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I N TRODUC TION

Multiculturalism is a defining characteristic of contempo-
rary societies (UNHCR, 2022). In the developmental period 
of adolescence, young people have more opportunities to 
interact with peers and adults with different cultural back-
grounds, and these experiences can shape their future at-
titudes toward diversity (e.g., Crocetti et  al.,  2021; Wölfer 
et  al.,  2016). While positive intergroup interactions foster 
social relationships and promote inclusion, negative inter-
actions will likely hamper them (Tropp et  al.,  2022). The 
question is whether the roots of adolescents' quality of in-
tergroup interactions can be traced to their family of origin 
or whether, on the contrary, it is adolescents who mainly 
influence their parents. Both adolescents and their parents 
come into contact with people of different ethnicities in 
everyday life contexts (e.g., school, leisure time, and work). 
For instance, adolescents from the majority group can meet 
and interact with their peers with a migrant background in 
the classroom or when they practice sports. Similarly, their 

parents can have intergroup interactions in their work en-
vironments and during activities practiced in their leisure 
time. Building on these premises, this study aims to under-
stand how the quality of intergroup contact is transmitted 
within the family and how this transmission occurs in dif-
ferent life contexts.

Intergroup contact as a way to foster social 
inclusion

Intergroup contact refers to interactions with people of an 
ethnic group other than one's own. Allport's (1954) seminal 
hypothesis suggests that intergroup contact is one of the keys 
to making societies more inclusive by fostering positive at-
titudes toward the outgroup and reducing prejudice. This 
happens when certain conditions are met: the two groups 
have the same social status, they cooperate to achieve a com-
mon goal, the contact is intimate, and authorities support 
it. Recent theoretical developments have emphasized that 
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these conditions are facilitative for intergroup contact, al-
beit not all necessary (for a meta-analysis, see Pettigrew & 
Tropp, 2006).

Furthermore, theoretical advances in intergroup con-
tact research have emphasized the importance of consid-
ering not only the frequency (i.e., quantity) of intergroup 
contact but also the necessity to differentiate the quality of 
interactions (Hayward et al., 2017). Intergroup contact can 
have either positive (e.g., warm and respectful interactions) 
or negative (e.g., unfriendly and intimidating interactions) 
valence. Some demographic characteristics (i.e., age and 
sex) may influence the quality of these interactions. First, 
from a developmental point of view, in early adolescence, 
intergroup contact is more meaningful and positive, while 
in middle and late adolescence, it tends to be less stable and 
more negative (Wölfer et al., 2016). Second, females usually 
reported more positive and less negative contact (Bagci & 
Gungor, 2019; Karataş, Eckstein, et al., 2023b). Importantly, 
positive intergroup contact, which is generally more fre-
quent than negative one (e.g., Hayward et  al.,  2017), can 
reduce negative attitudes toward the outgroup (e.g., Barni 
et  al.,  2020; Lutterbach & Beelman,  2023), whereas nega-
tive contact interactions are associated with higher levels of 
prejudice (e.g., Kotzur & Wagner, 2021; Schäfer et al., 2021). 
Therefore, it is of utmost importance to study how to foster 
frequent positive intergroup contact.

Intergroup contact within the family context: 
The intergenerational transmission process

Since parents are one of the main agents of socialization, 
they can make their children more respectful of diversity 
through their example (Bagci & Gungor, 2019). Reciprocal 
influences happening within families can be understood 
through the lens of intergenerational transmission pro-
cesses. Intergenerational transmission is a dynamic process 
leading to cultural continuity between generations across 
complex interactions among multiple aspects such as values, 
attitudes, norms, and behaviors (Meeus, 2016; Schönpflug & 
Bilz, 2009).

The family represents the first micro-system in which 
child development occurs (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). 
It provides a privileged environment for learning values, at-
titudes, and behaviors (e.g., Knafo & Assor, 2007) and rep-
resents the primary socialization context. Consistent studies 
have shown that parents can act as role models for their ad-
olescent children (Bandura,  1977), promoting parent–ado-
lescent congruence in values, ideology, and behaviors (e.g., 
Goodman & Dyer,  2020; Perales et  al.,  2021). Fathers and 
mothers can exert different influences on their adolescent 
children. Indeed, adolescents are much more exposed to the 
example of mothers because they generally spend more time 
with them. At the same time, fathers can be more authoritar-
ian and, consequently, children tend to conform more easily 
to their attitudes (Perales et al., 2021). Furthermore, regard-
ing the parent–child transmission of issues related to ethnic 

and cultural diversity, Allport  (1954) already supposed a 
direct transfer from parental words, emotions, and ideas to 
children's attitudes.

If, undoubtedly, parents have a profound impact on their 
children, family transmission processes are not unidirec-
tional (from parents to children), but more likely they are 
reciprocal (between parents and children) or might even be 
reversed (from children to parents) (e.g., Barni et al., 2013; 
Kuczynski & Parkin, 2007). Schönpflug and Bilz (2009), in 
their Filter Model, pointed out that family transmission is 
a negotiation process regulated by the interactive contri-
bution of parents and children. In this same line, transac-
tional models of development (Sameroff, 2009) suggest that 
children can influence their parents, especially starting in 
adolescence, when the parent–child relationship becomes 
progressively more symmetrical (De Goede et al., 2009) and 
adolescents' persuasive strategies, cognitive skills, and criti-
cal thinking become more sophisticated.

Children can influence parents' values through various 
mechanisms (for a review, see Knafo & Galansky,  2008). 
For instance, this includes the active influence of children 
in encouraging changes in their parents' values, reciprocal 
influences between parents and children, or even counter-
influences where parental values shift in a direction oppo-
site to their children's values. All the emerging literature on 
reverse socialization, mainly focused on environmental and 
technology literacy, is consistent in showing the active role 
of children in the transmission processes and their ability 
to unilaterally (through direct requests, explicit persuasive 
attempts, etc.) or bilaterally (through reasoning, negotiation, 
etc.) influence their parents (Singh et al., 2020).

Parent–child interaction and intra-household infor-
mation sharing seem to be the most important channels 
through which children's knowledge, attitudes, and behav-
ior positively affect those of adults (e.g., Liu et  al., 2022). 
Adolescents' agency in their interactions with parents is par-
ticularly pronounced in the case of ‘hot’ social issues, such as 
immigration, which are likely to give rise to more frequent 
and heated debates in families (Miklikowska, 2016). In this 
regard, Miklikowska (2016) showed that prejudice and toler-
ance toward immigrants mainly develop as a result of recip-
rocal influences between parents and adolescents.

Although some longitudinal evidence of children's in-
fluences and bidirectional effects has been documented, 
empirical results are still limited and inconclusive. Studies 
investigating the transmission of ideologies concerning peo-
ple with migrant backgrounds (for a review, see Degner & 
Dalege, 2013) and ethnic prejudice (for a review, see Zagrean 
et al., 2022) are still predominantly cross-sectional. Thus, on 
the one hand, only a few studies have employed a longitudinal 
research design to investigate the association between inter-
group attitudes of adolescents and their parents (e.g., Hello 
et al.,  2004; Miklikowska, 2016, 2017). On the other hand, 
these studies typically neglect the potential influence of chil-
dren in support of a greater focus on the parent-to-children 
process (e.g., Gniewosz & Noack, 2015; Jugert et  al.,  2016). 
Moreover, to the best of our knowledge, no studies directly 
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tackled whether intergroup contact is transmitted within the 
family environment and how this process operates.

Intergroup contact in contexts

Adolescents and their parents can have diverse intergroup 
contact interactions in their life contexts. Distinguishing 
different but interdependent ecological contexts is essential 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Sameroff, 2009) because adolescents' 
development occurs through mutual influences between 
oneself and the different settings in which they are embedded 
(e.g., family, school, and leisure time) and the primary agents 
of socialization within these contexts (e.g., parents, teachers, 
and peers). In addition, these contexts are differentiated by 
features that make them more or less structured. On the one 
hand, structured contexts, such as school for adolescents or 
work for parents, are contexts in which there are limited pos-
sibilities to choose the people with whom one enters into a 
relationship. On the other hand, leisure contexts (e.g., sports 
and groups of friends) are considered unstructured contexts 
in which choosing people with whom one comes into contact 
is simpler. In these different contexts, adolescents (Karataş, 
Eckstein, et al., 2023a) and adults (Schmid et al., 2017) can 
have multiple intergroup contact interactions, but how they 
are potentially interrelated is still unknown.

Furthermore, these micro-contexts are embedded in 
the broader cultural macro-context that can shape how the 
transmission process unfolds. Specifically, the current study 
was conducted in Italy, a nation that rapidly changed from 
a country of emigration into one of immigration in the late 
1980s (Ceccon et al., 2023). The ethnic composition of the 
immigrant population within the country comprises dif-
ferent nationalities, with Romania (23%), Albania (8%), 
Morocco (8%), China (6%), and Ukraine (4%) being the pri-
mary countries of migration (ISTAT,  2023). Consequently, 
immigrant communities in Italy differ significantly from 
well-established ethnic minorities, such as marginalized 
groups in the United States (e.g., African Americans). In this 
sense, the term ‘ethnic minorities’ refers to individuals who 
are either born abroad (e.g., first-generation migrants or ref-
ugees) or have at least one parent born abroad (i.e., second-
generation migrants). In addition, the Italian school system 
distinguishes itself from other European countries through 
its universalist and inclusive approach, prioritizing inte-
grating migrant children into regular classes and provid-
ing Italian language classes within school hours (European 
Commission/EACEA/Eurydice,  2019). Among students 
with migrant backgrounds enrolled in Italian schools, 65.3% 
of them are concentrated in the Northern part of Italy, spe-
cifically in the Emilia-Romagna region where the present 
study took place (Ministero della Pubblica Istruzione, 2022). 
Interestingly, this pattern can be observed within second-
ary high schools, where 13.5% of students belong to ethnic 
minority groups, a significant increase compared to the na-
tional average of 8%. Consequently, the Emilia-Romagna 
region is the most ethnically and culturally diverse in 

Italy. This increasing diversity improves opportunities 
for intergroup contact (Allport,  1954), especially in voca-
tional schools where there are more students with migrant 
backgrounds than in academic-oriented schools (Karataş, 
Eckstein, et al., 2023b).

TH E PR E SE N T ST U DY

While extensive research has highlighted the unidirection-
ality of the transmission process (from parents to adoles-
cents), less attention has been paid to the bidirectionality of 
the transmission (between parents and adolescents) regard-
ing intergroup relationships, such as intergroup contact. On 
the one hand, mothers and fathers, via cultural transmis-
sion, might influence the intergroup contact quality of their 
adolescent child. On the other hand, adolescents from the 
majority group, being placed in multicultural contexts, can 
influence intergroup interactions with their parents. Thus, 
in line with the literature reviewed above, the current study 
aimed to investigate how the quality of intergroup contact is 
transmitted within the family context by examining the lon-
gitudinal reciprocal associations between adolescents' and 
their parents' positive and negative intergroup contact in dif-
ferent life contexts. Specifically, it is expected that intergroup 
interactions mothers and fathers have at work (structured 
setting) and during leisure time (unstructured setting) were 
bidirectionally associated with intergroup contact at school 
and during their adolescent children's leisure contexts over 
time. These associations were tackled by controlling for ado-
lescents' age, sex, and school track because these factors were 
found to be related to adolescents' intergroup contact (e.g., 
Bagci & Gungor, 2019; Karataş, Eckstein, et al., 2023a, 2023b; 
Karataş, Rubini, et al., 2023; Wölfer et al., 2016).

M ETHOD

Participants

Participants for this study were drawn from the ongoing 
longitudinal project ‘IDENTITIES: Managing Identities in 
Diverse Societies: A Developmental Intergroup Perspective 
with Adolescents’. For the present study, 702 Italian ado-
lescents (Mage = 15.61, SDage = 1.11, 48.58% girls) and their 
parents (615 mothers, Mage = 48.45, SDage = 4.34; 487 fathers, 
Mage = 51.22, SDage = 4.92) were involved. Adolescents re-
ported the country of birth of both parents (information that 
the parents themselves also reported). For the purpose of the 
study, only adolescents from Italian families (i.e., in which 
both parents were born in Italy) were included, as the focus 
was on youth from the majority group.

Adolescents were attending the first (48.29%) and third 
(51.71%) year of several high schools located in the North-East 
part of Italy (i.e., Emilia-Romagna region). Specifically, stu-
dents were enrolled either in academic-oriented (i.e., lyceum; 
47.29%), technical (25.21%), vocational (12.39%), or mixed 
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(15.10%) tracks. Most adolescents reported their parents were 
married or cohabiting (83.64%), while 14.49% reported their 
parents were separated or divorced, and the remaining (1.87%) 
reported other family conditions (e.g., single-parent house-
holds). Most adolescents (79.54%) had at least one sibling, while 
the remaining (20.46%) were only children. Regarding parents' 
educational level, adolescents reported that the majority of 
their mothers (49.13%) and fathers (47.61%) had a medium edu-
cational level (i.e., high school diploma). Among mothers, most 
of the remaining (38.12%) had a high (i.e., university degree 
or higher), and only a few (12.75%) had a low (i.e., up to mid-
dle school diploma) educational level. Similarly, the remain-
ing fathers had a high (27.06%) or a low (25.33%) educational 
level. Regarding parents' employment, most mothers (87.21%) 
and fathers (96.55%) reported having a job. Among mothers, 
the remaining were unemployed (3%) or housewives (9.62%), 
and only a few (0.17%) were retired. Similarly, the remaining 
fathers were retired (2.73%), and only a few were unemployed 
(0.43%) or househusbands (0.29%).

Adolescents and their parents participated in two assess-
ments with a 1-year interval between them (i.e., January/
February 2022 and January/February 2023). All adolescents, 
84.47% of their mothers, and 65.95% of the fathers partici-
pated at T1; 74.79% of adolescents, 61.11% of mothers, and 
42.74% of fathers participated at T2. Little's (1988) Missing 
Completely at Random (MCAR) test yielded a normed χ2 
(χ2/df = 11,349/11127) of 1.02, indicating that data were likely 
missing completely at random. Detailed attrition and miss-
ingness analyses are available in the Supplemental Materials 
section (see Tables S1a–d). Therefore, the total sample of 702 
adolescents, 615 mothers, and 487 fathers was included in 
the analyses, and missing data were handled with the Full 
Information Maximum Likelihood (FIML) procedure avail-
able in Mplus (Kelloway, 2015).

Procedure

This longitudinal research was approved by the Ethics 
Committee of the Alma Mater Studiorum University of 
Bologna (Italy). The project involves a diverse sample of 
adolescents from several high schools in the North-East 
part of Italy. Schools were selected through a stratified (by 
track and level of urbanization) randomized method, and 
principals were approached to present the project. Upon 
their approval, the study was presented to students and their 
parents, who received detailed oral and written information. 
Active consent was obtained from adolescents of age, while 
their underage peers provided their assent to participate 
in the project and active consent from their parents before 
participation. Participation in the study was voluntary, and 
students were informed they could withdraw their consent 
or assent at any time. At each wave, adolescents completed 
an online questionnaire on Qualtrics during school hours. 
Parents received a personalized and pseudonymized link via 
email to complete the questionnaire online. Adolescents and 
their parents were required to create a personal code (unique 

to each youth) to pair their answers over time and to ensure 
anonymity.

Measures

Demographics

Participants' socio-demographic information was collected 
at T1. Participants reported their age and year of school en-
rolment (i.e., first year and third year); sex (i.e., boys and 
girls); family composition (i.e., married or coliving parents, 
separated or divorced, other family condition and then re-
coded as married or coliving, divorced or other family con-
dition); having siblings (i.e., not only child and only child); 
parents' educational level (i.e., no school diploma, high 
school diploma, bachelor's degree or master's degree and 
then recoded as low/medium level of education, high level of 
education); parents' employment (i.e., what type of work they 
do; then recoded as unemployed, employed).

Adolescents' intergroup contact at school/during 
leisure time

The Intergroup Contact Interactions Scale (ICIS; Karataş, 
Rubini, et al., 2023) validated in the Italian context was used 
to assess adolescents' intergroup contact. As a first question, 
adolescents reported the quantity of contact experienced in 
each context (Karataş, Rubini, et al., 2023). They answered 
one item (‘In the last four months, at school [e.g., with other 
students, teachers]/ during the activities done during your 
leisure time in the area you live in [e.g., your town, neigh-
borhood], have you met and spoken with people of foreign 
origin?’) on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale ranging from 
1 (never) to 5 (very often). Then, they assessed the quality of 
these interactions, answering 10 items scored on a 5-point 
Likert-type rating scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very 
often). Sample items include: ‘They have been polite to you’ 
(positive intergroup contact; 5 items) and ‘They have been 
rude to you’ (negative intergroup contact; 5 items). Regarding 
school context, Cronbach's Alphas were 0.93 and 0.93 for 
positive intergroup contact and 0.83 and 0.91 for negative 
intergroup contact at T1 and T2, respectively. Regarding lei-
sure time, Cronbach's Alphas were 0.93 and 0.92 for positive 
intergroup contact and 0.87 and 0.92 for negative intergroup 
contact at T1 and T2, respectively.

Mothers' and fathers' intergroup contact at work/
during leisure time

The adapted version of the Intergroup Contact Interactions 
Scale (ICIS; Karataş, Rubini, et al., 2023) validated in the Italian 
context was used to assess parents' intergroup contact. As a first 
question, mothers and fathers reported the quantity of contact 
experienced in each context (Karataş, Rubini, et  al.,  2023). 
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They answered one item (‘Over the last four months, at work 
[e.g., with colleagues, bosses, clients]/during the activities done 
during your leisure time in the area you live in [e.g., your town, 
neighborhood], have you met and spoken with people of for-
eign origin?’), on a 5-point Likert-type rating scale ranging 
from 1 (never) to 5 (very often). Then, they assessed the qual-
ity of these interactions, answering two single items (one for 
positive and one for negative contact; that is, ‘The experience 
you had with them was positive/negative?’) scored on a 5-point 
Likert-type rating scale ranging from 1 (never) to 5 (very often).

Strategy of analyses

Descriptive, reliability, and missingness analyses were con-
ducted using IBM SPSS Version 28.0 for Windows. The 
main analyses were conducted in Mplus 8.9 (Muthén & 
Muthén, 2017), using the Maximum Likelihood Robust es-
timator (Satorra & Bentler, 2001). As a preliminary step, the 
longitudinal measurement invariance of adolescents' inter-
group contact at school and during leisure time was tested. 
Scalar invariance was established for both models, as de-
tailed in the results available in the Supplemental Materials 
section (see Table S3).

To test the main hypotheses of the current study (i.e., how 
the quality of intergroup contact is transmitted within the 
family context by examining the longitudinal reciprocal as-
sociations between adolescents' and their parents' positive 
and negative intergroup contact in different life contexts), 
two cross-lagged panel models with latent variables for ad-
olescents and observed variables for parents were tested. 
The first model examined cross-lagged paths between in-
tergroup contact quality (positive and negative) of adoles-
cents at school and intergroup contact quality (positive and 
negative) of their mothers and fathers at work. The second 
model examined cross-lagged paths between adolescents' 
intergroup contact quality (positive and negative) and their 
mothers' and fathers' intergroup contact quality (positive 
and negative) during leisure time. These models tested the 
longitudinal association controlling for (a) autoregressive 
paths (i.e., T1 → T2) and (b) within-time correlations among 
all variables (i.e., correlations among variables at T1 and 
correlated changes at T2). In both models, the age, sex, and 
school type of the adolescents were added as covariates as 
they were expected to be associated with intergroup contact 
in adolescence, in line with the literature. Furthermore, pre-
liminary and attrition analyses indicated they were indeed 
related to the main variables of the study.

R E SU LTS

Preliminary analyses

Means and standard deviations of study variables are 
reported in Table  1. Correlations among study variables 
are reported in Table  S2 of the Supplemental Materials. 

Regarding the difference between structured (i.e., school 
and work) and unstructured (i.e., leisure time) con-
texts, repeated measure analyses indicated that ado-
lescents (T1: F = 141.07, p < .001, η2 = 0.18; T2: F = 99.33, 
p < .001, η2 = 0.17), their mothers (T1: F = 181.44, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.27; T2: F = 118.10, p < .001, η2 = 0.25), and fathers 
(T1: F = 203.56, p < .001, η2 = 0.32; T2: F = 106.11, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.28) reported more intergroup contact in struc-
tured than in unstructured contexts. Furthermore, in the 
structured context, adolescents (T1: F = 2416.66, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.81; T2: F = 876.90, p < .001, η2 = 0.72), their mothers 
(T1: F = 982.99, p < .001, η2 = 0.70; T2: F = 737.67, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.71), and fathers (T1: F = 631.84, p < .001, η2 = 0.63; 
T2: F = 525.21, p < .001, η2 = 0.69) reported having more 
positive than negative contacts. The same result was 
found in the unstructured contexts, again for adoles-
cents (T1: F = 1245.13, p < .001, η2 = 0.76; T2: F = 397.45, 
p < .001, η2 = 0.65), their mothers (T1: F = 1098.77, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.74; T2: F = 836.98, p < .001, η2 = 0.76), and fathers 
(T1: F = 556.73, p < .001, η2 = 0.64; T2: F = 360.21, p < .001, 
η2 = 0.63). Overall, these results indicate that participants 
had more opportunities for contact in structured (i.e., 
school and work) than in unstructured (i.e., leisure time) 

T A B L E  1   Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) of the Study 
Variables.

T1 T2

M SD M SD

Adolescents' intergroup contact at school

Quantity 2.78 1.25 2.53 1.33

Positive 3.98 0.73 3.94 0.71

Negative 1.52 0.61 1.78 0.80

Mothers' intergroup contact at work

Quantity 3.22 1.23 3.15 1.24

Positive 3.94 0.66 3.94 0.67

Negative 2.03 0.81 2.00 0.81

Fathers' intergroup contact at work

Quantity 3.18 1.23 3.20 1.13

Positive 3.83 0.73 3.86 0.07

Negative 2.03 0.84 2.08 0.79

Adolescents' intergroup contact during leisure time

Quantity 2.15 1.16 1.90 1.15

Positive 3.91 0.70 3.80 0.70

Negative 1.64 0.71 1.94 0.85

Mothers' intergroup contact during leisure time

Quantity 2.42 1.04 2.37 1.08

Positive 3.84 0.67 3.91 0.67

Negative 1.82 0.76 1.80 0.72

Fathers' intergroup contact during leisure time

Quantity 2.26 1.02 2.40 1.02

Positive 3.74 0.71 3.77 0.73

Negative 1.94 0.81 1.94 0.86
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contexts, and they reported more positive than negative 
interactions across both contexts.

Main models

Cross-lagged association between adolescents' and 
parents' intergroup contact in structured contexts

Regarding the structured contexts (Figure  1), cross-lagged 
paths indicated that adolescents' negative and positive inter-
group contact at school were positively associated with moth-
ers' negative intergroup contact at work over time. There 
were no significant cross-lagged paths linking adolescents' 
and fathers' intergroup contact. Contrary to expectations, 
parents' intergroup contact quality was not significantly 
associated with those of adolescents at the following time 
point. Nevertheless, associations emerged between parents' 
intergroup interactions. Fathers' positive intergroup contact 
was negatively associated with mothers' negative intergroup 
contact.

Regarding within-time correlations, adolescents' negative 
intergroup contact was positively correlated with mothers' 
negative contact at T1. Mothers' positive contact and fathers' 
positive contact were negatively correlated at T1. In addition, 
mothers' negative contact and fathers' negative contact were 
positively correlated both at T1 and T2.

Stability paths (see Table  2) ranged from 0.29 (p < .01) 
to 0.43 (p < .001) and were comparable for adolescents', 

mothers', and fathers' intergroup contact. Lastly, regarding 
covariates (see Table 2), sex was associated with adolescents' 
contact quality at T1 and T2 (girls reported more positive 
contact than boys, who reported more negative contact). 
Adolescents' age was associated with fathers' negative con-
tact at T1, namely lower age of adolescents was associated 
with higher fathers' negative interaction. Regarding school 
type, attending technical/vocational schools was correlated 
with more negative contact for adolescents and fathers at T1, 
while attending academic-oriented high schools was associ-
ated with more positive contact for fathers and mothers at T1 
and for adolescents at T2.

Cross-lagged association between adolescents' and 
parents' intergroup contact in unstructured 
contexts

Regarding the unstructured context (i.e., leisure time), 
cross-lagged paths indicated that no significant associa-
tions emerged between adolescents' intergroup contact 
and parents' intergroup interactions over time (Figure  2). 
Additionally, parents' intergroup contact quality during free 
time was not significantly associated with those of adoles-
cents at the following time point.

Regarding within-time correlations, mothers' negative 
intergroup contact was positively associated with fathers' 
negative contact at T1. Moreover, adolescents' positive inter-
group contact was correlated with more positive intergroup 

F I G U R E  1   Significant standardized results of the cross-lagged panel model of intergroup contact in structured contexts (school and work). For the 
sake of clarity, only significant cross-lagged paths are displayed. Intergroup contact has been coded with higher values indicative of higher positive or 
negative intergroup contact. Gray arrows indicate within-construct effects (e.g., paths between positive and negative intergroup contact of adolescents). 
Bold arrows indicate significant effects between adolescents' intergroup contact and parents' intergroup contact. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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      |  7FAMILY TRANSMISSION OF INTERGROUP CONTACT

contact of mothers at T2. Stability paths (see Table 2) ranged 
from 0.29 (p < .001) to 0.46 (p < .001) and were comparable 
for adolescents', mothers', and fathers' intergroup contact. 
Lastly, regarding covariates (see Table 2), sex was associated 
with adolescents' contact quality at T1 (i.e., girls reported 
more positive contact compared to boys who reported more 
negative contact).

DISCUSSION

Adolescence is a crucial time in which interethnic attitudes 
are formed and become more stable (Wölfer et al., 2016). In 
addition, as today's societies are increasingly multicultural, 
adolescents belonging to the majority group and their fami-
lies come into contact with growing ethnic and cultural di-
versity (Svensson & Syed,  2023). Therefore, it is important 
to understand how adolescents navigate such diversity, 

fostering positive intergroup interactions while preventing 
negative ones, and examine the family's role in this process. 
The present study advances extant knowledge on the topic 
by examining the role of both parents and considering dif-
ferent life contexts (i.e., structured and unstructured) to 
understand how intergroup contact in adolescence develops 
within the family. Overall, the results indicate that adoles-
cents and their parents have opportunities for contact in 
all contexts of daily life, both in structured (where oppor-
tunities for contact are greater) and unstructured settings. 
Notably, adolescents' intergroup interactions at school were 
associated both at baseline and over time with intergroup 
contact with their mothers at work. In addition, changes in 
adolescents' and mothers' positive contacts were intertwined 
in the leisure contexts. From a theoretical point of view, this 
evidence provides a complex picture of family transmis-
sion, in which adolescents play a pivotal role in influencing 
their mothers. From a practical perspective, this knowledge 

T A B L E  2   Standardized results of the cross-lagged models with covariates.

Stability paths

Model 1: Intergroup contact at school 
and work

Model 2: Intergroup contact during 
leisure time

T1 → T2 T1 → T2

Adolescents' positive intergroup contact 0.36*** 0.42***

Adolescents' negative intergroup contact 0.29*** 0.46***

Mothers' positive intergroup contact 0.41*** 0.29**

Mothers' negative intergroup contact 0.40*** 0.37***

Fathers' positive intergroup contact 0.40*** 0.38***

Fathers' negative intergroup contact 0.43*** 0.32**

Covariates T1 T2 T1 T2

Sex → adolescents' positive intergroup contact 0.26*** 0.11* 0.17*** 0.11

Sex → adolescents' negative intergroup contact −0.20*** −0.12* −0.12* −0.09

Sex → mothers' positive intergroup contact −0.04 −0.04 0.03 0.06

Sex → mothers' negative intergroup contact 0.02 −0.02 −0.00 0.01

Sex → fathers' positive intergroup contact −0.04 −0.04 0.02 0.01

Sex → fathers' negative intergroup contact −0.01 0.07 −0.08 0.08

Age→ adolescents' positive intergroup contact 0.03 0.01 −0.20 −0.08

Age → adolescents' negative intergroup contact −0.03 −0.01 −0.06 0.02

Age → mothers' positive intergroup contact 0.05 −0.04 −0.06 0.01

Age → mothers' negative intergroup contact −0.05 −0.04 0.07 −0.10

Age→ fathers' positive intergroup contact 0.05 0.11 −0.02 0.04

Age → fathers' negative intergroup contact −0.10* 0.09 0.04 0.09

School type → adolescents' positive intergroup contact −0.05 −0.21*** −0.03 −0.05

School type → adolescents' negative intergroup contact 0.12* 0.28*** −0.03 0.10

School type → mothers' positive intergroup contact −0.10* −0.07 −0.04 0.04

School type → mothers' negative intergroup contact 0.05 0.02 0.00 0.00

School type → fathers' positive intergroup contact −0.11* −0.08 −0.11 −0.08

School type → fathers' negative intergroup contact 0.11* −0.03 0.08 0.02

Note: T = Time; Sex (0 = boys, 1 = girls); Age groups (0 = first school year, 1 = third school year); School type (0 = academic-oriented school, 1 = technical/vocational school).
Significant covariates are indicated in bold.
*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001.
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8  |      PAGANO et al.

enables the design of evidence-based interventions involving 
adolescents and parents to make multicultural relationships 
more respectful of diversity.

Intergenerational transmission of intergroup 
contact in a structured setting: The 
school and the work contexts

In this study, the intergroup contact quality (positive and 
negative) of adolescents at school and intergroup contact 
quality (positive and negative) of their mothers and fathers 
at work were first examined to understand how intergroup 
contact is transmitted across structured contexts. The 
school setting is where adolescents spend most of their time. 
Consequently, it is also the environment in which they are 
most exposed to interethnic interactions, given the increas-
ingly multicultural composition of the classrooms (Birtel 
et al., 2020). In relational terms, the school can be defined as 
a structured context, an environment in which there are lim-
ited possibilities to choose the people with whom one enters 
into a relationship. The same is represented by the workplace 
for parents. In this view, people in structured environments 
are forced to interact with little choice in managing these 
relationships and with little opportunity to change contexts 
if these relationships are not fulfilling. In fact, the results of 
this study highlighted that adolescents and their parents re-
port more intergroup contact in these structured settings, as 
compared to their experiences in their leisure time.

Furthermore, parents and adolescents reported having 
many positive and few negative intergroup contacts at school 

and work, respectively. Thus, although the people with 
whom they come into contact in these structured settings 
are contextually defined, most of the experiences are still 
positive. This aligns with existing literature indicating con-
sistently that positive intergroup interactions are much more 
frequent than negative ones (e.g., Graf et al., 2014; Hayward 
et al., 2017).

Focusing on the main goal of the study, a fascinating re-
sult emerged about the association between adolescents' and 
parents' intergroup contact. At the beginning of the study, 
adolescents' negative contact and mothers' negative contact 
were positively correlated. Additionally, both adolescents' 
negative and positive intergroup contact were associated with 
a relative increase in mothers' negative contact over time. In 
contrast, no significant intergenerational associations were 
found regarding adolescents' and fathers' intergroup contact. 
These results point to two relevant considerations.

First, they indicate that contrary to expectations, no 
associations emerged between parents' contact at baseline 
and adolescent children's contact at a later time. Thus, the 
quality of adolescents' intergroup contact is associated 
over time with the quality of interactions reported by their 
parents, specifically by their mothers, but not the reverse. 
These findings highlight that effects are unidirectional, 
with a main child effect, rather than bidirectional. This 
evidence contributes to the literature on intergenerational 
transmission by showing that the main direction of ef-
fects depends on the nature of the aspect being transmit-
ted. When it comes to dimensions on which parents are 
likely to be more stable than their adolescent children, the 
main direction of transmission is from parents to their 

F I G U R E  2   Significant standardized results of the cross-lagged panel model of intergroup contact in unstructured contexts (leisure time). For the 
sake of clarity, only significant cross-lagged paths are displayed. Intergroup contact has been coded with higher values indicative of higher positive or 
negative intergroup contact. Gray arrows indicate within-construct effects (e.g., paths between positive and negative intergroup contact of adolescents). 
Bold arrows indicate significant effects between adolescents' intergroup contact and parents' intergroup contact. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.
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adolescent children (Meeus,  2016), as documented for 
personality (Zentner & Renaud,  2007), self-concept clar-
ity (Crocetti et al., 2016), and gender role attitudes (Cano 
& Hofmeister, 2023). In contrast, when it comes to con-
textual aspects, such as the quality of intergroup contact 
tackled in this study, for which stability levels are generally 
lower than those detected for personality, attitudes, and 
values, and they are comparable for adolescents and their 
parents, the main direction of association can be from ad-
olescents to their parents.

Second, the results showed a transmission effect con-
cerning negative contact but not positive contact. Thus, this 
study confirms a more significant effect of negative valence 
that had already been found in studies investigating trans-
mission in the opposite direction (from parents to adolescent 
children; e.g., Cernat,  2017). This is because, according to 
the valence-salience effect (Paolini et al., 2010), experiencing 
negative contact has greater salience and makes generaliza-
tion more likely than positive intergroup contact.

Finally, the results underscored that, within the parent 
couple, intergroup contacts of fathers and mothers were in-
terrelated both at baseline and over time. Additionally, fa-
thers' positive contact was associated with a relative decrease 
in mothers' negative contact at a later point. These results 
highlight that horizontally, within the couple, there is a mu-
tual association of intergroup contact at work and, interest-
ingly, fathers exert a more substantial influence.

Intergenerational transmission of intergroup 
contact in an unstructured setting: The leisure 
time context

The association between intergroup contact quality (positive 
and negative) of adolescents and their parents during leisure 
time was examined to understand how intergroup contact 
is transmitted across unstructured contexts. While school 
takes up most of the adolescents' day, the rest is dedicated 
to leisure activities (e.g., sports and groups of friends). In re-
lational terms, these contexts are considered unstructured 
because choosing people with whom one comes into contact 
is simpler. Adolescents can develop social and interpersonal 
skills in leisure contexts, characterized by an essential rela-
tional dimension (McKeown & Taylor, 2018). Thus, even in 
these contexts, adolescents can have different inter-ethnic 
interactions. Regarding the valence of the interactions, 
this study showed that adolescents and their parents report 
more positive intergroup contact than negative. This result 
confirms that inter-ethnic interactions are generally more 
frequently positive in both structured and unstructured 
contexts, in line with the literature (e.g., Graf et  al.,  2014; 
Hayward et al., 2017).

Moving into the associations between adolescents and 
their parents, only a positive correlated change between ad-
olescents' and mothers' positive contact was detected. Thus, 
unlike the structured contexts, in the unstructured ones, 
there is a weaker interplay between adolescents' and their 

parents' intergroup contact. This result may be interpreted 
considering that individuals have more freedom to change 
relationships in unstructured contexts. Thus, they may 
be less affected by what happens to their family members. 
Overall, this evidence highlights the importance of account-
ing for the different developmental contexts in which adoles-
cents are embedded (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Sameroff, 2009).

The interplay between quality of contact within the pa-
rental couple documented for the work setting was largely 
confirmed also for the leisure time. This was especially the 
case for negative intergroup contact of mothers and fathers, 
which was related at baseline. These results advance the lit-
erature by showing that similarities within parental couples 
documented for several attitudes and values (for a review, 
see Luo, 2017) apply also to the quality of intergroup contact.

Theoretical and practical implications

This study has important theoretical implications for under-
standing intergenerational transmission processes. Findings 
highlighted that, predominantly in structured settings, there 
is a transmission originating from adolescent children and 
that this process concerns only the mothers' negative contact 
and not the fathers. First, regarding the role of adolescents in 
the transmission process, this result adds to the current lit-
erature that underlines that adolescents can influence their 
parents, thus becoming ‘educators’ and ‘promoters’ of cer-
tain practices. This process has been called reverse socializa-
tion, indicating the process where parents learn knowledge, 
attitudes, and skills from their adolescent children (Gentina 
& Muratore, 2012). This happens especially for those issues 
for which adolescents have greater knowledge, interests 
(e.g., pro-environmental problems), or skills (e.g., technol-
ogy) than parents. In the domain of intergroup contact and 
relations, adolescents may have more to teach their parents 
than vice versa because they are growing up in increasingly 
diverse communities, unlike their parents, who may have 
experienced life settings with more homogeneous popula-
tions. In this regard, school plays a central role. Apart from 
its structural characteristics (e.g., the level of cultural diver-
sity), it provides adolescents with formal and informal learn-
ing experiences on multiculturalism and diversity (Bayram 
Özdemir et al., 2024; Eckstein et al., 2021). Knowledge is a 
crucial factor in determining adolescents' influence on their 
parents. Growing up in a more multicultural society and 
having the opportunity to meet peers with a migrant back-
ground, especially in the school context (Karataş, Eckstein, 
et al., 2023b), adolescents can act as catalysts of interethnic 
attitudinal and behavioral changes in families. Thus, the 
quality of intergroup contact is a further possible object of 
reverse socialization, as well as pro-environmental and tech-
nological issues.

Second, the results showed that adolescents inf luence 
the quality of intergroup contact of their mothers, but not 
their fathers. Mothers have always been considered crucial 
in the transmission process to their adolescent children 
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(e.g., Barni et al., 2022). Additionally, the findings of the 
present study highlighted that mothers are also crucial in 
the reverse process of transmission (from their adolescent 
children). Adolescents generally spend more time with 
their mothers than with their fathers, thus having more 
opportunities to directly interact with them (e.g., having 
a discussion or sharing information; Phares et al., 2009). 
Additionally, they usually consider their relationship with 
mothers as characterized by greater support and disclo-
sure (Alfieri et al., 2018). Responsive parents may be more 
prone to child inf luence (Knafo & Galansky, 2008) since 
they are willing to consider their adolescent children's 
points of view and readjust their practices accordingly. 
Similarly, Essiz and Mandrik (2022) found that intergen-
erational inf luence on sustainable consumer attitudes and 
behavior predominantly occurs from daughters to mothers 
because of the great exposure of daughters to sustainable 
consumer topics within their campus living environment. 
Unfortunately, there is a scarcity of studies considering 
both the mother and the father in reverse socialization 
processes. This could be a promising line of research de-
velopment to provide a deeper understanding of family 
transmission mechanisms.

From a practical perspective, the results of this study 
allow us to consider the family transmission process during 
adolescence in a new light, especially for all those aspects 
that concern intergroup dynamics. If these findings are rep-
licated, they can be the basis for designing evidence-based 
interventions to promote positive intergroup contact. On the 
one hand, these interventions should involve parents along 
with adolescents to achieve long-lasting attitudinal and be-
havioral changes in all family members. On the other hand, 
they should consider adolescents' active role in influencing 
parents' intergroup interactions. Thus, adolescents can be-
come role models for parents on issues of inclusion and di-
versity (Maratia et  al.,  2023). This is an essential practical 
implication given the need to develop interventions that, 
especially in adolescence, can promote social cohesion and 
positive intergroup relationships (Reimer et al., 2021; Tropp 
et al., 2022).

Limitations and suggestions for future research

The study contributed to increasing knowledge about the 
family transmission process of intergroup contact in adoles-
cence, considering the role of mothers and fathers separately. 
Findings also highlighted the importance of considering the 
different life contexts in which adolescents are embedded. 
However, the results should be considered in light of some 
limitations.

First, this study allowed us to examine associations be-
tween variables over time but not to make causal inferences. 
Indeed, other variables may influence intergroup contact 
of both adolescents and their parents. For instance, living 
in a relatively segregated setting with few opportunities for 
intergroup contact could impact adolescents' intercultural 

experiences (Pasco et  al.,  2021). Thus, interpretations re-
garding the results should be made with caution.

Second, in this study, girls and boys reported differ-
ent levels of positive and negative contact. In addition to 
these main differences, the interplay between adolescents' 
and parents' intergroup contact may unfold differently in 
opposite-sex (father–daughter and mother–son) and same-
sex (father–son and mother–daughter) dyads. Although 
prior studies mainly documented that transmission pro-
cesses were comparable in opposite- and same-sex dyads 
(e.g., Crocetti et al., 2016 for the intergenerational transmis-
sion of self-concept clarity), future research can delve fur-
ther into the moderating role of gender groups.

Third, the present study aimed to investigate intergroup 
contact in adolescents belonging to the majority group. For 
this reason, adolescents with a migrant background were 
not considered. However, the transmission process may 
differ between families belonging to the majority or mi-
nority group, especially concerning families with a migrant 
background when considering intergroup dynamics such as 
contact (Kwak, 2003). Thus, generalizations of these results 
should be made with caution. To cover this gap, future stud-
ies should also examine adolescents and parents belonging 
to a minority group.

Finally, this longitudinal study involved two waves of 
data collection with a one-year interval. So, it was not pos-
sible to capture changes in the short term. Considering 
that the quality of intergroup contact may be susceptible to 
rapid changes because it is based on daily interactions (Graf 
et al., 2014), future research should consider these issues and 
integrate the assessment of short-, medium-, and long-term 
effects.

CONCLUSIONS

Research has shown the importance of family in inf lu-
encing the intergroup attitudes of adolescent children. 
However, previous studies have neglected to consider 
how adolescents' intergroup contact in different life 
contexts can be shaped within the family context. This 
study filled gaps in the existing literature by showing 
longitudinal associations between the quality of inter-
group contact of adolescents and that of their mothers 
in different life contexts (i.e., school, work, and leisure 
time). Regarding the transmission process, this study 
highlighted that adolescents' intergroup interactions are 
associated with their mothers' interactions over time, 
not vice versa. Furthermore, considering the members 
of the parental couple separately highlighted the differ-
ent roles of the two figures. In fact, associations emerged 
only with the mothers' intergroup contact. Finally, this 
study showed the importance of considering the valence 
of contact interactions and how different developmental 
contexts may affect intergroup contact in adolescence 
differently. These findings should encourage research-
ers to take a new look at the family transmission of 
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intergroup contact, a look that involves adolescents as 
much as parents and considers intergenerational rela-
tionships also inversely (i.e., from adolescent children to 
parents). Operationally, this study can be the basis for 
future evidence-based interventions that aim to improve 
intergroup relations in adolescence and make today's so-
cieties more respectful of diversity.
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