russians

Social distance (marriage , neighbours , colleagues ) from 

Russians and non-Russians , Moscow, 1991 (Hagendoorn et 

al., 1998)

Ukrainians

Jews

Kazakhs

Armenians

Azeri



 14

as possible to the Dutch; see the blue circle (Figure 9).20 The Moroccans move towards 

the Turks, but even more towards the Dutch. And the Surinamese also reduce the distance 

from the Dutch. Again, there is a strong desire of minorities to belong, that is, to belong 

to the Dutch majority.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9 

 

The suspicion that we saw previously is therefore not justified. The rejection comes from 

the majority. This shows us something that is not adequately addressed in Social Identity 

Theory: individuals derive their self-esteem from their membership to their own groups, 

but the self-esteem of one is at the expense of the other because groups are ranked in a 

hierarchy.21 

 

The desire to belong goes towards the dominant group in society. Generally this is the 

numerical majority. See the results of a national survey we carried out in Ukraine and the 

Russian Federation in 2006.22  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10 
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In Ukraine, where the Ukrainians are the majority, the Russians are more rejected than 

the other way around, see the longer arrow (Figure 10). On the Crimea, where the 

Russians are the majority, Ukrainians are more rejected than in return. In both cases the 

desire to belong is harbored by the numerical minority. 

 

Finally, see the results for the Russian Federation, where we can compare the 

autonomous ethnic republics with the territory of Russia proper (Figure 11). In Russia, 

but outside the ethnic republics, Russians reject the other groups more than they are 

rejected in return. This is also the case in the ethnic republics where Russians are the 

majority.  

 

 

 

Figure 11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, the reverse is true in Tatarstan, with 49% Tatars against 43% Russians, see the 

green arrow. I should add that the two titular groups within the two republics where 

Russians are rejected most, are originally Muslims. Hence, the difference in size as well 

as the difference in culture may be responsible for this rejection. 
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There are four important factors contributing to rejection of other groups: general 

distrust, lack of mutual contact, negative mutual stereotypes, and, as mentioned earlier, 

proportional size. Mutual contact generally leads to more acceptance, as Allport and 

Pettigrew have shown.23 But it is logical that desired contact, hence the desire to belong, 

is reflected in actual contact. That appears as a paradox, because contact comes from both 

sides and rejection by one side means no contact. It is remarkable though that the 

minorities in Russia report to have more contact with the majority group than the 

majority reports in return; see Table 1. The figures in black reflect the mean frequency of 

contact of the minorities and these are in all cases higher than the red figures for the 

majority. The contact frequency is corrected for the likelihood of contact, because this is 

always larger for the minority than the majority. The result shows that also actual contact 

data confirms that minorities want ‘to belong’. 
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What determines the discrepancy between the desire to belong and the (lack of) actual 

acceptance by the majority? I believe that this is the consequence of the way in which 

two crucial differences between groups are interpreted: differences or shifts in numbers 

and differences in culture. 

 

In order to explain how such differences in my view are interpreted I will use the results 

of a survey we did on national stereotypes in twelve EU-countries in the 1990s. We 

measured the national stereotypes in each country of all the other nations and thus got a 

matrix of 144 stereotypes. This matrix revealed remarkable things, for example we saw 

the intergroup bias predicted by Tajfel reflected in the fact that each nationality thought 

that it was most intelligent of all, even the Belgians. It also appeared that the Dutch have 

very positive stereotypes of the Belgians, but that the Belgians did not like the Dutch at 

all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Hence Belgium is pleasant for us, but not for the Belgians when we are there. However, 

the most important result was that people from northern countries were perceived as more 

rational than those from southern countries, and that people from countries larger in size 

and population were seen as less friendly and more dominant than people from smaller 

countries. Let us call the first dimension attributed competence and the second attributed 

benevolence. 
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Why these two dimensions? Phalet and Poppe offered the following explanation. We 

evaluate ourselves and others in the light of achieving our goals. We estimate how 

competent we are to achieve these goals and evaluate others on how positive they are 

about our goals. Hence, others are primarily judged on benevolence towards us and only 

secondarily on competence. The competence of others is only useful if they do not turn 

against us in achieving our goals. The same is true for groups. We evaluate our own 

group primarily on competence, while we first evaluate the other group on the dimension 

of benevolence, on being friend or foe. Phalet and Poppe found evidence for this 

explanation in Eastern Europe.24 The combination of the two dimensions nicely 

explained the power relations between ethnic and national groups in the region. Susan 

Fiske, who considered competence and benevolence, in her terms competence and 

warmth, two fundamental and universal dimensions of inter-group evaluations, 

subsequently adopted this two-dimensional model in her studies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is not good news for minorities. It implies that the majority will always on the first 

place evaluate minorities on benevolence, in spite of all their competencies, that is in 

spite of the degree of their economic integration. It is plausible that attributed 

benevolence will be derived from cultural differences and possibly also from relative 

Susan Fiske

Psychology
Princeton

Karen Phalet
Cross-cultural
Psychology
Leuven

Edwin Poppe
ASW

Utrecht



 19

numerical size. Let us first focus on cultural differences in this process. Sniderman and I 

confronted Dutch respondents in 1999 with four types of migrants and asked them which 

ones they would accept to enter the country. The groups were different in culture, or not, 

and economically competent, or not.25 Which dimension was most important for 

accepting the migrants? The answer is: cultural difference. Least accepted were migrants 

differing in culture from the Dutch, followed by lowly educated migrants, while highly 

educated migrants were more accepted and culturally similar migrants were accepted 

most. Also respondents without any prejudice had exactly the same preferences, as can be 

seen in the red bars of figure 12. 

 

 

 

Figure 12 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Why does culture difference trigger this reaction? Cultural difference implies that one is 

confronted with a group having different standpoints and different goals. This does not 

entail that they are enemies, but they are neither immediately friends. The larger the 

difference in culture, the greater the uncertainty about their intentions and therefore the 

lower the likelihood of spontaneous feelings of trust, and finally, the stronger suspicions 

that they might threaten the status quo. For minorities this works differently. Therefore 

the deficit in acceptance is typical of the majority.26  
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What is the role numerical differences play in the attribution of benevolence? I believe 

that a larger size of the minority will enhance attributed of lack of benevolence. The 

larger the minority, the less benevolent it appears. A larger size means more power. An 

enemy larger in numbers is more dangerous than one having lower numbers. In fact, the 

threat emanating from a group might be the difference in culture multiplied by its size, 

hence the product of both. A small group that is different is not a threat, a large one, or 

one that grows in size, is. Blalock had the same idea about the effect of numbers and 

group size.27 If the model is this simple indeed, it will also make our colleague Jeroen 

Weesie happy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In sum, attributed benevolence, concluded from cultural difference determines whether a 

group provokes respect or disgust. Numerical size may determine whether a group is 

accepted or feared. Together, benevolence and size determine how strong the perceived 

threat will be. I believe that the underlying processes of stereotyping are triggered 

automatically.28 

 

To complete the picture, I have to add that a larger size of the out-group does not only 

have potential negative effects. A larger out-group increases the likelihood of becoming 

acquainted with members of the group and can lead to more mutual trust. However, this 

will only be likely if the cultural differences are not too big.29 

 

The acceptance deficit of the majority does not imply that all criticism of the way of life 

of minorities should be swallowed. But we do have to be aware that social rejection has a 

strong impact. It is likely that social rejection is experienced as physical pain, because 

rejection is processed in the same part of the brain as physical pain, as has been shown in 
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testing the social pain hypothesis.30 Pain entails feelings of suffering, but may also lead to 

resistance. This is not to say that I want to justify the holding back by some minorities 

towards other minorities and towards the majority. I am also not suggesting that 

terrorism, and the radicalization in the Islamic part of the world, have no effect on the 

alienation between some minorities and the majority. I do not suggest either that the 

majority is always wrong in maintaining distance from minorities. However, the majority 

should better realize that the presence of migrants and minorities, in the end, is also a 

compliment for the receiving society. 

 

I believe that there are only two options for reducing the deficit in acceptance among the 

majority. The first is that minorities adopt the Dutch culture; however, what exactly is the 

Dutch culture? The second is that the majority accepts the cultural differences. Chances 

for the first are slim, and the likelihood of the second is even slimmer. Is there a way out? 

Maybe not, or maybe it will disappear with the passing of time. Yet, one would hope that 

if cultures are in the end standpoints, and people gather around standpoints, people would 

also want to openly argue about these standpoints. Then one party should have to explain 

why, after all, an unholy picture of a holy Prophet can reduce the amount of His holiness, 

and the other party should explain why women always should have to show their face in 

public. There is no convincing reason to consider such questions as painful, insulting, or 

intolerant. However, I believe it to be wiser then, to agree that one standpoint is taboo, 

namely that some standpoints are taboo because they are part of the inalienable cultural 

heritage of this or that group. Because then, the arguments that count remain silent.  

 

Dear Rector and Dean, 

I was free do carry out in Utrecht the research I wanted to carry out. I know that this is 

how it should be, but yet I am grateful to you for this, or actually for the fact that you also 

believe that this is how it should be. I am proud to have been part of this university. I 

once told the previous Rector that one should not claim one’s own university as the best, 

even if people in Sjanghai have calculated it. He was not amused by this remark. But now 

that I retire I can say for the record that Utrecht is of course the best! 
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Next to research and teaching I was allowed a freedom not all have: in the Department of 

General Social Sciences, in founding my own research group and the European Research 

Center on Migration and Ethnic Relations, in designing a curriculum of University 

College and in building up the Graduate School of Social and Behavioural Sciences. I am 

also grateful for these possibilities. 

 

My research group was successively part of three research schools: AWSB, CERES and 

the ICS. It sounds like being unfaithful to the previous partners, but I can assure you that 

the circumstances are to blame – as is often the case for unfaithfulness. Nonetheless, I 

thank all these colleagues and scholars for the pleasant and friendly way in which we 

related. This is in particular true for the ICS and Werner Raub.  

 

Some things are just luck. I was lucky with my research group. We covered different 

disciplines of science and completed each other. I am especially grateful for this to 

Maykel Verkuyten, Karen Phalet, Aafke Komter en Edwin Poppe. The same is true for 

Han Entzinger, Philip Muus, Malcolm Cross en Pretty Liem in an earlier phase, and for 

Jose Pepels, Hub Linssen, Gerrit-Bartus Dielissen, Joyce Reimus, Iris Andriessen, 

Djamila Schans, Anca Minescu, Sylvie Poirier en Ellen Chan as teachers, PhD’s and 

faculty. The gratefulness extends to Jeroen Weesie, Frank van Tubergen, Wilma 

Vollebergh and Gonneke Stevens who connected to the Group through Ercomer or the 

researchmaster MERM. It is a compliment for the group that Marcel Coenders, Marcel 

Lubbers, Jochem Thijs, Willem Huijnk, Ali Yildiz, Fenella Fleischman, Mieke 

Maliepaard, Maike Gieling, and Martijn Hogerbrugge recently joined and enlarged it. 

 

 

 

 

 

Ercomer is a network of researchers, but also of friends – and this is I believe the best 

way to work together. I like to mention the scholars in this network: Henk Dekker in 

Leiden, Justus Veenman and Han Entzinger in Rotterdam, Peer Scheepers in Nijmegen, 

European Research Centre on Migration 

and Ethnic Relations
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Philip Muus in Malmö, Sergey Tumanov and Alexander Gasparisvili in Moscow, György 

Csepeli and Antal Örkény in Budapest, Karina Korostelina in Simferopol, Pierangelo Peri 

in Trento and Paul Sniderman and Thom Piazza in Stanford. 

 

Developing the Graduate School was one of the most interesting and satisfying 

endeavours of my academic career, also due to the joint efforts with Antoinette Bolt and 

the Board of Studies, that is, with Wim Meeus, Werner Raub, Wilmar Schaufeli, Denise 

de Ridder, Peter van der Heijden, Gellof Kanselaar, Paul Kirchner and Maykel 

Verkuyten. I thank the Board of the Faculty of Social Sciences, Jan Rispens, Willem 

Koops and Wim Dirksen, for the assignment to develop the Graduate School and thank 

Henk van Rinsum for his support. I wish Theo Wubbels all the best with the continuation 

of the School.  

 

Last but not least I thank my ‘home base’: the department of General Social Sciences and 

the Faculty of Social Sciences. I want to thank all with whom I cooperated in ASW, in 

Sociology and in the Faculty of Social Sciences and tell them that I appreciated it. I 

would really like to mention and thank everybody personally but that is not possible now. 

It was good and it is a pleasure to look back on it.  
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