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Abstract
In Croatia, four minority groups practice their right to education in their respective mother
tongues. Relations between the majority and minority groups in the four multi-ethnic
communities have developed under different historical circumstances. Thus, in some regions the
different language of the minority and the majority group can be perceived as a threat to identity
and result in intergroup prejudice and discrimination, whereas in others it might not. In this
study, we wanted to examine: a) the mediating effect of perceived threat on the relationship
between in-group identification and intergroup orientation, b) whether those relationships are
moderated by the group status, and c) contextual specificities, i.e. we wanted to test the model in
four different contexts. Results showed that ethnonationalism (rather than ethnic identity) is
detrimental for intergroup relations, partially due to its connection to the perception of the outgroup as a threat. Model tests in different contexts revealed some contextual differences.
Keywords: minority education, in-group identification, perceived symbolic threat,
intergroup anxiety, intergroup orientation
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Intergroup Threat as a Mediator of Ethnic Identification and Intergroup Orientations
Ethnic diversity and multilingualism become norms in modern societies (Chun, 2016;
Darvin & Norton, 2017). This is why the balance between preserving one’s ethnic identity and
integration in a wider society is important. As language is one of the most important symbols of
ethnic identity (Liebkind, 2010) minorities may feel it is important to be educated in their mother
tongue. Although a positive effect of minority-language education is implied, the possible
negative effects have been less extensively studied. On the one hand, nurturing one’s language
and culture might lead to greater endorsement and respect of the rights of other ethnic groups.
On the other hand, having schools use minority languages may overemphasize group differences
and diminish opportunities for intergroup contact in school. Which outcome is more probable
might depend on the similarity of the languages, their social status but also the history of conflict
between the majority and the minority group. When groups are in conflict separate minority
education may lead to further division among children and a perception of out-group threat. In
this paper, we look at the role of perceived threat on the relationship between in-group
identification and indicators of intergroup relations in four multi-ethnic communities in Croatia
where minority groups practice education in their mother tongues.
Ethnolinguistic identity theory (ELIT) suggests that language is the central aspect of
ethnic identity (Giles & Johnson, 1987) contributing importantly to ethnic identity construction
(Hurtado & Gurin, 1987; Liebkind, 2010; Tong et al., 1999). For minorities, language represents
a reminder of cultural heritage and is a key element of their group distinctiveness. Research
even shows that ethnic group members identify more closely with those who speak their
language than with those who share their cultural background and geographic residence (Giles et
al., 1976; Jaspal, 2009). However, the theory of subjective ethnolinguistic vitality (SEV)
(Bourhis & Sachdev, 1984; Giles et al., 1977) emphasizes the need to include social context in
the studies of language and identity. Recent meta-analysis (Mu, 2015) supported the general
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effect of the relationship between ethnic identity and language proficiency. Hence, education in
mother tongue is very important to ethnic minorities as a way of preserving their ethnic identity
(Hurtado & Gurin, 1987). However, the possible negative effects of minority language education
are sometimes neglected (e.g., children belonging to minority groups may use their mother
tongue to exclude out-group children from conversations). Consequently, majority group
children may become suspicious and anxious, as they cannot understand their minority group
peers (Verkuyten, 2005). Recent studies show that language or even accent can be a source of
prejudice and discrimination (Hansen & Dovidio, 2016; Hansen et al., 2014). Whether such
negative outcomes will take place in a specific community probably depends on the strength and
type of own group ethnolinguistic identification.
Attachment to an ethnic group may have different consequences for intergroup relations.
In the Croatian social context, nation and ethnicity overlap for the majority Croats and these
terms have been used interchangeably, referring both to a shared heritage and to culture, but also
to a political community. However, for minority groups their dual identity is recognized by the
Croatian Constitution, acknowledging their cultural and ethnolinguistic specificity but also
including them in a common political community of citizenship. According to social identity
theory, (SIT; Tajfel & Turner, 1979) people derive their identity and self-worth from the groups
they belong to. This in-group attachment helps explain why people adhere to in-group norms and
show in-group bias. However, in-group positivity and out-group derogation are not reciprocally
related (Brewer, 2007). It is possible that even high in-group identification is unrelated to the
relations with relevant out-groups. However, attachment to and love for one’s nation have to be
distinguished from ethnonationalism which presupposes that one’s nation is superior to other
nations (Mummendey et al., 2001; Schatz et al., 1999). Hence, nationalism can be seen as a
negative consequence of national identity and involves moral superiority, idealization and
glorification of the in-group and distrust of out-groups (Blank & Schmidt, 2003).
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Thus, to understand intergroup relations it may be important to consider the mechanisms
underlying this link between identity and intergroup behavior. One of the most prominent
explanations of such a link is intergroup threat. Integrated threat theory (ITT, Stephan &
Stephan, 2000) postulates that threat associated with an out-group can increase negative attitudes
and even negative behaviors toward this group (Croucher, 2018; Stephan et al., 2009). ITT
distinguishes four different types of threat from a specific out-group: realistic threat, symbolic
threat, intergroup anxiety, and negative stereotypes (Stephan et al., 2002). Symbolic threat
involves threats to in-group identity, (i.e., to the group’s worldview, morals, values, and
standards). A meta-analysis showed that in-group identification was more strongly related with
the perception of symbolic than to realistic threat (Riek et al., 2006). This finding was supported
in post-conflict settings of Croatia corroborating symbolic threat as an important correlate of the
in-group identification (Löw Stanić, 2014). Intergroup anxiety refers to feelings of threat people
experience during intergroup interactions because they are worried about being embarrassed,
rejected and misunderstood by the out-group (Stephan & Stephan, 1985). While other types of
intergroup threat are more cognitive in nature, intergroup anxiety captures the affective reactions
to the out-group.
Ethnolinguistic Vitality of Language Groups in the Study
The last census in Croatia showed that slightly less than 10 % of the population was made
up of minority groups (Croatian Bureau of Statistics, 2011) while the Croatian Constitution
recognizes 22 ethnic minorities across different regions. We conducted our study in four multiethnic communities in Croatia where ethnic minorities are large enough to exercise their
constitutional right to be educated in their own minority languages (the Serb-Croat context in the
town of Vukovar and surroundings, the Italian-Croat context in several towns in Istria County,
the Hungarian-Croat context in the town of Osijek and surroundings, and the Czech-Croat
context in the town of Daruvar and surroundings). In each of the regions a single minority has
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been more concentrated than others: in Vukovar these are Serbs (15.5% vs. 80.2 % of Croats), in
Istria Italians (6.03% vs. 83.82% of Croats), in Osijek region Hungarians (2.7% vs. 87% of
Croats), and in Daruvar region Czechs (5.25% vs. 86.82% of Croats).
Minority groups in these regions either go to separate schools from the Croatian majority
or are schooled in separate classrooms (Čorkalo Biruški et al., 2019). Though all four minority
groups have preserved their ethnolinguistic vitality, a variety of historical and cultural factors
have shaped different majority-minority dynamics in these regions. One dimension to compare
our research contexts is the linguistic similarities between Croatian and the respective minority
language. Similar languages might ensure easier integration into Croatian society, but also may
lead to a lack of positive distinctiveness between the two groups in question (Turner, 1975).
From that perspective, Serbian and Czech as Slavic languages are more similar to the Croatian
language (especially Serbian), whereas Hungarian and Italian are very different from Croatian.
Furthermore, status of the minority language is also important: the higher the status of the
language, the more the ethnolinguistic vitality of the groups is likely to be preserved. For
example, the Italian language has a high status (Hržica et al., 2011) and many children in Croatia
learn Italian as their second language (Balen, 2015). Conversely, Hungarian is considered more
difficult to learn. Moreover, the linguistic community of Hungarians is rather small and fairly
isolated and therefore majority members may perceive little social benefits from learning
Hungarian. However, at the same time physical isolation has made it easier for Hungarians to
preserve their ethnolinguistic vitality while also challenging their integration into wider society.
As for the Czech language, its native speakers are also concentrated in one particular region;
however, the majority and minority exchange has been much more intensive over the course of
history. Thus, contemporary Czech language used by minority in Daruvar region is strongly
influenced by the Croatian language.
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The third dimension of comparison is the geographical distance of minority group
members’ kin-state. Whereas Italy, Serbia and Hungary are neighboring countries to Croatia, this
is not a case with the Czech Republic. Thus, being close to the kin-state can make minority more
attached to its ethnolinguistic identity and less motivated to integrate into Croatian society. This
strategy may be perceived by majority Croats as threatening. Finally, the fourth dimension of
comparison is the history of conflict between groups. From this point of view, the Vukovar
region is different from the rest because of the recent conflict between Croats and Serbs, and the
tension between the two groups is still present. On the opposite end is the Czech-Croat context
with no history of majority-minority conflict. As for Italians and Hungarian, the past conflicts
with Croats are likely considered to be irrelevant.
These different multi-ethnic contexts offer an opportunity to gain a deeper understanding
of the role of minority language education in shaping intergroup relations of pupils. We argue
that the language of education further enhances identification with one’s ethnic group and makes
it more salient in everyday life. Moreover it is also possible that by making ethnic identity more
salient it emphasizes the role of ethnonationalism in intergroup relations. Moreover, minority
language education might enhance perceived intergroup threat in both majority and minority
groups living in the same community.
Aim of the Study
Drawing on SIT and ITT perspectives in the context of minority education in Croatia, we
looked at the mediating effect of symbolic threat and intergroup anxiety in the relationship
between in-group identification (ethnic identification and ethnonationalism), and negative and
positive out-group orientation (i.e. behavioral intentions to discriminate and to act prosocially
towards out-group members). Furthermore, we explored if the group status moderates this
relationship (see Figure 1). We tested these models in four social contexts in Croatia.
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Figure 1
Theoretical model of moderated mediation

Based on previous studies suggesting that ethnonationalism, rather than ethnic identity
per se, is detrimental for intergroup relations (Brewer, 1999; Čorkalo & Kamenov, 2003; Jelić et
al., 2014; Penic et al., 2017), we expect ethnonationalism to be positively related to out-group
derogation and negatively to prosocial tendencies towards the out-group via greater perception of
symbolic threat and intergroup anxiety. The inclusion of two different types of intergroup threat
will enable us to see whether cognitive or affective path plays a more important role in
intergroup relations.
However, the link between ethnic identification and intergroup orientation is less easy to
predict due to the mixed results in previous studies (Costarelli & Calli, 2004; Ruttenberg et al.,
1996). We argue that introducing both measures of ethnic identification and ethnonationalism
simultaneously would separate their unique contribution to intergroup behaviour, and that ethnic
identification might even be associated with positive out-group outcome via lesser perception of
symbolic threat and intergroup anxiety.
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In addition, we propose that the group status (majority or minority) moderates the link
between intergroup threats and intergroup behaviour. Based on ITT’s assumptions, we could
expect our models to account for more variance among members of the majority group.
However, results corroborating this assumption have not been consistent suggesting that it all
depends on the type of threat, type of behavior and specific social context (Löw Stanić, 2014).
Finally, following the recent developments in intergroup contact theory (Hodson et al.,
2013) we decided to include measures of both positive and negative intergroup behavior instead
of focusing on just negative behaviors.
Method
Participants
A total of 1467 students participated (642 males, 782 females, and 43 who did not specify
their gender) from 22 elementary (n = 731) and 10 high schools (n = 736), aged from 11 to 19
years (M = 15.19; SD = 1.991). We used education language as a proxy of ethnicity in four
different multi-ethnic settings in Croatia. The sample included 238 pupils in education on
Serbian language, 97 pupils educated in Hungarian language, 137 pupils in Czech language
education, 250 pupils in education in Italian language, and 745 majority Croats.
Materials
Predictor variables
Ethnic identity was assessed by five items adapted from Doosje et al. (1995). The responses were
indicated on a five-point scale ranging from highly disagree (1) to highly agree (5). Higher
values indicated a stronger ethnic identity. The reliability of the scale in this research was α = .90
for the whole sample (ethnic majority: α = .90; ethnic minorities: α = .91).
Ethnonationalism was assessed by three items used in Čorkalo and Kamenov (2003). The
responses were indicated on a five-point scale ranging from highly disagree (1) to highly agree
(5). Higher values indicated more pronounced ethnonationalism. The reliability of the scale in
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this research was α = .79 for the whole sample (ethnic majority: α = .79; ethnic minorities: α =
.79).
Mediator variables
Perceived symbolic threat was measured by five items adapted from Čorkalo Biruški (2011).
Participants assessed their agreement on a four-point scale ranging from highly disagree (1) to
highly agree (4). Higher values indicated more perceived intergroup symbolic threat. The
reliability of the scale in this research was α = .83 for the whole sample (ethnic majority: α = .85;
ethnic minorities: α = .80).
Intergroup anxiety was measured using a six-item scale modified from Stephan and Stephan
(1985) asking participants how they would feel when interacting with members of the other
ethnic group. The out-group for minorities was always Croats, and for Croats the out-group was
the respective minority group in each context. Participants responded on a five-point scale
ranging from not at all (1) to extremely (5). The reliability of the scale in this research was α =
.80 for the whole sample (ethnic majority: α = .81; ethnic minorities: α = .78).
Outcome variables
The tendency for out-group discrimination is a measure of behavioral intent, adapted from
Čorkalo Biruški and Ajduković (2007). Participants were provided with descriptions of eight
everyday situations and asked if they would choose their in-group member in order to complete
the task described. The total number of positive (coded as 1) and negative (coded as 0) responses
was summed, ranging from zero to eight. Higher numbers indicated a more pronounced tendency
to discriminate against the out-group. The reliability of the scale was α = .80 for the whole
sample (ethnic majority: α = .83; ethnic minorities: α = .77).
The tendency for out-group prosocial behavior is a measure developed by Štambuk and Čorkalo
Biruški (2011). It consisted of five items that asked participants how they would act in different
situations where members of one’s in-group bully members of the out-group. Participants had to
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indicate their most likely reaction on a four-point scale, support them or join them (1), ignore
them (2), ask them to stop (3), and ask my peers to help me to make it stop (4). Higher results
indicated a more pronounced tendency to act prosocially. The reliability of the scale was α = .86
for the whole sample (ethnic majority: α = .89; ethnic minorities: α = .83).
Socio-demographics of age, gender, nationality, school and grade were also included in the
questionnaire.
See supplementary online material, Appendix A, for more comprehensive list of items.
Procedure
Ethical approval was granted by the university Institutional Review Board. The
questionnaires were administered in groups, during regular class hours. Participation was
voluntary and parental permissions were obtained for students under the age of 14. All
questionnaires were completed anonymously and were administered in the native tongues of the
students. Czech pupils completed the questionnaire in Croatian as per advice of school principals
whereas in all other contexts the vast majority of pupils completed the questionnaire in their
minority language. This confirmed the ethnolinguistic identification of the pupils in our sample.
Analytic Procedure
The main analyses in this study were conducted in R (R core team, 2018) in the laavan
package (Rosseel, 2012). We specified two theoretical models for two outcome variables. In the
Model A, we regressed the tendency to discriminate, and in the Model B, tendency to act
prosocially, on perceived symbolic threat, intergroup anxiety, ethnic identity and
ethnonationalism. Then, we regressed perceived symbolic threat and intergroup anxiety on ethnic
identity and ethnonationalism. Including both predictors in one model made it possible to control
for the direct and indirect effects of each predictor on outcome variables (see Figure 1). To
calculate confidence intervals for direct and indirect effects, we used the bias corrected and
accelerated bootstrap method (BCa), relying on 5000 replacement samples (Preacher & Hayes,
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2008). Given that our original sample size is large enough, bootstrapping by the BCa method
enables us to get reliable confidence interval estimate (Carpenter & Bithell, 2000; Crawley,
2007; Puth et al., 2015).
Results and Discussion
Descriptive statistics and correlations
Means, standard deviations, and correlations are presented in Table 11. Since the study
was conducted in multi-ethnic communities where ethnicity is highlighted by separate minority
schooling, ethnic identification is highly prominent. Perceived symbolic threat, intergroup
anxiety and tendency to discriminate were low, while ethnonationalism scores were just below
the scale midpoint. Conversely, the tendency for prosocial behavior was high. The significant
correlation coefficients were all in the expected direction. The correlation coefficients between
ethnic identity and ethnonationalism (r = .52, p < .001), as well as between perceived symbolic
threat and intergroup anxiety (r = .51, p < .001), were moderate in size, suggesting that these
measures capture different, yet related, forms of ethnic group attachment, and types of threat.
Moderation effect of group status (moderated mediation)
Separate multiple group path analyses for group status tested the mediation path model
on separate samples of majority and minority participants. Group status was a hypothesized
moderator for indirect effects in both A and B models. Multiple group analysis enabled us to
compare regression coefficients across groups defined by a dichotomous moderator. We assessed
the moderation effect by comparing the fit of two nested models for each outcome variable. First
we specified an unconstrained model in which all regression paths were allowed to differ
between the groups (no paths group invariant), and then we specified a constrained model in
which all regression paths were equal between the groups (all paths group invariant). We
employed a chi-square difference test to see if any paths differ between the unconstrained and

1

Table 1 is in Appendix B in supplementary online material.
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constrained models. In both A and B models, the fit of these models did not differ significantly
compared to the constrained models, indicating there is no moderation effect (see Table 32).
Mediation models
Since we found no significant differences in regression coefficients between majority and
minority group members, we will interpret our models for the combined sample.
The Model A column in Table 23 shows the total, direct and indirect effects for the
tendency to discriminate against the out-group. Overall, the mediation path analysis was
conducted on data from N = 986 and the model explained 24.5% of the variance in the outcome
variable. As for direct effects, ethnonationalism was significantly positively related to the
tendency to discriminate, while the effect of ethnic identity was not significant. Furthermore, the
indirect effects of both ethnic identification and ethnonationalism via both forms of intergroup
threat were significant. However, these mediation effects were in the opposite direction. That is,
the more participants were attached to their ethnic group, the less threatened and anxious they
felt when interacting with members of the other ethnic group. These lower levels of threat and
anxiety reduced their tendency to discriminate against the out-group, suggesting that a sense of
ethnic belonging might even serve as a protective factor in multi-ethnic context. However, the
more participants believed their ethnic group was superior to other groups, the more threatened
and anxious they felt towards the out-group and consequently were more prone to discriminate
against it (Figure 2).
The Model B column in Table 2 shows the total, direct and indirect effects for the
tendency for prosocial behavior towards the out-group. Overall, the mediation path analysis was
conducted on data from N = 985 and the model explained 22.5% of the variance in the outcome
variable. Looking at the direct effects, ethnonationalism was negatively and ethnic identity was
positively related to prosocial behavior. Furthermore, the indirect effects of both ethnic identity
2
3

Table 3 is in Appendix B in supplementary online material.
Table 2 is in Appendix B in supplementary online material.
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and ethnonationalism via both forms of intergroup threat were significant. Again, these
mediation effects were in the opposite direction. Results showed that the more participants were
attached to their ethnic group, the less anxiety they would feel when interacting with members of
the other ethnic group, which in turn motivated them to act prosocially towards them. This
finding further emphasizes protective role of the ethnic identity. On the other hand, the more
participants believed their ethnic group was superior to other groups, the more threatened and
anxious they felt towards the out-group and consequently were less prone to act prosocially
(Figure 3).

Figure 2
Path diagram of mediation model for the whole sample, Model A

Note. Path coefficients are standardized regression weights. Path coefficients displayed with
solid lines are significant, 95% confidence intervals did not include zero. Path coefficients
displayed with dotted lines are nonsignificant. Model explained 24.5% of the variance.
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Figure 3
Path diagram of mediation model for the whole sample, Model B

Note. Path coefficients are standardized regression weights. Path coefficients displayed with
solid lines are significant, 95% confidence intervals did not include zero. Path coefficients
displayed with dotted lines are nonsignificant. Model explained 22.5% of the variance.
To summarize, the overall models provided convincing evidence for the partial mediation
of intergroup threats on the relationship between in-group identification and out-group
orientations. However, the results indicate the importance of distinguishing between different
forms of ethnic attachment: sense of belonging to one's ethnic group, (i.e., ethnic identification),
and viewing the in-group as superior to other groups, (i.e. ethnonationalism). It seems that it is
ethnonationalism that is detrimental for intergroup relations, partially due to its connection with
the perception of the out-group threat. Perceived symbolic intergroup threat and intergroup
anxiety are serious obstacles for intergroup relations –by facilitating out-group discrimination
and by inhibiting prosocial behavior towards the out-group. These effects did not differ between
majority and minority.
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Mediating Role of Intergroup Threat in Different Social Contexts
We tested our models in four multi-ethnic contexts in Croatia with Croats as majority and
Serbs, Hungarians, Czechs and Italians as minority groups. We expected to confirm the
proposed path models and group status as a moderator.
Separate multiple group path analyses for group status tested the mediation path model on
separate samples of majority and minority group members in each social context. As shown in
Table 44, the proposed moderation effect of group status was confirmed only in the Czech-Croat
context. However, this context is also the only context in which our mediation models were not
confirmed, meaning that intergroup threat did not mediate relationship between in-group
identification and intergroup orientations in either of samples. Regarding other social contexts,
group status was not a moderator so we interpret the models for the combined sample of Croats
and the respective minority group in each of the contexts. Summarized coefficients for each of
the structural paths can be seen in Figures 4-95.
In all contexts, the indirect effect of ethnonationalism via intergroup anxiety was
significant for both the tendency to discriminate against the out-group (positively) and the
tendency to act prosocially towards the out-group (negatively). The more participants believed
their ethnic group was superior to other groups, the more anxious they felt towards the out-group
and consequently more prone to discriminate against them, and the less likely they were to act
prosocially. Additionally, in the Serb-Croat and in the Italian-Croat contexts, the indirect effect
of ethnic identification via intergroup anxiety was significant for both the tendency to
discriminate (negatively) and the tendency to act prosocially (positively). The more participants
were identified to their in-group, the less anxious they felt towards the out-group, and
consequently were more prone to act prosocially, and less prone to discriminate against them.
Regarding perceived symbolic threat, results showed that in the Serb-Croat context the indirect
4
5

Table 4 is in Appendix B in supplementary online material.
Figures 4-9 are in Appendix C in supplementary online material.
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effect of ethnonationalism via perceived symbolic threat was significant for the tendency to act
prosocially (positively), while in the Italian-Croat context the indirect effects of both ethnic
identification (negatively) and ethnonationalism (positively) via perceived symbolic threat were
significant for the tendency to discriminate.
General Discussion
In this paper, we explore multi-ethnic communities where minority groups exercise their
right to minority education. We hypothesized that this context would influence ethnic
identification and intergroup attitudes and behavior. The present study contributes to the field by
exploring both positive and negative out-group orientations. As expected, perceived threat
reduces positive and facilitates negative intergroup behavior. Our results also confirmed that
perceived intergroup threat mediates the relationship between in-group identification and
positive and negative out-group orientation. Moreover, intergroup anxiety and symbolic threat
were both mediators of this relationship.
The study also confirmed the importance of distinguishing between two types of in-group
attachment. Our findings show that ethnic identity and ethnonationalism have different impacts
on the perception of intergroup threat. When controlling for ethnonationalism, ethnic identity as
a measure that is not confounded with in-group bias and superiority issues is related to a lower
out-group threat. Moreover, while ethnonationalism has a positive direct effect on out-group
discrimination, ethnic identity does not. The opposite holds for prosocial behavior towards the
out-group members. Thus, our findings are in line with others emphasizing that it is
ethnonationalism, rather than sense of belonging per se, that is detrimental for intergroup
relations (Brewer, 2007; Roccas et al., 2006).
Contrary to our expectations, group status did not moderate the relationship between
threat and intergroup orientations. It is possible that group status is more relevant for intergroup
contact than for in-group attachment. Another possibility is that the children from the majority
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and the minority group in the same community are more similar, as they have not yet adhered to
social norms as adults did (Low Stanić, 2014). Future studies should compare results from
children and adults from both groups to investigate whether children function more as the adults
from the majority or as the adults from minority group.
We also tested the intergroup threat model on the four subsamples, in each of the four
contexts of our study. Findings show that context does play a role, but the main assumptions of
the model still hold, except in the Czech-Croat context. This context is highly integrated, and it is
even possible that assimilation of the minority is in progress. Namely, this was the only context
in which minority group respondents chose to complete the survey in Croatian, which in itself
might have influenced their results by making them aware of their identity as Croatian citizens.
In addition, ethnic identification as a Czech seems to be more of a cultural fact than an identity
issue. We argue that in the Czech-Croat context there are no status differences, as present in
other contexts of our study. Hence, it may be that in this context, there are more harmonious
minority-majority relations. Therefore, the intergroup threat model may not be relevant here
because perceived intergroup threat is low and thus does not affect intergroup relations.
In the remaining three contexts ITT model was confirmed, (i.e., we found no substantial
differences between specific minorities, which is itself a finding that highlights the salience of
ethnonationalism effect compared to ethnic identity effect.) This finding suggests a strong link
between the glorification of one’s group and negative out-group emotions (i.e. intergroup
anxiety), which in turn results in a stronger tendency to discriminate against out-group members,
and a lower tendency to act prosocially toward the out-group. The effect of ethnic identity was
less consistent and opposite to the effects of ethnonationalism. In the same vein, it seems that
symbolic threat has weaker impact than intergroup anxiety; indirect effects via intergroup
anxiety were found in all contexts for both outcome variables, while indirect effects via
perceived symbolic threat were significant only in the Serb-Croat context for the tendency to act
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prosocially, and in the Italian-Croat context for the tendency to discriminate. This suggests that
emotions may be more important in intergroup contexts than cognitive factors, but this
assumption should be tested in future studies.
Furthermore, the greatest variance in intergroup orientation was explained in the SerbCroat context (the most conflicted of the four communities), followed by the Hungarian-Croat
context, and the least in the Italian-Croat context. Moreover, for the most harmonious CzechCroat context the model did not hold. So it seems that contextual differences are based on the
dimension of conflict versus harmony, and the model is best suited for more conflicted and not
for more harmonious setting. These findings reflect different intergroup dynamics of language
groups in the four different contexts. It is possible that in the more integrated settings both
negative and positive intergroup behaviors are determined by factors we did not include in this
study, such as school and community norms, social identity based on attachment to the
community, town or region, instead of one’s ethnic group. However, this should be further
explored in future studies.
Conclusions
Based on these results, we have several recommendations for changes in school systems
in multi-ethnic communities. Firstly, schools should aim to encourage a healthy attachment to
one’s own ethnic group, without undermining others, and at fostering a dual identity, where each
group may show how it contributes to a unified identity, (e.g., belonging to a common school,
place or country). For instance, minority students should be able to decorate schools for their
main holidays and make some presentations or plays to talk about their culture to Croats, and
vice versa. Teachers should talk with their students about how other cultures enrich community
and organize multicultural events. Students should feel free to talk about their ethnicity and find
similarities and differences between them. Such an approach, as shown by Riek and colleagues
(2010), leads to a lower level of perceived intergroup threat. Furthermore, schools in a multi-
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ethnic community should be a place of appreciation of diversity (thus reducing the symbolic
threat) and learning about diversity (thus reducing intergroup anxiety because the out-group is no
longer unknown), as well as a safe environment for children’s development (Childs, 2017). In
order for this to be accomplished it is necessary to develop joint extracurricular activities where
children from both groups can learn from and about each other and work together as suggested
by intergroup contact theory. Especially useful would be to encourage learning of both languages
in multi-ethnic communities and to treat both these languages as the languages of the region, as a
cultural heritage and a resource, and a source of community pride (Čorkalo Biruški et al., 2019).
A first step in that direction would be to investigate attitudes towards majority and minority
languages in each community so the space for attitudinal change can be established.
This study has shown that ethnonationalism and not ethnic identity is associated with
negative intergroup outcomes. Thus, as ethnonationalism is based on the incorrect and
generalized belief that one’s own group is better than the others, we believe that critical thinking
should be highly encouraged and taught in the schools. Reducing ethnonationalism and at the
same nurturing appreciation of one’s own ethnic group might then lead to a positive feeling of
ethnic pride without the negative consequences, such as intergroup threat and anxiety connected
to the out-group.
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